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  The Phantom of the Earth is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.


   

    

    

    
A transhuman occupies an intermediate stage between a normal biological human and one of the posthuman variety, a being whose capacities so far outstrip those of ordinary, everyday mortals as to constitute a new and separate species.



   



  —George M. Church




   


   



  The opposite of a correct statement is an incorrect statement, but the opposite of a great truth may be another great truth.



   



  —Niels Bohr




   


   



  All things by immortal power. Near or far, hiddenly, to each other linked are, that thou canst not stir a flower without troubling of a star.



   



  —Francis Thompson
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  Foreword

  

  The Era of Synthetic Biology


  On a late summer day in South Florida, 1969, I became the world’s youngest scientist.


  Papa lounged on a hammock between four palm trees, his face tanned, his black hair splashed with gray, a book open on his belly. I slid the porch door open with my piglet fingers. The heat and humidity and citrus smells struck me.


  I slunk down the wooden steps, waded through our crabgrass lawn, and clutched a strand of rope. “What’re you doing, Papa?”


  “I’m resting for a bit,” Papa said. “It’s reading time now, Nicky.”


  I craned my head over the hammock without disrupting his balance. “The Anthermometer Strelane.”


  “The Andromeda Strain,” Papa corrected. He closed the book and set it on his chest.


  “Do you like it?”


  “I do.”


  “Can you read it to me?”


  “Nicolas,” he said, now wearing that grin of his—calm, soothing, inviting, with a hint of caution. “This isn’t for boys.”


  “But you’re reading it.”


  Papa laughed. “It isn’t for little boys!”


  “Well that’s good,” I said, “because I’m a big boy now.” I was, after all, in the third grade. I slid to Papa’s side. I didn’t think he’d scold me for interest in a book, especially one he’d talked about with Mom all day.


  “All right, big boy,” he said, “I’ll read some of it to you.” Papa skipped over the novel’s disturbing and gruesome sections. I listened that night and for the next three weeks each evening before bedtime.


  A month later, Mrs. Henninger asked our third-grade class what we’d like to be when we grew up. Mark Masterson gloated how he’d be the next Tom Seaver. Pamela Zowoloski assured us she’d turn into Audrey Hepburn, while my best friend, Arnold Lilley, dreamed of being the next Neil Armstrong. I shouted that I wanted to study the “Anthermometer Strelane,” though I had no idea how far I would take the declaration, all the way to a doctorate degree and the exciting world of scientific research.


  My expertise in molecular biology led a young novelist named Raeden Zen to contact me about his new project. He said he wanted to create a futuristic, believable, memorable world. He inquired about research he’d conducted over the years on the budding field of synthetic biology. He told me about the May 2010 so-called breakthrough by the J. Craig Venter Institute (JCVI), which created a new chromosome from artificial DNA, then transferred it to an empty cell and watched the cell multiply. (The ability to reproduce or replicate is considered a basic definition of life.)


  The JCVI team utilized species of Mycoplasma bacteria, M. mycoides and M. capricolum, to conduct the experiment. They chemically synthesized an M. mycoides genome, oligo by oligo—the M. mycoides genome is 1.08 million base pairs of DNA in length, as compared to the human genome’s three billion some base pairs—and they called the synthetic genome M. mycoides JCVI-syn1.0. Next, they transplanted the synthetic genome into an M. capricolum recipient cell. According to the JCVI, “There was a complete replacement of the M. capricolum genome by our synthetic genome during the transplant process. … The cells with only the synthetic genome are self-replicating and capable of logarithmic growth. … This work provides a proof of principle for producing cells based on genome sequences designed in the computer. DNA sequencing of a cellular genome allows storage of the genetic instructions of life as a digital file.”


  I told Mr. Zen that we have entered a new stage of evolution—the era of synthetic biology, or synbio, the writing of life: yesterday’s science fiction, today’s reality. The achievement of the JCVI provided synbio with its most visible success, important for fostering interest, development, and funding in a new industry. Yet this breakthrough represented only the nub of synbio’s capacities, which include the manipulation and rewiring of an organism’s internal workings rather than replicating a known genome.


  What we’ve learned over the last few decades is that the letters of the genetic alphabet—A (adenine), C (cytosine), G (guanine), and T (thymine)—can be transformed into the ones and zeros of binary code, allowing for the easy electronic manipulation of genetic information. As a result, biology is morphing into an information-based science and advancing exponentially. The fundamental tools of genetic engineering designed for the manipulation of life are radically falling in cost and rising in power. From 1970 to 2004, the sequencing field advanced at a one-point-five-fold rate annually; it accelerated to a tenfold rate from 2004 to 2014. Andrew Hessel, cochair of the Biotechnology and Bioinformatics track at the Singularity University located at the NASA research campus, speculated about the budding field of synbio. “This is one of the most powerful technologies in the world,” he noted. “I advocate that cells are living computers, and DNA is a programming language. … It is growing fast. It will grow faster than computer technologies. … I want to see life programmed to solve global challenges so that humanity can achieve a sustainable relationship within the biosphere.”


  Synbio makes DNA design, synthesis, and assembly easier. Presently, we’re moving from adjusting existing genetic designs to constructing new ones. Synbio labs the world over seek to create species that have never before been part of the Earth. One day, synthetic organisms will spawn economically competitive fuels, vaccinate against disease, and cleanse the planet, among other benefits.


  The common counterpoint views to development of synbio technology are (1) humans shouldn’t emulate God, and (2) accidents happen, even in labs with stringent safety standards, and if a unique organism escaped containment, what was a harmless laboratory species could become an ecological catastrophe. Mr. Zen focused on the latter argument in the context of the inevitable depletion of the Earth’s extractable natural resources, setting a containment breach beneath the Earth’s surface. For this reason and others, The Phantom of the Earth struck me as an ambitious modernization of both Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth and Heinlein’s The Moon is a Harsh Mistress, and while Mr. Zen took creative liberty with his application of synbio tech, I found his literary vision of a futuristic Beimeni, the mythical subterranean land of the fountain of youth—undone and redone with synbio at its core—fascinating and frightening.


   



  May 2014


  
    —Dr. Nick Noureiro, PhD

  


  
    Synthetic Biologist, Entrepreneur

  


  Prelude

  

  Equation of Extinction


  The Second Hundred Years’ War had concluded. So had human dominance of the Earth’s surface.


  The Earth has orbited the sun 368 times since then, replenishing much of the renewable surface.


  Nonrenewable resources, plentiful for most of the Earth’s history, had disappeared prior to the war, prior to the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, which wiped humanity from the surface.


  No one truly knows how the Reassortment Strain escaped containment, or what its intended purpose was. A zeropoint attack upon the Western Hegemony’s synbio laboratories and defense network destroyed all records of the strain, while 340 scientists on the team that designed it were stored in stasis at a temperature near absolute zero. Now all but one of those scientists, Dr. Kole Shrader, are dead.


  The Reassortment Strain still thrives in the Earth’s atmosphere and bedrock. It’s a synthetic organism that was designed with the four traditional bases of DNA and their mirrored versions; it contains eight nucleotides and thirty-nine amino acids, and functions in ways unpredicted by science. After it escaped containment, it learned to live off sunlight and nitrogen and spread rapidly over the Earth’s atmosphere and in its soil. It recodes portions of its genome every few minutes and does so with many more combinations given its characteristic of chirality. It only kills humans.


  Reassortment was born out of the Second Hundred Years’ War. Battles fought throughout the solar system for possession of asteroids and minor planets, which held the last vestiges of nonrenewable resources, had come to their inevitable end—the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly and Death Wave. The Reassortment Strain killed more efficiently than any transhuman weapon, silencing more than twenty-five billion people in less than one year.


  The survivors, who had lived and worked beneath Antelope Canyon in the self-sustained and contained Livelle Laboratory, had mistakenly believed they survived the plague. But a new war for survival had only just begun.


  Early setbacks in the newly founded Livelle city-state, mainly from Reassortment scares in the underground, were followed by unprecedented and unpredicted expansion. Transhumans used mineral crushers to travel deep inside the continent of North America to escape the strain. They formed a country called the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni some two thousand five hundred meters deep, spreading civilization coast to coast, to the arctic, and to Central America.


  Scientific discoveries abounded, including rapid evolutionary advances, flexibility to high heat and pressure, growth acceleration, and age reversal, among others; humanity, which had come so close to extinction, used the same synbio technology that created the Reassortment Strain to design gene therapies that gave Homo transition its theoretically infinite life span.


  It also birthed a new conflict, with stakes as high as Before Reassortment. The decades-long Evolutionary War between the Masimovian Administration and the Liberation Front has touched all parts of Beimenian society. The diversion of resources from Reassortment research to the conflict and to maintaining an unsustainable standard of living amid a historic population explosion may have dire consequences. For unless the Reassortment enigma is solved, the pressure from the weight of the Earth above, the burn from radioactivity driven outward from the planet’s core, and seepage of the strain throughout the underground—an equation of extinction—threatens to finish what the Death Wave started 368 years ago …


  Part I:

  

  End of an Era


  
    On the Surface: Spring

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: First Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 80 – 81

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Island of Reverie


   



  Northeast


   



  0 meters deep


   



   



  The Earth’s surface was a beautifully lethal world. Though unseen, Brody knew the danger well: the Reassortment Strain, the great bane of his time. He could still recall the names of all those who’d perished during clinical trials executed by his Reassortment research team, the looks of terror upon their faces etched into his consciousness like fossils in limestone.


  Brody prayed for a positive outcome today. He stood on an oblong dais overlooking the Reassortment research terradome’s central chamber, where his team of scientists adjusted the holograms above their workstations. He observed them, taking deep breaths to settle his nerves. Two scientists assessed the latest serum as it moved through the body of their test subject. Three more checked the subject’s vitals and behavioral responses. Brody’s strategist, Verena Iglehart, stood engrossed at her workstation, analyzing data streams. His striker, Nero Silvana, studied holographic representations of the terrain outside.


  Brody glanced at the sky, discreetly.


  A gull circled overhead, outside the dome, perhaps mistaking the sea of alloy columns and holograms for its home near the coast. Higher above, near wispy clouds, a peregrine falcon plunged. As the bird of prey reached maximum velocity, the gull swerved. The falcon crashed into the invisible dome.


  Brody shivered.


  If only blocking Reassortment were as easy, he thought.


  The gull flew away over the trees and into the shades of tangerine and crimson that tinted the island’s forest. It was a rare opportunity to witness true sunrise, one he couldn’t let distract him from his duty.


  Brody turned back to his workstation and the hologram suspended above it, a three-dimensional rendering of a cement slab labeled PORTAL 13 in white paint. He zoomed out to observe the weeping willow and pine trees near the slab. A breeze wafted through, lifting the willow branches. It all looked so innocuous, Brody thought. He looked down at the opaque suit that covered him.


  “Conduct a biomat suit diagnostic,” he said to Verena. His voice emitted from the audio capture in his helmet.


  “Executing.” Above Verena’s workstation, two hundred fifty holographic biomat suits belonging to all the scientists under the dome appeared and disappeared in rapid succession. They were lean to allow for easier movement, their mid layer designed at the microscopic level to mimic the Venusian surface, one of the deadliest places for life known to man, while their inmost layer remained comfortable. “No containment breaches detected.”


  “What about inside the dome?”


  Verena pulled up more data. “Reassortment concentrations are rising.”


  Brody’s mouth twitched. It didn’t matter that research bots had removed the atmosphere from this dome only yesterday and resupplied it with oxygen, hydrogen, argon, neon, and helium today. By way of an unsolved osmotic, diffusive process, the Reassortment Strain found a way inside the dome.


  “Should we proceed with the trial?” Nero said.


  Brody looked from Nero to Verena, then to all the Reassortment research scientists across the marble floor who risked their lives for this rare ascent to the surface. Brody was Supreme Scientist of the Reassortment project, leader of the research team, and captain of his strike team. They all looked to him.


  “We must proceed with the trial, under parameters approved by the Office of the Chancellor,” Brody said. “Striker, please send the signal.”


  Nero transmitted a stream of coded messages to Reassortment Hall, the research facility twenty-five hundred meters beneath them in the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni’s Volano Territory. “Portal 13’s activated,” he said. “The Gemini is ready for release when you are, Captain.”


  Brody nodded. “Lift the Gemini.”


  Nero sent the signal to execute, and Verena transmitted the live feed to the research team. The holograms above all the workstations under the dome rendered the words PORTAL 13.


  The cement slab rumbled and parted.


  Brody watched the perspiration drip down his striker’s face, then noticed his own brow was damp. Verena closed her eyes and whispered a prayer. Brody gave his full attention to the readout above his workstation.


  The Gemini rose up, emerging through the portal.


  Its bulging eyes inevitably reminded Brody of his own, for this particular subject, like the 345 before it, was of a prehistoric hominid genome, Homo neanderthalensis, reverse engineered by the scientists in the Research & Development Department from a combination of Brody’s DNA and fossilized Neanderthal genetic materials.


  “Keeps me closer to the research,” Brody had told Verena one day under the dome.


  “Too close,” she’d replied, cringing.


  Reassortment detected at standard concentrations near the subject, Nero sent. Data feeds streamed round and round the holographic sphere above the striker’s workstation.


  The Gemini raised its hand to shield its eyes from the light. The capsule that had carried it from Reassortment Hall opened, then retracted back into the earth. The Gemini lowered its hand to the platform and moved its head, searching for the way it had come.


  Ten seconds.


  Brody lifted his armlet, as did the scientists who surrounded him.


  Verena examined the subject’s vitals. The Gemini is steady, she sent.


  The newborn Gemini took a shaky step off the slab into the surrounding trees. It stepped again, then began to walk. It gained confidence with each step. Soon, it disappeared past the weeping willows and blooming brush.


  Thirty seconds.


  The holograms shifted.


  The Gemini high-stepped through a sea of verdant flora and splashed through a stream. It lifted water to its broad brow and over its tangled hair. It closed its eyes.


  Sixty seconds.


  Brody felt his pulse quicken. He’d just broken his previous record for a Gemini trial.


  The Gemini trundled through the brush, past a herd of elk. The scientists didn’t move. Brody didn’t breathe. He closed his eyes and imagined himself on the surface with Damy, his eternal partner, hand in hand amid the weeping willows, streams, and leaves, breathing the smells of pine and oak upon the Island of Reverie, the people of Beimeni in their wake, without protection, without biomat suits, back where they belonged, for the first time in 368 years.


  Brody took measured breaths.


  Ninety seconds.


  “If the Gemini remains on its present path, it’ll reach us,” Nero said to his captain. “That would be incredible.”


  “But not improbable,” Brody said. “The protective coatings around its cells should hold.” He turned to Verena. “Vitals, please.”


  “Heart rate’s accelerated,” she said. “Its temperature’s near thirty-nine degrees Celsius, diastolic rate near eighty; the immune system is responding, and nervous system function is normalized.”


  The Gemini disappeared beneath a canopy of leaves.


  One hundred eighty seconds.


  Above, the drones that rendered the team’s images searched for their subject. The holographic scenes shifted from colorful shrubbery to a flock of blue jays to deer sipping water.


  Five hundred forty seconds.


  Something thumped against the invisible dome.


  The scientists turned east, into the morning glare.


  The Gemini pushed against the dome. Its hair dripped with water and sweat and weeds. Its awkward body trembled.


  Animals stirred in the surrounding bushes. The grass twitched under the weight of their scurrying feet.


  The Gemini’s eyes filled with fluid. Not tears, but a viscous black liquid, mixed with blood. It opened its mouth and bellowed in a manner that could wake the dead, blinked once, and closed its eyes. When it opened them, it seemed exhausted. Its body sagged against the dome.


  Brody felt his heart sag with it. He signaled Verena. Send in the airlift.


  The animals emerged. Bobcats and gray foxes converged on the stricken Gemini, which slumped to the ground.


  Brody rushed toward it.


  “Brodes!” Nero dashed after him. Verena followed.


  A helicopter’s downdraft scattered the animals. A pair of research bots rappelled to the Gemini, their alloy skin glinting in the sun. Brody knelt just inside the dome and watched the bots tether it to a harness.


  The Gemini closed its eyes for the last time. Milky, darkened blood streamed from them, from its nose, mouth, and ears, then crystallized.


  Brody turned away. I must work harder, he thought, work smarter, work longer.


  “Captain?” Nero’s hand touched his shoulder.


  Brody didn’t speak. He stepped away from Nero and ordered the nearest workstation to render Reassortment. He needed to see the enemy. The synthetic organism looked blurry at first. Then its edges transformed into spidery legs that tapered to a sharp point. It was as hideous as the first time he’d viewed it during a lecture given by the late Jeremiah Selendia, more than a hundred years ago.


  Nero patted his back awkwardly. “We’ll destroy it.”


  “Or disable it, or protect the transhuman body against it,” Brody said. “So long as we beat it, I don’t care how.”


  “Exactly,” Verena said, hugging her lean arms around her torso and looking up. “We’re with you, Captain.”


  At the top of the dome, threads of energy pulsed in concentric triangular patterns, vaporizing the dead falcon’s blood, guts, bones, and feathers. The radiation could also kill the Reassortment Strain, and anything else that lived. When the process completed, the dome opened, and the helicopter passed through the quarantine sector, then descended to a landing pad supported by carbyne spires. More research bots waited nearby. Under the dome, the scientists carried on with their work, studying the feeds sent to them during the Gemini’s short life span.


  “Why’d you run to it?” Nero said.


  The bots shrouded the Gemini, attached it to a gurney, and glided it toward the central chamber.


  “The way it moved,” Brody began. He paused, awaiting the bots and gurney. “It seemed so alive, so determined. I thought for sure we’d succeeded.” He swallowed.


  The bots arrived.


  Brody eased the shroud from the Gemini’s body. “I—”


  “Should use a generic for the next trial,” Verena said. “It’s not healthy to look at your … self in this condition.”


  Brody observed the creature’s proportions, its bloody eyes, the sharp nose beneath its protruding brow, the dimple marks on its cheeks. Perhaps he would listen to Verena for the next Gemini trial.


  “Initiating the autopsy,” she said.


  The data feeds above her workstation transitioned into a holographic recreation of the Gemini’s musculoskeletal system and what remained of its nervous system.


  A research bot, this one with six arms, moved caterpillar-like over the Gemini, slitting it open. The bot pulled back the bruised skin and secured it to the gurney’s sides with needles.


  Nero winced. “Just be glad we can’t smell it.”


  Blood spurted out of the Gemini’s heart and crystallized over its rib cage. Brody connected his consciousness to the zeropoint field, the subatomic world through which transhumans achieved telepathy and telekinesis. He reached out with his mind and removed the hardened blood from the bone. He placed it on an alloy plate and set the plate on top of his workstation, transmitting the sample to all the research scientists.


  We must be swift, we must learn from this failure, Brody thought.


  The best time to study Reassortment was right after it killed, for while the synthetic organism persisted in the Earth’s atmosphere and bedrock, humans remained its primary, preferred host. It was designed for humans, and could recognize them—it only went into deadly action in their presence. “You must find a cure before it finds its way into the commonwealth,” Chancellor Masimovian had told Brody during one supreme scientific board meeting. At another, the chancellor added, “If Beimenians succumb to Reassortment exposure in any of our thirty territories, you will pay in kind.” Indeed, it had been 203 years since the last Reassortment panic forced humanity to a depth of two thousand to twenty-five hundred meters below the Earth’s surface, eight decades before Brody’s birth, and he didn’t plan on being culpable for the first underground breach of his lifetime.


  “Initiating examination,” he said. A laser grid spread over the crystallized blood.


  Brody extended his consciousness and connected to his lab’s database. He opened his journal and recorded:


  Day 80 of the year 368 AR: the results for the 346th Gemini clinical trial began with promise. Its enhanced immune system rapidly identified the pathogen. Its temperature elevated, as planned. From there, the process was much the same as before …


  Nero collected tissue samples, while Verena dropped a crystallized blood sample on her workstation.


  The bot split open the Gemini’s skull. Liquefied brain matter spilled off the gurney.


  “My gods,” Verena said, placing one hand on her helmet near her mouth and the other on Nero’s chest.


  While the test subject’s DNA and cells had been altered in ways no native pathogen could understand or invade, the Reassortment Strain somehow adapted, entered, and altered the subject’s neural and blood cells, consuming the former and crystallizing the latter …


  Behind them, someone screamed.


  Brody turned.


  Two scientists had collapsed. They writhed on the marble floor, apparently dying from Reassortment exposure, inside the dome.


  Brody retracted his consciousness and focused on quelling his rising panic. This was the stuff of his nightmares, to lose his team. “Verena, conduct a biomat suit diagnostic.” He turned to Nero. “Calculate Reassortment concentrations.”


  The strategist and striker manipulated the holographic readouts above their workstations.


  “No biomat suit breaches detected, Captain.”


  Three more scientists collapsed.


  “Reassortment has achieved critical levels inside the dome, Captain.”


  Two more scientists collapsed.


  We’re evacuating, now! Brody sent. He hand-signaled the research bots. Some rushed to the helicopters, others to the dead scientists, wrapping them in body bags. The surviving scientists dashed toward the landing pad, up the stairs, and into the helicopters. They lifted off, one after another.


  After the last one departed, Brody entered his helicopter with Verena and Nero. He connected to the chopper’s navigational intelligence and ordered it to take them back to Area 55, where they would undergo quarantine before being allowed back into Beimeni.


  Brody closed his eyes. As usual, his career and life were in jeopardy. How he would explain the latest biomat suit failure to the board and ministry was anybody’s guess. The chancellor wanted results, and rightly so, but Brody couldn’t keep his team alive long enough to study the pathogen, not on the surface. He would need to innovate, find a way to solve this thing underground.


  He looked out the windows in the hull, watching the island move farther and farther away until it was a green speck between the river and ocean. The screams of his team members echoed in his ears. He could already see the look of horror on Damy’s face when he told her he’d failed again.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Hydra Hollow


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  “Mr. President,” the helper said, “the Leadership awaits, as do your people.”


  The title escaped the child’s lips so easily and elegantly, Hans almost believed her. “Interim President,” he said. “My father isn’t dead.”


  Unlike in the commonwealth, children spread about Hydra Hollow, with some employed as helpers of the Leadership. The president’s cove, a cavern of granite, bioluminescent waterfalls, and a prehistoric pond, seemed empty to Hans without their presence. His own helpers, a boy and girl who’d been assigned to aid his preparations for the inauguration, stood next to him. They turned toward their colleague standing near the cove’s entrance, where heavy curtains hung.


  “I pray to the gods that Jeremiah the Liberator lives,” the helper said.


  “Save your prayers, child,” Hans said. “My father’s belief in the Twin Gods of the Cosmos did nothing to protect him from the commonwealth. Neither did my mother’s.”


  The helper’s face lost all its color. She tugged on the leather strap around her neck that crossed over her tunic and shoulder. “What do you want me to say?”


  Murray Olyorna stepped through the curtains, which swayed between stalactites and stalagmites. Wisps of mist disappeared from stone pedestals near the curtains, then returned, spreading the smell of cinnamon. “Tell them we’ll be ready soon.”


  The helper nodded and turned to go.


  “Wait,” Hans said. The helper looked back at him, her body tense. She appeared preadolescent, with sausage curls that bounced above her shoulders whenever she moved. She still carried a bit of baby fat. “What’s your name?” Hans asked.


  “Jocelyn Vertulli.”


  Hans saluted her, moving his forefinger over his forehead in an S-shape. “You do us proud, Miss Jocelyn.”


  She returned the salute, along with a radiant grin that made Murray chuckle.


  Hans completed his salute in earnest. “Now, didn’t you have some important business?”


  “Yes, I do!” Jocelyn whipped around, her sausage curls bobbing as she scampered off behind the curtain into the limestone tunnel.


  Hans and Murray exchanged a bemused look, then Murray wrapped the last of the silk sashes around Hans, who held his arms up at his sides.


  “Do you think Zorian will come?” Hans asked.


  He hadn’t heard from Zorian since before their father’s arrest twelve days ago. Like Hans, Zorian lived and worked undercover as a fisherman in Piscator Territory. With it being peak fishing season there, they had to be careful to leave only on their days off—they couldn’t maintain their commonwealth identities without meeting the Office of the Chancellor’s quotas. In all, it was an especially troubling time for Zorian to disappear, but then his brother was nothing if not unpredictable, one of the reasons the Leadership had appointed Hans to head the Liberation Front in their father’s stead.


  “I doubt it, kid.” Murray adjusted the sash, took a step back, and nodded approval. “Zorian will find his way back to the Front, in his own time and in his own way.”


  Hans dropped his arms. “I hope so.”


  Murray waved to the two helpers, then gestured toward Hans with an open palm. “Please finish.”


  The children brought over their wooden stools, setting them on either side of Hans. First, they tied his leather boots and belts. Then they climbed the stools and set cuffs, bracelets, and sashes bearing the insignia of the Morelia spilota spilota, an ambush predator, around his wrists and arms and neck. After this, they dipped brushes into ceramic bowls filled with a dark paste and painted Hans’s face with lines, creating a labyrinth to and from his eyes, nose, ears, and mouth. This design represented the Front’s system of tunnels throughout the commonwealth, called the Polemon passageways. When the children finished, they stood to attention.


  “You have the looks of a president,” Murray said, and when Hans scrunched his brow, “the look of your old man.”


  Hans shook his head. “I’m not Jeremiah Selendia, and I don’t like these suggestions that he’s gone.” He smiled sadly to his old friend and developer. “Besides, I look nothing like Father.”


  Jeremiah was a mountain of a man, with the broadest shoulders and a trimmed beard that swooped from his ears to beneath his chin. Hans had shaved his own beard after the assembly at which the Leadership appointed him, and he was slim enough to fit through the narrowest of passages.


  Murray took Hans’s chin lightly in his hand and met his eyes. “You’re our leader now, Johann. You must see the truth, even when it’s the last thing we’d ever wish for.” He paused. “If Lady Isabelle has Jeremiah, he’s as good as dead.”


  Hans broke away from Murray’s hold. “The way of Reassortment with her,” he swore. Lady Isabelle Lutetia, eternal partner to Chancellor Masimovian, held so many titles that Hans lost count. But the one that mattered was hunter of the Liberation Front. In that effort, she used Marstone—the artificial intelligence based in Beimeni City that monitored transhuman brain impulses in the zeropoint field—to probe for the unregistered of the underground. That she might’ve used Marstone to locate Father in Piscator unnerved Hans, for Jeremiah was a skilled telepath who knew how to elude it. His father had installed mechanized protections against Marstone in Hydra Hollow in the west and Blackeye Cavern in the east, but how much longer would they work? If Jeremiah was vulnerable, they all were, and everyone knew it, Lady Isabelle most of all.


  Hans grimaced. “You think she took him to Farino …”


  Murray peered at Hans from the corners of his eyes. Sweat budded over his forehead and above his thick eyebrows. His expression revealed little of the mischievousness it normally did. Hans recognized it as fear, so palpable he could taste it. He raised his eyebrow, inclining his head. Murray gulped. He swiped his trimmed mustache and beard, nodding.


  “Then you know what I have to do.” Hans stepped away from Murray and the helpers, his dark green silk cape sliding along the ground. He rubbed the dirt from his hands in a round marble sink filled with warm water natural to the Hollow.


  Perspiration now dripped beside Murray’s close-set eyes, down his cheeks and neck. This time he wiped his face with his arm and the back of his hand. “The survival rate for an escape from the prison rivals that of Reassortment exposure,” he reminded Hans.


  It was true; a jailbreak from Farino Prison was a fool’s errand. The fortress was built and guarded by Janzers, who enforced the chancellor’s laws. Its millions of towerlike islands rose up from a vast prehistoric lake deep in far northern Farino Territory. But the Front needed Jeremiah. Hans could not fill the void his father left. No one could. And nothing, not his own hopes or the faith of all his comrades, would change that.


  “Nothing is forever.” Hans spoke with a Phanean accent, moving his forefinger in the infinity loops, just like Chancellor Masimovian. “Lady Isabelle and the chancellor have their weaknesses. So does Farino Prison. We need only find those weak points and exploit them.”


  Murray smirked. “You are your father’s son.”


  Now the helpers of the Leadership tied Murray’s boots and belts. They climbed their stools and set silk sashes across his shoulders, careful not to cover the Morelia spilota spilota woven into the fabric of his tunic from his neck to his waist. The boy lifted a petrified wood-link necklace from his pocket. Each piece of the necklace was a letter. He set it around Murray, latching it near his neck, while the girl flipped the letters here and there along Murray’s front, making sure the promise, a phrase long ago forbidden by Chancellor Masimovian, could be seen:


   



  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   



  Can I risk so much for the Front’s cause? Hans thought as he read the message his father spread throughout the populace like a virus. If it comes to it, can I fight this war without my father, and without Mari’s support?


  Hans lived with Maribel Hunter, his eternal partner, in a clandestine unit in the Sixth Ward of Piscator City. She supported the Liberation Front, but not so much Hans’s decisions, especially lately. She was afraid for their lives, with good reason, admittedly.


  It seemed everything and everyone Hans loved was suddenly at risk. His younger brother, Connor, was especially vulnerable—not even fully developed yet and with no knowledge of the Liberation Front. Hans would have to do something about that once he returned to Piscator. For now, though, his people needed him. They needed to believe they had a chance. And so, Hans tried to put all his doubts aside, as Father would want him to. He dried his hands with a towel and turned.


  The helpers parted the curtains, and Johann Selendia’s inauguration began.


  He stepped along the limestone. Green bioluminescent falls sang down the walls. The luminous bacteria were native to the Hollow, while this water was stolen from the commonwealth’s coolant system—a spider web of carbyne piping supplied with water from the arctic bay above Area 55. Without it, the Hollow’s heat would kill a transhuman in days. And though this tunnel smelled mossy and musky, Hans never mistook it for a forest. He had grown up in Vivo City upon a man-made island in Vivo Territory, where fauna and flora of every type lived. One day, after the Liberation Front succeeded, Hans would return there with Mari.


  He entered the Hollow’s main cavern. Limestone pillars, stamped with fossilized fish, supported the world Hans had built with his parents and Zorian. It looked just like it had during the opening in 339 AR. Its stalactites were covered with glowworms emanating violet light. Waterfalls along the edges emptied into many streams that slithered along the cavern’s floor, sparkling with silver bioluminescent light. The sounds of songs, conversations, and drums bombarded Hans, and the enormity of the event struck him like a wave: four million people gathered inside the Earth for his coronation.


  “You ready, kid?” Murray said, breaking Hans’s trance.


  “Ready as I’ll ever get, old man.” Hans looked into his friend and developer’s sweaty face, still as youthful as Hans’s thanks to the athanasia therapies the Front stole from the commonwealth.


  Murray wrinkled his nose at Hans’s comment, then hand-signaled the commandos waiting on the limestone stairs that led to the east side’s precipice. They rushed down the stairs and along the main aisle, a walking path spattered with golden pebbles—a common Beimenian gesture, a wish for eternal life—that wove through the crowd. The commandos raised their diamond swords, creating a tunnel from the cavern’s center to the base of the precipice, where the Leadership awaited Hans’s arrival.


  Along his walk, Hans peered slyly at Murray at his side, then to the Leadership. He wondered if they, too, viewed him as a boy, like Murray did, for Hans recalled the days when he and Zorian would run beneath their tables and around their chairs during council meetings with the Front in Vivo Territory, forty-five years ago. Those meetings were often held at the farm of their foster father, Arturo Andretta, in Vivo City. Jeremiah and Solstice had given their children to Arturo out of fear they’d be discovered by the commonwealth in Piscator Territory, the place Lady Isabelle knew Jeremiah and Solstice traveled to after he was demoted from Project Reassortment in 283 AR.


  Gooseflesh spread over Hans’s arms as he thought about those dangerous days in Vivo City, before the Front could escape to Hydra Hollow and Blackeye Cavern. In the Hollow and the Cavern, the risk from Reassortment seepage was great—humanity had fled this depth of the underground after the Great Reassortment Panic of 165 AR—but the risk from commonwealth discovery was low, or so they hoped. Travel throughout the underground since the war began in 308 AR had never been as treacherous as it was in the last three years, with many of Hans’s comrades captured or killed.


  The survivors of Lady Isabelle’s latest purge were all gathered on the precipice: Charlene Ripley, Executive of Blackeye Cavern; Luke Locke, her commonwealth liaison; and council members Pirro and Xander. Murray also hailed from the Cavern and would soon stand with them. The Hollow’s Leadership included Executive Gage Voss; his commonwealth liaison, Brooklyn Harper; and council members Lizbeth, Zoey, and Isaiah. They’d all held Hans in their arms at one time or another, and some had likely changed his diapers or fed him with spoons and bottles. How would they regard him as President of the Liberation Front? Would they be as loyal, tenacious, and productive for him as they were for his father? And could ever he be as strong a leader?


   



  
    [image: ]

  


   



  From the precipice, Hans could see the main cavern in its entirety. Endless rows of Beimeni Polemon, as the rebels were sometimes known, sang and danced between the streams. From where Hans stood, the water appeared to flow faster, the bioluminescence burned brighter, and the melodies echoed louder.


  Soon the songs and drums softened. Hans’s heartbeat calmed. The crowd of four million quieted.


  Hans took the president’s place between Gage and Charlene in front of a crystalline pedestal that held the Formation of the Underground, the historical constitution that the chancellor purported to adhere to. Murray took his place with the Cavern’s representation. The people dropped to one knee. They raised their right hands, as did Hans, mirroring Gage and Charlene.


  “Do you, Johann Selendia, pledge yourself to the people of the underground?” Gage said.


  “I do,” Hans said.


  Charlene picked up the Formation and held it in front of Hans. “Do you, Johann Selendia, pledge yourself to restoring the Formation of the Underground to its rightful place as the law of the land?”


  “I do …” Hans hesitated, looking to Murray, who nodded and eyed the Formation. Hans remembered the next step. He put his left hand upon the Formation’s thick leather-bound cover. “I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of the President of the Liberation Front, and will to the best of my ability preserve, protect, and defend the Formation of the Underground.” The Formation had been written during the early days of the Livelle city-state, the place from which humanity spread throughout the underground after the Death Wave. It guaranteed certain rights, including freedoms of speech, thought, profession, development, and life, none of which had been upheld by the Masimovian Administration. The chancellor’s precepts had instead superseded the Formation since he took power in 168 AR. Hans, like all the BP, vowed to end Masimovian’s rule.


  He turned to the crowd. Discreetly, he connected to his people in the ZPF, understanding the world through their consciousness. They believe in me, he thought, they still think we can win the war. Hans nodded to the crowd, raising his arms the way his father would. The movements felt awkward to him, but when the crowd stood, their chants warmed his heart:


   



  
    Hans, Hans, Hans, Hans

  


  
    Hans, Hans, Hans, Hans

  


   



  When they silenced, Hans led the Liberation Front in the recitation of the Polemon Proclamation, the words his father first put into z-disks in 308 AR that permanently set the Front at war with the commonwealth. Lady Isabelle never referred to the rebels by the Liberation Front, instead preferring Beimeni Polemon. Jeremiah had liked it so much, he renamed their proclamation after it in the year 327 AR.


  After they finished, the crowd cheered. The sounds of guitars, drums, and chatter spread beneath the stalactites, between the bioluminescent falls, streams, and limestone columns of the Hollow. The smells of beer-battered chicken, fried fish, and seared steak filled a rapidly constructed bazaar. Hans walked through the crowd, greeting his people. His head throbbed. He missed Maribel. He couldn’t wait for the evening to end.


  Squeals from a group of excited children stole his attention. Hans turned. There among them stood Zorian.


  Hans felt his blood quicken. His older brother lifted one of the little girls, holding her as easily as he would a fish. Smiling and waving his hand in circles, weaving his fingers, he telekinetically juggled seven garnet gemstones. They were the size of kiwis, Hans’s favorite fruit in Vivo. The girl screamed happily, reaching for the gems just beyond her fingertips.


  “Look who it is, sweet one,” Zorian said to the child, “my little brother, in my father’s clothes!” He let the girl take one of the gems and set her on the ground. She ran away, and her friends gave chase. Then Zorian let the remaining floating gemstones fall to the hard sandy ground, one by one, in a line between himself and Hans, near a stream’s shoreline. “How does it feel to be President of the Liberation Front?” He stepped over the gems and kissed Hans’s shaved, painted cheeks.


  “Wrong, unnatural …”


  “Because I should be the President.”


  “Because our father isn’t dead, Zorian.”


  “Or is he?”


  “Our contacts would have heard and told us. No, brother, he still lives, and we must rescue him.”


  Zorian sneered. Hans tried to peer into his older brother’s mind the way he did most Beimenians. Yet, as always, he could neither hear his brother’s thoughts nor search his neurochip. It was as if he were dead.


  “What have you heard?” Hans said. His older brother continually sourced intelligence from the commonwealth. He’d even broken into the Department of Peace, and somehow survived to share the tale and the intel.


  Zorian said nothing. He folded his heavily muscled arms. He had the sharp Selendia features: high cheekbones, crested hairline, and aquiline nose. His tank top revealed the animated tattoos of seaweed, coral, and cephalopod feelers that swayed over the skin covering his arms, shoulders, neck, chest, and back.


  “I guess now that you’re President of the Liberation Front, I have no choice but to obey you.” Zorian leaned closer to Hans and smirked.


  The children returned and demanded Zorian’s attention. He stepped away from Hans and ruffled a boy’s hair, then looked back. “I’ve been worried sick about you since Father’s capture.”


  Hans sighed. This was typical Zorian, prickly as a puffer fish one minute, his best friend the next. “It’s good to see you in uplifted spirits,” Hans said, and when Zorian smiled, “I can’t help but ask: Why have you missed shifts during the peak season in Piscator, and why haven’t you been answering the Leadership, or me, through the zeropoint field?”


  Zorian knelt to another boy and snapped his fingers, creating the illusion of sparks and smoke that formed into phoenixes, which flew away. The children ran after the phantasms.


  “Why did you miss the Leadership’s assembly?” Hans pressed. “And what have you learned about Father?”


  On one knee, Zorian looked at Hans from the corners of his eyes. “You left Connor in Piscator?”


  He had a way of searching Hans’s mind, even as he somehow shielded his own thoughts from Hans’s probing.


  “Connor’s safe with Arturo.”


  Connor had been Hans’s charge since he returned to Piscator following the initial increase in Janzer security in Vivo some fifteen years ago. Chancellor Masimovian had sent ten divisions, or sixty Janzers, led by Lady Isabelle to search out and destroy members of the Beimeni Polemon. By the time Hans and Zorian arrived in Piscator, the Janzers had killed their mother, but she and the other surviving BP managed to hide Connor, the baby brother the elder Selendias didn’t know they had. Arturo, who also fled to Piscator, also cared for Connor.


  “That Father could be apprehended in Piscator suggests the territory is under enhanced surveillance,” Zorian said. “Lady Isabelle will find Connor if he stays.”


  “No harm will come to him.” Hans studied his older brother’s mind, found nothing. “Tell me what you learned.”


  “It’s a matter of when, not if, they will take Connor.”


  Connor’s telepathy wasn’t advanced enough for him to fight the commonwealth’s agents, least of all Lady Isabelle. And though Hans had wanted to bring him to the Hollow or the Cavern years ago, Father wouldn’t allow it. He didn’t want his youngest son to live among the BP’s secret societies at the Earth’s shallower depths—he didn’t want Connor involved in the war.


  Hans rerouted. “Maybe you’re right, brother. Maybe you should take Connor to a distant safe house, given the heightened surveillance.” He knew Zorian wouldn’t agree but hoped this would alter his psyche, create an opening to his neurochip. Zorian disliked Connor, blaming him for their mother’s death.


  Hans probed but could penetrate neither Zorian’s neurochip nor his mind.


  The children once more had returned and persisted in getting Zorian’s attention, screaming his name, pulling on his tank top. He gently, telekinetically lifted the wooden and limestone toys—swords, pulse guns, batons, shuriken, and grenades—from their hands, into the air. They yelled and laughed, jumping up to reach them. Zorian lowered the toys to their grasping fingers. “Go on now! Be off! I have business to discuss with Mr. President.” They seemed worried Zorian or even Hans might try to take their toys, preventing them from playing Commandos and Janzers. Screaming, they darted through the crowd.


  Zorian turned to Hans, and his smile faded. “No, brother, I’m afraid that isn’t going to work.” He again lifted the garnet gemstones with his power in the ZPF, moving them in circles, counterclockwise between himself and Hans. “If you’re captured, I will rescue you. But if I’m taken,” he tenderly patted his chest, “my life is lost, like all the rest. Many of our comrades have been arrested by the commonwealth over the last three years. We can’t risk more.”


  “You think you’re so far advanced past me,” Hans said.


  Zorian leaned forward, inhaling deeply. “I don’t think.” He closed his eyes and opened them, exhaling. Now he spoke directly into Hans’s mind, whispering, I know.


  The air around Hans’s head seemed to heat, as if by the Earth’s core. Sweat swam down his face, taking parts of the painted maze with it. Then the air cooled, and Zorian balanced and stacked the gemstones above his right hand. With his left hand, he handed Hans a z-disk.


  “Father is in Farino Prison, and I’ve got the prison schematics, right here, along with a plan to break him out. Take this to the Leadership, the commandos, and even lovely Maribel if you want. Get their assessments, but don’t delay, or we’ll never see Father again.”


  Zorian rotated the gems around Hans, just above his head. Hans reached up, but they slithered behind him, descending toward one of the Hollow’s many streams, spinning, swirling like a snake. They fell into the stream, splashing and steaming. Hans turned. A mother carried her baby boy in her arms. A father held his daughter’s hand. Brothers, sisters, and friends walked, chatting and shopping. Hans’s eyes darted from person to person, group to group. He probed in the zeropoint field. The BP moved to and fro in the alley of the bazaar, between the tents, beside the streams and limestone columns, beneath colorful stalactites.


  Zorian was gone.
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  Hans sped between the pedestrian path and the transport trench. He avoided eye contact with booth operators in the early-hours bazaar and deftly combined the power of his recaller with telepathic shielding to protect his mind from Marstone. The recaller intercepted brain impulses and sent new acceptable ones into the ZPF. It looked like a benari coin, made of the commonwealth’s proprietary blend of silver, platinum, and gold. The portability of this latest model, not too hard to find on the black market assuming one could afford it, was most liberating. For many years, BP had only been able to think and speak freely in their own homes, where a clumsier version of the tech shielded their thoughts and words.


  The plan is sound, Hans thought. Mari will understand. This is the only way forward for us. He continued toward the buildings ahead. The Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Wards of Piscator City were sometimes referred to as the shanty wards. Unlike the first five wards, where structures were expertly built, the buildings here were part alloy, part limestone, and appeared as if the surrounding rock had regurgitated them. A Janzer pair emerged from behind one. They looked like ghosts in their diamond synsuits, which, though supple, protected them from extreme temperatures and pressure, as well as any citizens resisting arrest. Hans stopped and waited for the Janzers to pass. Then he dodged around two working girls, one of whom drew a calloused finger across the animated tattoos—damselfish, yellow tang, and sea horses amid seaweed—on his arm as he slipped by.


  He flitted through a dark alleyway and arrived at the mound of rock that housed his unit’s entrance. He inserted his commonwealth card and placed his hand, each finger covered with synthetic prints, to the scanner beside the illusory wall.


  WELCOME FARKAI. His alias flashed on the readout screen, and the wall disappeared with a crack and a snap.


  Maribel perked up when he strolled inside. She sat on a settee made of amber, translucent in the dim light. Her hair fluttered with the gentle wind sent over her from their wooden ceiling fan. She appeared tense, her bluish-hazel eyes questioning. “You shaved your beard.”


  “For the inauguration, for the painted Polemon—”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  Hans nodded. You’ll forgive me when we return to Vivo, he thought.


  He handed Mari the z-disk. Her eyes sped back and forth as she browsed the three-dimensional hologram it generated in her extended consciousness, viewable for her alone.


  Unlike Hans, she’d been properly developed by Lady Eulalie and Lord Rueben Variscan, of House Variscan, among the most elite houses in the commonwealth. She was then purchased during the Harpoon Auction within the top 10 percent of all Harpoon candidates in her class and placed with the Berriasian Consortium, known for the quality of its farms in Vivo Territory. Hans had seen her in the fields one day, on the forty-fifth floor of the building next door, commanding grower bots.


  I’ve asked her to give up so much already, he thought, hanging up his dirty cape. The shirt he wore beneath was torn, and a seaweed smell clung to his pants, though they were hand-washed daily. He’d changed back into his Piscatorian clothes for the journey home.


  “This won’t work,” Mari said.


  “It will.” Hans sat next to her. “Zorian’s design is meticulous and—”


  “If this plan is so sure,” Mari interrupted, as she often did when Hans discussed a Polemon operation, “why doesn’t Zorian go with you to Farino? Don’t you need him?”


  Hans’s face flushed. “You know why,” he said, and when Mari raised her brow, “it’s too difficult to work with him—”


  “You mean he’s too unpredictable.”


  “My brother has always been a talented strategist, and he knows I can execute the plan, Mari. I’m just as talented as he with the zeropoint field.”


  Zorian might be able to hide his thoughts and move quickly, but as far as using the ZPF to influence the transhuman visual cortex, Hans considered his own illusions second only to his father’s.


  Mari sighed. “Zorian isn’t going,” she blinked as she closed the renditions, turning to Hans, “because he doesn’t care.”


  “He’s my blood.”


  “He’s unstable.” She looked down at the z-disk, then to Hans. “We can’t trust him.”


  “The plan’s brilliance is in its simplicity,” Hans said, ignoring her. “We have Janzer synsuits, Murray and I will wear them, meet in Natura, travel by way of the supply lines, and penetrate the prison during normal maintenance. The Janzers move in pairs during these times, and the security isn’t as fierce. We’ll leave behind a hologram that looks like Father with a transhuman signature in the zeropoint field, and by the time they realize it isn’t truly him, we’ll be on our way to Hydra Hollow.”


  Mari’s jaw clenched. She placed her hand on his thigh and spoke calmly. “I know how difficult this must be for you.” She prevented him from sensing her emotions, or thoughts. “Lady Isabelle should’ve already reported the apprehension of a former supreme scientist to the board and ministry. That she hasn’t suggests you shouldn’t go—”


  “No, don’t you see? It means I must go.”


  “Chancellor Masimovian would never allow harm to come to your father.”


  The chancellor and Jeremiah were, in fact, brothers-in-development. In some parts of the Great Commonwealth, that kind of connection—being mentored by developers from birth, learning how to navigate and use the ZPF, understanding how to survive in the underground, and rapidly growing into a transhuman adult—still meant something. And Supreme Chancellor Atticus Masimovian held traditions in front of the people like something to worship. There was a good chance Mari was right.


  Then Hans remembered how the chancellor betrayed his father.


  He drew back and plucked a stray thread from his tattered shirt. His voice grew cold. “Please, Mari. Don’t get me started on our fine chancellor.”


  He activated the third wall in their unit, composed of a taupe graphene screen called a Granville panel. He connected his mind to it, and the illusion of Vivo formed, as if Mari and Hans sat on a transport heading across the Archimedes River to the island city. Vivo Territory engulfed them. Mari shielded her eyes, and her dark hair fluttered in artificial winds. They looked out on high-rise parks made of organic carbyne and plastics, their geometric shapes softened by trees and leaves. The sensations consistent with a breeze carrying the neural signals congruent with herbs and gardens scattered over Hans and Mari. The scents of peaches and strawberries and pineapples wisped around them as farms and colorful flowers came into focus. The farms sat in the peaks and troughs of alloy ridges as large as skyscrapers, while the spaces between housed greenhouse orbs with spiral runways and lattices with enough fruits and vegetables to feed a commonwealth.


  “Why do you take me there like this?” Mari said. “Why do you always take me where we cannot go?” She overrode Hans, and the panel turned taupe. The illusory world of Vivo disappeared, giving way to their unit.


  “Don’t forget,” Hans said, “the Front will pave our way back to Vivo. The Front will ensure our survival—”


  “There are other ways. Minister Blaylock’s a good man, a noble man. Can’t we try a formal channel, for once?”


  Minister Blaylock had been sent from Beimeni City to Piscator, and though the election results counted him a winner, Hans was skeptical. “It’s far too late for that.”


  He rubbed Mari’s dress, a gift from his father when they first arrived in Piscator City. It was a traditional Palaestran gown, puffy and orange, knitted with soft fabrics spawned by synthetic organisms in his father’s former department, Research & Development. Synisms produced most all of the materials used in Beimenian society, but the quality of results varied, depending on the lab. Jeremiah’s textiles were always the very best.


  “Why Natura?” Mari said. “That seems an odd place to meet.”


  There was no way to prepare Mari for this, but he wouldn’t lie to her.


  “I’m going to put Connor through the fever,” he said. “He can convalesce with our allies in Natura while Murray and I go on to Farino.”


  “What?” Mari jumped up from the settee. “Are you insane? You’ll kill him.”


  Hans ran his hand through his hair. “We must accelerate Connor’s development. If we wait any longer, it’ll be too late. He’ll end up—”


  “Like Zorian, is that what you want?”


  “—like all the other unregistered and unskilled,” Hans said, reaching his hand for hers, and when she took it, “captured or killed, or sent to the Lower Level, and I cannot allow that.” The chancellor required all citizens to register in Marstone’s Database, a collection of data used by the government to track Beimenians throughout the underground. Murray had forged Mari’s information long ago, suggesting she had perished in Vivo City. As far as Hans knew, neither he nor his brothers were registered in the database.


  “What you’re saying only proves my point. Bring Connor here, and he can hide with me. I’ll work with him on understanding the zeropoint field the way the Variscans worked with me. It’s not all about gene therapies. I can teach him how to protect himself from the commonwealth’s agents. You take your alias and good reputation to the citadel and beg the minister for clemency.”


  “And what of my father?” He wiped away sweat that budded on his forehead. “You’re suggesting we leave him in Farino to rot? What if they break him, Mari, have you thought of that? He could give them Hydra Hollow, Blackeye Cavern, everything! I love my father, but I must act in the interest of my people. We can’t let his interrogation go on forev—”


  “Kill him then,” Mari said, sitting. “Use the field.”


  Contorting his face, Hans looked horrified.


  “You misunderstand me,” Mari continued. She massaged Hans’s hand. “Most of the commonwealth already believes your father is deceased—”


  Hans pulled his hand away from hers. “And Masimovian will make sure it remains that way—”


  “Your father crossed him, for decades. He knew the risk—”


  “No, my dear—”


  “We all know the risk. Knowing your father the way I do, I suspect he’d approve of his sacrifice, but I know he wouldn’t approve of putting Connor through the fever so young.”


  Hans’s lips felt as dry as Mars when he licked them. He’d already asked Mari to give up so much, and though it pained him to ask more of her, he couldn’t let his feelings for her impair proper judgment. “Connor isn’t safe here, and Father’s position is untenable,” Hans said. “You’re a talented telepath, fully capable. Stay here and shield yourself from Marstone. You’ll be fine on your own until I return.”


  “Leave the boy with me,” Mari said assuredly. “I’ll protect him.”


  “Connor’s ready, he can make it—”


  “And what if he doesn’t?” Mari said. “What if Connor should die?”


  “He’s a Selendia—”


  Mari stood tall. “It’s barbaric. The fever hasn’t been used by developers in a hundred years!”


  “Maybe so, but the BP use it all the time. Connor will survive—”


  “Do you hear yourself? You’re acting like Zorian! You’re going to barrel forward, uncaring of those you bury along the way.”


  Hans had never heard her talk like this. He’d always assumed she was scared, deep down, that she resisted his involvement with the BP because she didn’t want to lose him. But she didn’t seem scared, or rather, she did—but that wasn’t all. It was conviction, he realized, and a mother’s love for Connor. Gods help him, it only made him love her all the more.


  “I’m not acting like Zorian,” Hans said. His older brother’s rogue attacks against the commonwealth, which worsened after their mother’s execution in the year 353 AR, had led to the death or capture of hundreds of BP and citizens. Hans and Murray’s operations were never reckless. “I’m not going to disappear.” Hans thought about his ceremony, the crowd gathered in the Hollow, the cheers, the hope he sensed within his people. He couldn’t let them down. “I’m acting like a president.”


  Mari knelt to him. “You might’ve been born in Piscator,” she said, looking into his eyes, “but you’re not a fisherman,” she touched his arm, “you’re not a fighter,” she placed her hand upon his heart. “In here, you’re still a grower.” She held his hands. “How can you believe that you can put on a Janzer’s body armor, waltz over to the prison islands, and take your father back from a place no one has ever escaped?”


  Hans spoke softly, his tone biting. “I’m far more than a grower, and if you would’ve attended my inauguration in the Hollow, you’d know it.”


  Mari rose and turned from him. “I’m sorry.”


  He rose from the settee, placing his hand on her waist. “Sweet Mari, I want what you want.” She eased away from his touch. “Don’t you remember when we first met? You were picking strawberries with grower bots, and you had that red ribbon in your hair …”


  “Please, don’t—”


  “I bypassed Marstone, contacted you directly over the zeropoint field, and snuck into your farm after Arty and Zorian fell asleep.”


  Mari twisted to face him, her dress swirling around her. “Johann!”


  “I want to have it all again, I want to take you back there and live as we once did. Don’t you still want that?”


  “Of course, I do.”


  His voice lowered to a whisper. “Let me make it happen.”


  “You’re making me sound selfish.” She paused. “I changed my name, hid with you. Gods! My parents think I’m dead!” She sandwiched her nose between her hands and closed her eyes. “I could’ve been the head of my own farm by now, and I’m not, and I don’t care, but why must you put our lives at risk with this fruitless operation? Why would you risk Connor?”


  She’d say anything to live a legal life, Hans assured himself. He heard a lecture from Zorian, years ago, repeat in his head: She’s not one of us. She’ll turn against you and lead to our ruin. Was Zorian right?


  No, Hans couldn’t believe it. He loved Maribel more than he loved himself. And he could trust her to fend for herself, unlike Connor. “If I don’t proceed with the plan, Lady Isabelle might break my father’s mind, and find Connor and execute him.”


  Mari lost all color in her face. Her lips quivered. “I just want peace … I just want to serve …”


  “Right …” Hans’s cheerless voice gave way to deranged laughter. “Serve Beimeni, live forever.” He announced the chancellor’s First Precept with a Phanean accent and walked in a semicircle, like Lady Isabelle during Harpoon classes, which Mari attended during her development in House Variscan. “I’d rather die.”


  Mari raised her eyes. “I wouldn’t.”


  “You haven’t seen or felt what I have from the spies’ z-disks—the Lower Level, the men and women and children, Beimenians they call exiles, who breathe air that couldn’t sustain a handful of transhumans, hallucinating, collapsing, burning—”


  “Show me, let me experience what you have. How else would I understand?”


  Hans kissed her but didn’t meld his mind with hers. She covered her mouth and turned away.


  “I have to go,” he said.


  She nodded, still not facing him.


  “I’ll return.”


  Hans zipped into his fisherman’s bodysuit, flung his cape around his shoulders, and grabbed his pack, a seventy-five-kilogram bag full of gear for the operation. When he neared the entrance to his unit, he turned. Maribel looked over her shoulder, her lips pressed together, her hands tucked under her elbows, her cheeks sweaty and red, her eyes narrowed. Was it determination, sadness, or hatred in her expression? Hans couldn’t decide.


  He thought about how they’d awakened together yesterday morning, their arms and legs intertwined, the warmth of her skin, the smell of berries in her hair, the way her chest rose and fell when she breathed, how her heart seemed to beat in sync with his own. Would he ever see her again, the woman he loved?


  In the alleyway, he trembled, even as the humidity and heat in Piscator wrapped around him. I’m President of the Liberation Front, he thought. I have responsibilities.


  Hans’s eyes blurred as he took long strides, fighting back tears. Reaching the intracity transport stop, he wiped his eyes on his sleeve. I’ve made the right decision, he thought as he climbed aboard. Maribel will forgive me.


  Part II:
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  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Damy rolled in bed and reached for Brody. When her fingers found the cool, soft sheets, she turned. The clock read 0250. She wasn’t due in the Nicola Facility, her lab, for another five hours.


  She heard a stirring beyond the entrance to the master bedroom, like the sounds of clattering dishes. Brody? she sent. No response, but someone was there, clearly. She hadn’t seen her eternal partner in days or spoken to him since the clinical trial upon the surface the prior morning. She hoped it had gone well but suspected otherwise—why else wouldn’t he have called her or woken her when he returned?


  She slipped out of bed and set her bare feet on the polished wooden floor. She opened her closet, lifted her golden nightgown, and wrapped it around herself, then moved through the corridor and into the great room. Brody stood upon their terrace, leaning against the balustrade. He sipped tea from a mug, staring at the Granville sky, an illusory firmament named after the supreme scientist who invented it. Starlight drenched their white marble terrace and Brody with pale light.


  She stepped through the archway onto the terrace. Brody didn’t act as if he heard her. An artificial cool breeze wafted over Damy. She rubbed her arms. She sensed her eternal partner’s unease. A chill raced down her spine.


  “Reviewing your notes?” she said.


  “Not yet.” He sounded exhausted, but not startled, as if he’d known she were standing there behind him. Yet he didn’t turn to her.


  Please, gods, protect him from his failures, and himself. Damy could always tell when he lied to her. It seemed too easy for him in recent decades to do so.


  Brody sipped. He still wore his official Beimenian suit pants, which normally went with a dark suit jacket lined with golden buttons down his left side. Instead of the jacket, he wore a gray cutoff shirt with familiar strike team axioms sewed into the back. FIDELITY AND HONOR. LOYALTY AND PROTECTION.


  Damy rubbed her hand over his back, over the words, understanding the delicate balance he navigated between the commonwealth and the strike teams, which were designed, at first, to be independent protectors of the people in the underground. So much had changed over the centuries. The teams still consisted of three members, a captain, a strategist, and either a striker or an aera (a female striker), with neophytes selected for training during the Harpoon Auction, but the commander rank, the leader of all the strike teams, no longer existed. The teams were now overseen by Corvin Norrod, Supreme General and Director of Peace.


  “You need sleep, my darling.” Damy massaged Brody’s shoulders. “You need your mind fresh to attack—”


  “What I need is to find a way to stop Reassortment,” Brody said. He broke away from her grip, placing his steaming mug on the nearby pedestal, then faced her.


  She hardly recognized him, his bronze skin too light, rippled with fine lines, his eyes lined with exhaustion. His insomnia worsens by the day, she thought, and he looks like he hasn’t gone to the Fountain of Youth in years.


  “What I need is a sustainable alteration of transhuman cells to confuse it,” Brody continued, “or a way to destroy it, or disable it, or—”


  “A rested mind is a wise mind. A troubled mind is a weak mind.”


  “I’m not troubled or tired. I’m determ—”


  “You’re frustrated.” Damy rolled her neck in a smooth motion, and her bones cracked. “Understandably so, but you’re not alone.”


  “That’s correct. I’m not alone. If I fail, Nero and Verena fail with me. When I make mistakes, my team dies with me. And you,” he glanced at her neck, where she wore the coveted Mark of Masimovian, “you don’t understand failure.” He turned from her, back to the square. “Nor should you.”


  Damy stood silent, watching his movements from behind. Clearly, the trial had gone badly. But was Broden Barão, Supreme Scientist of Reassortment, truly jealous of her research skills? Or was he still angry she’d pushed him away from exclusively using transhumans on the surface? Masimovian’s Third Precept scrolled through her mind: Jealousy is treachery. Treachery is culpable. Culpability is never questioned. If it was jealousy Brody felt, a forbidden emotion, he’d become skilled at hiding it from Marstone and Lady Isabelle, though not from her.


  She raised her hand to the synthetic tattoo on her neck, a black-ink bust of Chancellor Masimovian held by two phoenix feathers. Brody would earn his Mark, just like she’d earned hers. It was only a matter of time. But she understood, she remembered what it was like before she achieved significant conversion, the threshold a scientist must reach to receive the Mark. How desperately she had craved immunity to the demotions that plagued so many RDD scientists. Though most of these resulted from failure to achieve even proper conversion, a meaningful but less rigorous standard of scientific achievement, supreme scientists had been demoted, or worse, in the past, for failure to perform. Brody’s concerns were not unfounded. Still, having achieved that immunity they all strove for, Damy couldn’t say she felt more secure. Not really. But she was more aware of the true stakes they all played for, that the commonwealth lived and died as one.


  Damy pondered her own project and the delays and challenges she’d faced lately, including a difficult researcher named Vernon Lebrizzi. Vile market trader, she thought. He’d somehow tricked her into recruiting him after the latest Harpoon Auction! She sighed. She’d not air her troubles. They seemed minor compared to her eternal partner’s. Part of her wished she’d never created the Gemini, which led to her Mark. Another part wished she’d found a cure before the chancellor forced her away from the Reassortment project. Though technically a promotion, her transfer to Project Gemini had ultimately led to her heading up Project Silkscape, an entertainment venture. Now her biggest concern was reverse engineering a menagerie of formerly extinct species by opening day in about two years.


  She put her hand on Brody’s. “Would the chancellor give your team more aid?” Brody’s alliance with Masimovian, once formidable, hadn’t seemed as strong in recent years.


  “The chancellor has given my team more mercy than any other.”


  “And you’ve given the people hope, or have you forgotten what the Jubilees were like before the ministry appointed you to Reassortment?”


  “How long ago was that? How many other supreme scientists would’ve survived the number of failures I have?”


  None, Damy knew. She tried to convince herself the supreme scientist covering Reassortment differed. For unlike the other supreme scientists appointed exclusively by the Supreme Scientific Board of Beimeni, the thirty ministers of the Great Commonwealth also were required to approve—by a two-thirds majority vote—the supreme scientist covering Reassortment. In that role, Brody was third in line to the chancellorship. His job should be safe.


  Then again, if the chancellor could demote the late Jeremiah Selendia, his own brother-in-development who had also been the supreme scientist covering Reassortment, couldn’t he do the same to Brody? The chancellor assured the board that Jeremiah, who’d been banned from the Fountain of Youth, had not lived very long following his banishment to Piscator Territory. How many more failures would the chancellor tolerate from Brody? How long could he live without access to the athanasia vapors in Fountain Square?


  Damy now worried about her own brain impulses with Marstone ever digging in the ZPF inside her head. She framed her monologue, and speech, accordingly: The chancellor doesn’t want to lose the strike teams, or the people, and so he’ll never demote Brody, never, never, never. “Broden, you are the People’s Captain. You are the supreme scientist of Reassortment. The people trust you with their lives. You mustn’t let politics influence your policies.”


  Brody’s cheek muscles flexed, pushing in his dimples, and he held his fist near his mouth.


  Something awful must’ve happened on the surface, Damy thought.


  He squeezed his forearm, looking at the animated tattoo there, the mark of the strike teams. The black and gold ink formed into a captain, striker, aera, and strategist holding hands, swaying, looking down upon the historic Livelle city-state.


  “The strike teams still love you,” Damy said. General Norrod might be the official leader of the teams, but Brody was the captain they all looked to for guidance and support. When Brody turned from the tattoo to her, she added, “As does your research team.”


  “I’ll never take my teams to the surface again.”


  “That would solve one problem but lead to many others. You can’t bring Reassortment into the commonwealth. How will you study it and find cures for it without being on the surface with it?”


  “I don’t know, but I’ll have to figure something out, more enhancements to the biomat suits or expanded use of research bots.” He angled away from her again and stared at the square, toward a singer in the western amphitheater stage below. From this height, she looked like a dragonfly, her arms swaying like wings with her gown. Her voice carried, serenading the crowd below with a Phanean song called “Lifting Tears.”


  “My darling, tell me what happened.”


  Brody pursed his lips. “We altered the genetic code of the host cells, adjusted the machinery that translates Reassortment’s codons, and applied protective membranes to the blood, skin, eye, mouth, nose, ear, and neural cells, triggering an early immune response.”


  “You’ve expanded your reach.” Damy was impressed, hopeful even. “Surely the result—”


  “Wasn’t what I wanted.” Brody smiled wanly. “Reassortment crystallized the blood and consumed the central nervous system.”


  Damy trembled. “How does it vex us still?” She hugged herself. “How fast is it reproducing?” She hadn’t asked him this in at least a trimester, maybe two. To be sure, all RDD scientists knew that replication of the E. coli bacterium and cousins, the vibrio—ideal biological platforms for bioengineering applications because of their speedy reproduction rates—could occur under lab conditions in less than twenty minutes. The speeds were limited by the rate at which a ribosome could make another ribosome; the Reassortment Strain did this far faster than natural biological systems.


  “It’s not all that different from last year,” Brody said.


  Damy pressed her lips together and raised her cheeks in a manner that said bullshit. “Tell me the truth.” She spoke the way she would as the supreme scientist of the Nicola Facility and Project Silkscape.


  “Less than ten seconds.”


  She gasped. “You must demand the chancellor issue a stay for all clinical trials until you’ve properly reworked the formulas and can better ensure survival—”


  “You know I can’t do that.” He twisted back toward the square, now looking toward the stars.


  “Brody,” she touched his shoulder, spinning him to her, “what is it, what happened? What’s wrong?”


  He inclined his head, not looking at her. “We lost seven scientists in the dome, and another three on the way to Area 55.”


  Damy had lost count of how many RDD scientists had died during surface excursions, inside and outside terradomes. No one knew how Reassortment corrupted the domes or why some biomat suits failed and others didn’t. She did know that Brody’s official reports to the Office of the Chancellor often cited a lack of proper protocol for biomat suit closure rather than biomat suit malfunction, which would implicate his research team—and could lead to further demotions, exiles, imprisonments, even death.


  “I’ve seen too many good people die on the surface,” he said, “too much suffering …”


  “Stop using the Gemini, stop using transhumans in these clinical trials. Find another way.”


  “There is none.” The left side of Brody’s face twitched. He closed his eyes and rubbed his cheek. “My telepathic connection is far stronger with transhumans. For the next volunteer, I’ll work harder, longer, be more efficient. I’ll improve the odds of survival in a way you know I cannot with the Gemini.”


  The RDD didn’t seem to lack for volunteers for transhuman trials to test treatments against the Reassortment Strain, particularly in the last three years. Damy wouldn’t give in. “The commonwealth has witnessed enough death! You must accelerate a request for more aid from Phanes!” The commonwealth’s Central Government District was in Beimeni City of Phanes Territory. From there, Chancellor Masimovian distributed tax revenue based on recommendations from his council of economic advisors.


  Brody shook his head doubtfully.


  Part of Damy agreed with him, though she didn’t admit this. Her eternal partner had gone over budget on the Reassortment project decades ago. How many more billions of benaris could he spend? Would more funding and talent even matter? For while Brody, Damy, and most of the RDD’s scientists knew how standard proteins worked and the way mirror proteins folded, it was the combination of the two, the mirror molecules combined with ever more complexities and encryptions within the Reassortment Strain, that no transhuman, not even Supreme Scientists Broden Barão and Damosel Rhea, could predict.


  Red rose petals lofted over Artemis Square, which masked the humid, sometimes putrid smell of underground living. The petals were sprayed by fans at the top of several compressed diamond pillars that supported the city under the Earth’s weight. Damy remembered the days when they, too, floated, becoming supreme scientists, winning the love of the people. The true sky seemed the limit.


  When did it all go so wrong?


  Brody glanced out toward Phanes Lake, lost in thought or his extended consciousness, she couldn’t tell. Damy stepped away.


  “I’ll never give up,” he said.


  Rose petals landed on the floor between them. One dropped into Damy’s outstretched palm. She eyed the flex in Brody’s shoulders, which sat closer to his ears than the last time she’d seen him. She knew she could help, if only he’d let her. “Come to bed …”


  “I’ll adjust the formulas, I’ll have a new synbio cure ready in days, I won’t stop until I lead the people,” Brody drifted to her, “with you, back to the surface.”


  She brushed her hand through his long, thick hair and hugged him. In his ear she said, “I have no doubt you will, Captain, but not tonight.” She kissed him. “Tonight you’ll sleep.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Piscator City


   



  Piscator, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Hans lifted his pack, adjusted the strap over his shoulder, and stepped out of the intracity transport near the Third Ward. He looked up. Granville starlight and sunlight mixed in the early morning, glistening off the polished limestone buildings, which were connected by skywalks and weaved among the compressed diamond support pillars. Water from the commonwealth’s cooling system flowed down the sides of some of the buildings to the city’s archway aqueduct and to the canals that drained into the Archimedes River. Along the skywalks and the aqueduct, more Janzers than Piscatorians roamed. The Janzers held out their scanners, searching, Hans assumed, for BP.


  Closer to him, the pale-skinned and tattooed Piscatorians didn’t seem to care. They were only beginning to waken, buying their morning fix. Hans could smell the breakfast steaming from the food carts: eggs, bacon, and sausages; toast, blackberries, raspberries; raw salmon and eel; juices and espresso. His mouth watered, then dried when he spotted more Janzers marching. Six divisions intermingled with the Piscatorians, too many on the skywalks and on the city’s streets for him to leave with Connor from the city. He gritted his teeth. He’d have to leave from Piscator Shore. During the peak fishing season, Hans hoped the ratio of Janzers to Piscatorians would be far lower there.


  He took an elevator down five floors into the earth, exited, and moved along a corridor lined with Granville panels, which manipulated his senses, simulating the planet’s surface in spring. Lotus flowers floated over a swamp, frogs croaked, doves tweeted, and alligators rolled in the water, all covered by a hazy morning sun. Hans lost himself there until he neared Arturo and Connor’s apartment unit. The familiar archway filled him with trepidation, like a stone lodged in his gut.


  Father had often counseled that Connor, his youngest son, be kept away from the BP, lest he end up like Zorian, or dead, like the hundreds of thousands of unregistered who’d hidden beneath Hautervian City, slaughtered by Lady Isabelle. Hans had gone along with his father’s wishes, though for the sake of Connor’s sanity (and his own), he’d asked Father to let him obtain the serums the houses of development used to accelerate human growth and evolution along the Homo transition spectrum. “It’s not like athanasia,” Father had objected. “You can’t just inhale it and forget it. We lack the expertise and the resources to develop in that manner.” Hans had relented; he’d never have suggested inducing the fever.


  But circumstances had changed. Father would understand; he’d not let Connor turn into Zorian or fall to the commonwealth’s agents. He inserted his commonwealth card into a slit in the stone and put his hand upon the wall. He heard a snapping noise, then a pop, and the stone cleared, allowing his entry. When the stone reformed behind Hans, he told himself he’d make things right for his little brother. For there was nothing worse than waking up each morning fearful of the next Janzer search or strike, nothing worse than wondering what might have been. Regrets over the past ruined Zorian, Hans believed, and he’d not let his little brother go down that path.


  He quickened his pace over the soft, thick Jurinarian carpeting, through the hallway, and into the great room. It featured polished granite walls on one side, overhung with mirrors, and Granville panels on the other. The neural signals and images spread by the Granville syntech made Hans feel as if he walked through a sunny vineyard, swirling with the redolence of greenery and grapes. It reminded him of Arty’s farm in Vivo Territory.


  Now he entered a narrow, dim corridor, turned left, then right, then pushed through heavy curtains, making his way down a spiraled limestone staircase to the cellar. To the uninformed, the room looked like it stored fish oils and wine. Hans moved closer to the bottles. He put his supply pack on the ground and closed his eyes. Using the ZPF, he pushed his consciousness outward, through the wall and into the secret room. His little brother dwelled there. He’d activated his recaller, but Hans calibrated it and could penetrate the sophisticated signals that deceived Marstone and skilled telepaths alike.


  He entered Connor’s mind …


  The boy sat upon the edge of his bed, holding a Granville sphere. It was of the artistic variety, rather than industrial or decorative. The size of a walnut, it glistened like a gemstone. Connor held it in his open palm. Photogenic synisms within it transmitted signals into the visual cortex in his brain, letting him see his mother in holographic form. Hans had paid a Marshlandic holographer in Piscator City the equivalent of a trimester’s pay to have the sphere made. He gave it to Connor after Murray taught him how to access the ZPF about a year ago. Connor activated it often, though he would never admit so.


  In the hologram, Solstice wore a white gown and a hooded sapphire cape lined with garnet gems. She was a descendant of the Rupel family, whose lineage, like the Selendias and Masimovians, stretched back to Livelle Laboratory, centuries ago. Her features were soft, her hair was long and curled around her ears and down her arms, her nose was round, and her lips curved into a smile. She looked like a goddess in white and blue with blue eyes.


  Hans felt a shift in Connor’s consciousness. He wondered if his brother learned to sense a transhuman presence in his mind, but that wasn’t it. The hologram … changed. Their mother gagged. A diamond sword, swung by a Janzer, speared her back, poking through her chest. Blood streamed down the sides of the sword and from her mouth, down her chin and neck, over her chest, spilling over the white dress, dripping in front of her. She looked at her bloody hands and cried out. “Save yourself, Connor!” The more Connor reached for her, the farther away she seemed. “Save yourself!” she insisted. Then the sword was pulled from her body. Swiftly and violently, the Janzer swung it across Solstice’s shoulders. Her blood pulsed from the severed artery. Her head thudded to the ground near Connor’s feet. He looked down at her face, then at her flailing body as it collapsed. This wasn’t part of the artwork, and Connor was only a baby when Solstice had saved him. But Hans had seen this imagery before, in Connor’s nightmares and sometimes even in his own.


  Tears streamed down Connor’s cheeks. He screamed. Hans felt his brother’s terror as if it were his own. His eyes burned, and his heart thundered in his chest. Connor threw the sphere at the green bioluminescent wall where a fine stream cascaded, cooling the normally hot stone. Slick with water, the sphere bounced off and rolled between his legs, beneath the bed, along the carpet. Connor breathed hard. I hate this place, and I hate the Janzers, he thought, and I hate the peak season, and I hate Lady Isabelle, and I hate the chancellor’s precepts—


  Hans cut his connection to his brother. He wiped the corners of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger and twisted three of the wine bottles, pushed his foot down on a stone, and sent a coded message into the ZPF. The combination activated the entrance, and it slid open, sounding like a rock grinder. Hans entered, slowly. His little brother had the pride of a Selendia. Hans would not puncture it now, with so much at stake. He noticed the artistic sphere on the ground. He picked it up.


  “Looks like you dropped something.” Hans held out the sphere.


  Connor nodded mournfully, took it, and slipped it into the side pocket on his fisherman’s bodysuit, worn at his joints from heavy use. “Where’s Murray?” he asked. Their developer always traveled with them to the Block on mornings during the peak season.


  “Murray isn’t coming with us today,” Hans said.


  “Is Zorian coming?” Connor’s face looked sweaty, and his bodysuit’s collar looked wet.


  Hans felt perspiration forming on his own chest and back, for although Arturo built a coolant waterfall into Connor’s secret room, it didn’t benefit from the work of the commonwealth’s professional terraforming engineers. “No, Zorian’s not coming.” Hans dropped to one knee.


  Connor frowned. “Where are they?”


  Hans reached his hand out. Connor grabbed it and held it. “Little brother, I promised you I would protect you from the commonwealth’s agents—”


  “Have I done something wrong?” Connor dropped his brother’s hand, and said quickly, before Hans could answer, “I swear, I’ve traveled only in Piscator!”


  Hans smiled. As a child and early in his adolescence, Connor was never permitted to leave their foster father’s unit, lest he be noticed by Janzers, Piscatorians out for the bounty on the unregistered, or Marstone. Like so many of the unregistered raised beyond Hydra Hollow or Blackeye Cavern, Connor was forced to wait until he could at least pass for an adult transhuman prior to moving about Beimeni. That day had arrived about a year ago, and Murray inserted a mesh and a neurochip in Connor’s brain with the aid of a black-market medical bot, imparting the basic telepathic abilities necessary for travel and to operate as a fisherman on the Block. Since then, Connor had been living on the Piscatorian transports when he wasn’t working. Hans didn’t doubt his brother might’ve ventured out beyond Piscator. He understood Connor’s desire to explore, to be free, was only natural. In a sense, it was what they all fought for.


  “You’ve done nothing wrong,” Hans assured him. He stood. “All will be clear soon.” He handed Connor a canteen. “Drink this, all of it, don’t leave one drop inside.”


  “What is it?” Connor wanted to know. He waved the canteen’s lip near his nose, sniffing, then took a sip and gagged. “Gross. It tastes like a jellyfish dipped in submarine oil!”


  “Breathe in through your mouth, then down it. Trust me, it’s not so bad afterward.”


  “What’ll it do to me?” Connor sounded more intrigued than scared.


  “You’ll feel tingly, then hot, then cold, then a little numb. Then you’ll become strong.”


  Connor eyed the canteen, then his brother. “Strong as you and Zorian and Father and Moth—”


  “Yes, yes. Just like all of us … and Mother.”


  The crinkles in Connor’s brow disappeared. He tilted the canteen back and drank deeply. Hans watched him, making sure he left none of the liquid untouched. Connor licked his lips. “Hmm, an aftertaste like cinnamon, Father’s favorite.”


  “Mine too.” Hans took the canteen and ruffled his brother’s scraggy hair. He walked out of the secret room into the cellar. He picked up his supply pack and hung it over his right shoulder. “Come, we must be swift,” he said, and when Connor hesitated, “don’t be afraid.”


  When they neared the apartment unit’s entrance, Connor grabbed Hans’s arm. “Suffering is questioning,” he said. “Questioning is destructive. Destruction is never inevitable.” The Second Precept, designed to encourage economic output. “If we don’t go to the Block today, brother, won’t we be sent to the Lower Level?”


  Hans couldn’t hide everything from Connor. His brother understood they weren’t going to the Block, and if they missed a shift during the peak, they’d risk censure. Murray had taught the Selendia boys that to live unregistered was to live as the registered, which meant participating in the citizenry’s ways and avoiding Warnings—official communiqués from the Office of the Chancellor that often led to demotions, or in the worst cases, exile to the Lower Level—at any cost to soul or self. “We’re never going to the Lower Level.”


  “Where are we going?”


  Hans tapped the doorway in a coded pattern, and the stone disappeared. Granville light burst over them. “We’re leaving the South,” he said, “that’s all you need know.”


  Connor started. Hans watched his expression as excitement and fear battled within him. It didn’t take a telepath to know which would win. Connor was a Selendia and a Rupel, born with the family’s adventurous genes, which had made his nearly fifteen years of confinement almost unbearable. He turned away from the light toward the bioluminescent waterfalls in the back of the unit that kept it cool. “Can’t I at least say goodbye to Arty?”


  “You’ll see him again,” Hans said. “Not today, but you will.”


  Connor nodded, sad but resolute. He grabbed his cape and wrapped it over his shoulders, then slung his supply pack over his side. Hans wanted to tell him everything, that their foster father was on his way to Blackeye Cavern, that their biological father liberated millions of Beimenians from the commonwealth’s system, that Murray was fine-tuning the plan to raid Farino Prison, that they’d been fighting a guerilla war with the Masimovian Administration for decades—and that success or failure in that war now lay upon his shoulders.


  Instead, Hans put his hand on Connor’s back and led him out. He couldn’t tell his brother about the BP, or what had happened to Father, or any of the things they’d kept from him all these years. Not just yet. He would explain more once they reached Natura. Until then, Connor was still vulnerable to interrogation, should they be captured. And besides, they had only a few hours before the fever would set in. It would be difficult, but Connor would make it in his new safe house, Hans felt sure.


  Connor smiled up at him, and Hans ruffled his hair. They took the elevator up to the main floor and approached the intracity transport stop. One slowed to a standstill in front of them, and they entered and latched in, bound for Piscator Shore. Very soon now, Connor would find out who he really was. So would Hans.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Piscator Shore


   



  Piscator, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The Selendias rushed along Shore Station’s cobblestones, through the crowd of Piscatorians, men and women of the South with porcelain skin, animated tattoos, and serious expressions. Most all were on their way to the Shore, an underground beach ahead of a man-made lagoon, lined with smoke shops, craft stores, eateries, pubs, and entertainment centers. The fishermen’s Block, an arced cement slab near the submarine docks, lay farther underground, below the lagoon; the docks were built into the earth and connected the commonwealth to the Gulf of Yeuron. A hologram displayed the action there beneath one of the station’s alloy arches; it depicted fishermen already hauling in the morning’s catch, filleting and preparing the meat for the markets throughout the commonwealth. Beneath other arches, holograms formed into depictions of the Shore, Piscator Reef, the Gulf of Yeuron, the Homeria Sea, and various species of sharks and fish, along with market prices as determined by the traders in Navita Territory, “the place of markets.”


  Hans extended his consciousness, searching for Janzers. Though they were transhuman, their unique DNA gave off a different signature in the ZPF. He counted no more than four divisions. He could deal with twenty-four Janzers among hundreds of thousands of Piscatorians. Many of them were posted near the promenade that led to the Shore, or near the station’s borders, which were covered with Granville panels. The Granville syntech made it seem as if the station sat below the sea, near a hard coral reef, with algae and sea grass, jellyfish, crustaceans, sea turtles, snakes, stars, limestone skeletons, and remnants from elk horn and brain coral. Closer to Hans and Connor, polychromatic holographic advertisements scattered around the compressed diamond support pillars, while on several billboards, bioluminescent synisms formed the bust of Chancellor Masimovian above the Second Precept. SUFFERING IS QUESTIONING. QUESTIONING IS DESTRUCTIVE. DESTRUCTION IS NEVER INEVITABLE.


  Destruction is inevitable, Hans thought, the destruction of Masimovian’s system. But first, I must see Connor to the Naturan safe house. He didn’t tell his allies there that he’d induce the fever in Connor. He’d deal with that when he arrived. He led his brother to the interterritory tracks where the throng thinned, for no Piscatorian would dare leave the territory during the peak season. Few Janzers patrolled those tracks.


  Stay close to me now, Connor, Hans sent. Connor could receive but not send telepathic messages. He’d not yet learned how to avoid Marstone’s reach in that manner—a recaller only did so much to elude the commonwealth’s surveillance. Hans pushed his consciousness out into the ZPF. He influenced the visual cortexes of the crowd and the Janzers such that they could no longer see him or Connor. Neither the Piscatorians nor the Janzers can see us, he sent to his brother. Avoid them.


  They’d practiced this contingency. Father would take no chances with Connor, not after what had happened to Solstice. It was one of the reasons Hans became so skilled at creating illusions. When executing this particular feat with the ZPF, the last thing Hans would need was for his brother to crash into an unsuspecting Piscatorian, drawing attention to their departure.


  To Hans’s relief, Connor moved in stride with him, and they soon arrived at an interterritory track where four unoccupied transports lay in wait. Hans glanced back. The Piscatorians moved swiftly, focused on achieving the day’s production and sales targets. He’d miss many of them, especially Icarian, the Block operator. He touched his finger to the side of one of the transports, determined to see his brother to safety in Natura and rescue his father from captivity.


  WELCOME FARKAI appeared on the readout. The solid barrier disappeared for Hans’s entry. It sealed. Connor did the same, and WELCOME ALLESANDRO appeared. Inside, Hans stood near a screen that showed the tunnels, the interterritory portion labeled in blue, the intraterritory portion labeled in red. He placed his pack in front of a seat across from Connor, who’d set his pack on the adjacent seat.


  Connor pulled the overhead latch down over his shoulders. “What now?”


  “Tell Marstone we’re going to Calabria Station in Yeuron City,” Hans said.


  Connor nodded. He inserted his forged commonwealth card and entered his forged commonwealth security number on a digital display. Murray had explained to Connor the transport’s system of checks and balances—the fingerprint, the key cards, the security numbers and test of telepathy—all meant to prevent the unregistered, undeveloped, or underdeveloped from traveling. Murray also taught the boy that all legitimate interterritory travel led to the Phanes Beltway, which looped around Beimeni City.


  Hans latched into his seat.


  What’s your destination?


  Marstone regulated and moderated telepathic mind-to-mind and machine-to-mind communications in the ZPF, anywhere in the solar system. Its voice sounded brash and unassailable.


  Calabria Station, Yeuron City, Hans sent.


  He waited for Connor to indicate the same destination, then flicked a switch on his scrambler, which transmitted counterfeit signals to the transport and the Department of Transportation in Beimeni City.


  Connor fidgeted in his seat.


  “Relax,” Hans said.


  Marstone didn’t inquire about the purpose of the trip, its standard protocol altered by the scrambler, and the overhead lighting dimmed. An outdoor scene engulfed them, and the transport’s walls instead looked like windows, revealing rolling dunes, waves over an ocean, the smell of sea salt in the air—a perfect Granville illusion.


  Hans unlatched and held the seats for balance. At the main digital display, he attached a wire to a card and to the scrambler. He inserted the card into an access dock on the transport’s control panel. On a digital display, boxes numbered 1 to 100, and lettered with the word GO replaced the maps. Hans sent his algorithm.


   



  
    UNIVERSAL ACCESS GRANTED

  


   



  “Johann, where’re we going?” Connor said.


  Hans didn’t answer. He pushed more numbers, hit the GO button, then more numbers, GO, and one more time—until the transport shifted to a service tunnel, which would avoid the Phanes Beltway. Hans eased into his seat. The transport increased to its top speed, nearly fifteen hundred kilometers per hour—the highest speed a transhuman could handle without wearing a synsuit—but purred in the maglev tunnel.


  Hans closed his eyes and imagined Farino Prison and what it would take for him and Murray to succeed in the operation: a combination of stealth, skilled telepathy, and luck.


   


   



  Spas of Tranquility


  Natura, Underground West


   



  The transport slowed into Gzhela Station. The ocean disappeared, and the transport walls turned white.


  “How do you feel?” Hans said.


  “A little dizzy,” Connor admitted. “That transport moved a lot faster than the intraterritory ones.”


  Hans suspected this wasn’t the only reason for his brother’s vertigo. He didn’t want to scare Connor. It seemed the fever might hit him sooner than Hans anticipated. Assuring himself he’d made the right decision, he dug into his pack and threw cashmere slippers, a sleeveless tunic, and a fur cape at Connor, who looked a bit pale.


  The cape slipped out of Connor’s grasp as if it were a fish. “It’s so soft.” He picked it up.


  “Wear it, the tunic, and the slippers,” Hans said.


  He pulled more luxury garb out of his pack, and he and Connor redressed. He combed his hair and told Connor to do the same. Then he sprayed himself and his brother with oceanic cologne to remove their fishy, sweaty stench and lifted a thin bottle filled with a clear fluid from his pocket. He sprayed his and Connor’s packs, and they turned from a worn-looking tan to a rich red-brown. Hans also sprayed the packs with cologne, then stored their fishermen bodysuits and capes.


  “What’re you doing?” Connor said.


  “Piscatorians can’t afford trips to the Naturan resorts, certainly not during the peak.”


  “A resort?” Connor said. “What’ll I do at a resort?”


  “Survive.” Hans slung his pack over his shoulder, as did Connor. “There’re going to be a lot of aristocrats here today.”


  Some of the developers who frequented the resorts were nearly as skilled with the ZPF as Hans, and even if they couldn’t decipher his intrusion into their consciousness, some might sense his meddling in their minds and alert the commonwealth. Put plainly, the skill he used in Piscator would not work at the Spas of Tranquility, but he didn’t want to admit this to Connor.


  “Hold out your arm,” he said. Connor obeyed, and Hans injected him with a cloudy liquid. “Look as I look,” Hans continued. He injected his own arm. “Move and speak the way I do. Be courteous the way Murray taught you. The people here must think we are as wealthy as they and come here as frequently as they do. Does that make sense?”


  Connor didn’t answer him. He narrowed his eyes, looking at his arms. “What’d you do to me?” His animated tattoos of seashells and ocean waves disappeared, replaced by bronze skin. He looked at Hans. He shook his head. “What’d you do to us?”


  “I’ve treated us with E. pigmentation, a synism capable of adjusting the color of transhuman skin.”


  “Why?”


  “To look like aristocrats.” Hans put his dark hand on Connor’s shoulder and connected to his mind. “From this day forward, you are Trent Zimmer. You competed in the Harpoons in 364, received a bid from the Bajocian Consortium, a group known to recruit neophytes for developers in Underground Central. You work with House Tremadoci in Mantlestone Village. You’re at the spa with their approval.” Hans transmitted three terabytes of data to Connor’s neurochip with all details he’d need to understand his new identity. “Now, answer me, does all of this make sense?”


  Connor nodded. “I guess so.”


  “Not guess—yes or no, brother.”


  “Yes.”


  They stepped out.


  Golden lettering rotated in midair beneath a Granville sphere the size of a melon, dangling from the station’s angled glass ceiling, high above. ABUNDANT CELEBRATIONS ARE ENCOURAGED BY THE OFFICE OF THE CHANCELLOR. The chancellor’s Twenty-first Precept appeared at all the transport stations near the spas. Hans felt a swell of anger rise within him. He despised all of the precepts and this one the most: too many of his comrades died during the government-sanctioned Jubilees.


  He looked away from the precept. Beyond the glass walls and ceiling, a firmament filled the territory with light, a burning silver sun above lifeless mountains. A man-made lagoon lay below, its clear water surrounded by porous rock and sage plants, which gave Natura Territory its signature herbal musk. The smell didn’t calm Hans. His thoughts focused on the future. He’d see his brother to safety, rescue his father, fulfill his people’s dreams, then return to Vivo City with Mari.


  “Let’s move,” he said.


  The Selendias blended with the aristocrats, most dressed in golden or maroon robes, tunics, or capes with cashmere slippers. They ambled over cobblestones lined with flowers and bushes, and soon they arrived at a clearing with a doorway labeled SPAS OF TRANQUILITY. Hans knocked, and a scanner emerged from an opening on the side. He pushed his finger to it, and ACCESS GRANTED flashed on the doorway, which disappeared, revealing a hostess. Golden locks sprang from her widow’s peak and curled over her bodysuit to hang at her shapely waist.


  “Welcome to the Spas of Tranquility,” she said with a thick Naturan accent, “do you have a reservation with us?”


  “We do,” Hans said, bowing slightly to her. Connor mirrored his movements. “It’s under Anemone.”


  Her eyes moved rapidly back and forth as she searched her extended consciousness. “Excellent, I see your party.” She waved gently. “Follow me.”


  She took them through passages lined with golden palm trees and clear streams. Connor was breathing deeply and, judging by his stride, starting to relax. It pleased Hans to see his reticence melting. He hated to leave his brother while he underwent the fever and preferred the chance that he might at least enjoy the atmosphere of his new home.


  When they arrived close to the cliffs above the spas, Connor halted. “Gods,” he said, “I never expected this.”


  Hans gave his brother a cautious look, then pushed his consciousness into the hostess’s. When she beamed and did not try to send a message to a spa manager, Hans exhaled. He didn’t want to kill her.


  “These are the finest spas in all the Great Commonwealth, my lords,” she said. “We have over a million cabanas behind the falls.”


  Hans believed her. He knew it had taken his father’s research team decades to fully terraform the spas. Water cascaded down the sides of cliffs in what looked like an oblong canyon. At the bottom of the canyon, fields with flowers and trees of every type and color intermingled with walking paths. At the far end, an archway broke through the falls, leading to a corridor that Hans knew elevated to a ramp, up and up to House Thuddan. The lady and lord of this house developed candidates for the Harpoons. Friends of the Front, they had offered to aid Connor’s advancement with the ZPF and transhuman capabilities, a sizeable risk, for development was heavily regulated by the Masimovian Administration. They’d not dare use developmental synisms on someone unregistered in Marstone’s Database, and they also wouldn’t like that Hans induced the fever in Connor. Hans hoped they’d understand that after Jeremiah’s arrest, he had to.


  Now the hostess took them to a cutout in a garnet stone pathway, down marble stairs to an archway of polished mantle stone covered with holographic letters that read REGISTRATION. An usher in a sleeveless tunic and maroon cape stood behind the counter, surrounded by representations of the spa’s services. Everything from natural currents to ponds to robotic masseuses to aromatherapy shoals to sparkling water was available.


  “Welcome to Natura,” the usher said, “the place of leisure. Where is it you wish to escape?”


  “We’re here to meet with the Anemone party,” Hans said.


  The usher moved as if to adjust the holograms, but his fingers spread shadows on the wall that formed a flapping phoenix.


  “Thank you,” Hans said.


  He recognized the BP signal for Janzers, and tried his best to steady his singing heart. How could Lady Isabelle know? He’d told only Maribel, Arturo, and Murray of his plans to leave Connor in House Thuddan. He hoped this signal didn’t mean Lady Erelah and Lord Turi Thuddan had been arrested. It would be another blow to the Front’s network in the underground. Hans didn’t have time to enquire and wouldn’t risk contacting them telepathically. He searched the ZPF for Janzers, and though he did sense their presence at the spas, he couldn’t tell how many, or where they were. Something, or someone, was interfering with his mind-body-cosmos interface.


  “We’ll be on our way.” He bowed to the usher, as did Connor. Hans leaned next to Connor’s ear. “We have to go.”


  “What’s wrong?” Connor said softly.


  “A problem. Stay close.”


  They moved through the crowd, and Hans took note of the eyes following him and his brother. Developers and district overlords didn’t typically arrive and leave the spas so fast. At Gzhela Station, Hans found an empty interterritory transport and commandeered it the way he did the one at Piscator Shore. He directed it through the supply tunnels.


  “Where’re we going now?” Connor said. He sat with the alloy latch firmly set over his shoulders.


  “Ypresia Village,” Hans said. That village held the largest market in Gaia.


  “Why there?”


  “We will meet with Murray, now be quiet, please, let me think.”


  Hans seethed inside while blocking his mind from Marstone. For no matter the care the BP took in recent years, the commonwealth speared them. Damn Lady Isabelle and damn her Janzers, Hans thought, and damn this godsforsaken commonwealth! He used his scrambler to adjust the transport’s itinerary, and they flew through the maglev tunnel.


  Sometime later, Connor unlatched. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  The transport turned up, and the Selendias rolled down to the bottom of it, Connor on top of Hans.


  “Get off me,” Hans said. He flung his brother beside him. A pond, rimmed by colorful roses, geraniums, and oak trees, surrounded them in the transport’s walls.


  “You asked me to trust you,” Connor said, grasping on to a latch, “and I did! Why won’t you trust me?”


  Hans grabbed a seat and pulled himself to his feet. He laughed wanly. “It’s too late, brother.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Lady Isabelle took our father from us and sent him to Farino.” As loud as Hans yelled, his voice seemed absent, dislocated from his body. How could she know? he thought. What gave Father away?


  When Connor’s eyes widened, Hans added, “I’m taking him back—”


  “Farino …” Connor said. Hans had told Connor about the Northern territories, the parts of the commonwealth most dangerous for the unregistered. What he hadn’t told Connor was that in the North, ministerial outreach had led citizens to turn on citizens with such regularity that Father had long ago halted his recruitment to the BP there. “As in, Father’s been taken to Farino Prison?”


  Hans nodded, and Connor recoiled, for all the unregistered knew this prison was where the commonwealth sent them to die.


  The transport slid through and around another service shaft. Connor twisted his face. He exhaled deeply.


  Hans heard his brother’s thoughts as if they were his own, a confused monologue of fearful, angry musings.


  “I can help you,” Connor said.


  Hans shook his head. He had no choice now but to meet with Murray, form a new contingency, and hope he could get Connor to Hydra Hollow before the fever erupted.


  Connor ground his teeth, his nostrils twitched, and his eyes looked a bit glossy. Yet it wasn’t fear or sadness Hans sensed within him.


  “I lift the sharks all day,” Connor said, “my arms are as tough as stone. I can go with you to Farino! We can do this together!”


  He is a Selendia, Hans thought, and a Rupel. He wanted to tell his brother that his physical strength meant nothing in the Great Commonwealth, where the young grew up fast and stayed young forever, and power accrued to those with a genetic edge. To be sure, the Selendias and Rupels had that edge, and Connor knew it and wanted to use it the way his older brothers did. Gods help Hans, he wished he’d induced the fever within Connor years ago. Then he might by now have the ally he lost when Zorian returned to Piscator Territory and received his mother’s severed head rather than her kisses.


  That was the past, Hans reminded himself. If he was going to save Connor’s life, it would be his actions presently that mattered far more. “I can’t go to Farino,” he said, “not the way I’d planned, anyway. I meant to act swiftly. Lady Isabelle has either furthered Marstone’s capabilities beyond what I understood or …”


  “What?” Connor said.


  Hans formed his words so as to not put anyone else at risk.


  “… or she might have someone on the inside, on our side, on her side.”


  “An unregistered?” Connor looked like he might puke. “Working with Lady Isabelle?”


  Hans opened his mouth, then closed it. As much as he wanted to reveal all his family’s secrets to Connor—the Liberation Front, Blackeye Cavern, Hydra Hollow, the plan to strike the iron fist—he could not. Not yet. To hit the boy with all he faced, and all his potential, would not help an untenable situation. Instead, he said, “Someone poisoned our father with a synism called Escherichia barrier.”


  “Escherichia what?” Connor said. “What’d it do to him? Is Father hurt, or de—”


  “Father’s not dead.” Hans exhaled, again considering what he could reveal to his underdeveloped brother with least risk to his people. “E. barrier infects the transhuman brain, temporarily disrupting our connection to the zeropoint field until the immune system can clear the infection, which could take days. There’re many variants of the synism. Sometimes, a skilled telepath can take advantage of that disruption, gaining access to a transhuman mind.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Father couldn’t defend himself. That’s how the government captured him.”


  “Who would poison him?”


  “Only Isabelle Lutetia knows, but we cannot cross her, not today.”


  “I’m not scared of her.”


  Hans leaned forward. “You should be.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Ypresia Village


   



  Gaia, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The line at Hirnan Station stretched farther than the Archimedes River, it seemed. Hans held his brother’s wrist. They again wore their fisherman bodysuits with tattered capes splayed around their shoulders, and worn-out packs upon their backs. On the way, Hans had also injected himself and Connor with a variant dosage of E. pigmentation; their skin again looked white, animated tattoos splayed over it.


  “This is a terrible spot for the unregistered,” Connor said softly. “The crowd’s too thick—”


  Hans twisted Connor around to face him. It’s better than you think, he sent. Be silent.


  Connor nodded. He and Hans rushed through the maze of Gaians wearing tunics and wooden slippers, whose skin was as pale as Southerners. They passed between and through tents with goods ranging from cotton robes to gold canteens to wooden ornaments and artistic Granville spheres of every size and color. At the end of the set, they arrived at a cavern labeled SYNTHETIC HERBS & SPICES. Hans brushed aside the curtain of beads that hung over the wide entryway, and gasped. He felt adrenaline pour through his veins.


  Murray’s hands were tied to the sides of a wooden chair, his mouth sealed by tape, his hair matted, his face beaten, his eyes streaked with blood that dripped down his forehead. The Converse Collar, the commonwealth’s technology to thwart the transhuman mind-body-cosmos interface glowed green around his neck. He rumbled and groaned, but Hans couldn’t understand him.


  Eighteen Janzers arced around the cavern, aiming activated pulse guns at Hans and Connor.


  Marius Arnao, Lady Isabelle’s deadliest lieutenant, lean and rangy in his chameleon military fatigues, glowered. “Gentlemen.” His eyes lifted with his pouty lips. “Welcome.” He clapped twice. “I was hoping you’d come.” The lieutenant sounded confident and calm.


  Connor eased backward on the balls of his feet.


  “Stun them—” Arnao said.


  Hans sent a telekinetic burst through the ZPF. Arnao and the three Janzer divisions collapsed.


  Connor looked at Hans, his mouth moving without speech. Then he found his voice. “Did you kill them?”


  “No,” Hans said. “They won’t wake for a few days, and when they do, they’ll have terrible headaches.”


  “How do you and Zorian—”


  Murray moaned.


  Hans rushed to the back of the cavern to him. Connor followed.


  Hans untied Murray and ripped the tape off his mouth.


  “The alternate contingencies,” Murray said between gasps, “they knew.”


  Hans’s mind was in knots, for to learn of the operation’s intent—a Polemon strike upon Farino Prison to free his father from captivity—wouldn’t have been difficult for the government to deduce. In fact, like Maribel, Hans assumed Lady Isabelle anticipated a strike, but to learn of his contingency plans in Natura and Gaia, which Zorian hadn’t outlined in his z-disk, required entirely different tradecraft. The commonwealth’s advancement with Marstone’s technology was progressing faster than the Leadership anticipated.


  The situation was far worse than he’d imagined.


  Murray rose, grabbed a towel, and wiped his face and arms, cleaning the blood from his animated seashell tattoos that decorated his skin. Then he snatched the key to the Converse Collar from Arnao’s utility belt and inserted it into the collar. The green light dimmed and the collar unlatched. “Much better,” he said. He stole Arnao’s Reassortment baton—an alloy rod that transmitted instructions for the synthesis of E. agony into the transhuman brain. He kicked Arnao, who slid over the marble ground into a cabinet full of vials, then turned to Hans. “Where the lieutenant goes, the lady follows.”


  “Indeed. Have you warned our allies in the West and South?”


  Murray shook his head. “Couldn’t.”


  “I’ll do it.” Hans calmed his mind, accessed the ZPF, and simultaneously ran interference on Marstone. The unregistered familiar with the cipher heard, The Piscatorian has fled the sea, the Piscatorian has fled the sea. The Department of Communications and any other who intercepted the message through Marstone would hear random musings.


  “It’s done,” Hans said.


  “We should split up,” Murray said.


  “What about Father?” Connor said.


  “We’ll need a new contingency,” Hans said.


  The beaded curtain tinkled.


  “What was that?” Connor said.


  They turned to the entrance.


  Hans reached out with his mind to search the entrance. He clutched Connor and Murray, held his breath, and focused his mind in a manner he’d never done before.


  Lady Isabelle Lutetia burst into the cavern. She wore a loose-fitting gown covered by designs depicting geothermal vents and geysers native to Gaia. Her long lavender hair twisted into a braid with beads and silk cloth. If Hans hadn’t seen her in Granville syntech and learned so much about her appearance from z-disks, the lift to her cheekbones, the point to her nose, the way she pressed her lips together, and her light skin tone—untreated by E. pigmentation, it looked almost white—he might’ve mistaken her for a Gaian.


  Step back slowly, Hans sent to Murray and Connor. She can’t see or hear us. Hans shook as he projected his consciousness onto hers. The perspiration built around his chin, and his face flushed. Beside him, Murray was taking deep breaths, while Connor’s breath grew rapid and shallow.


  Lady Isabelle strutted across the cavern as if she owned it. She reached Arnao, who lay on the ground with his eyes open, as if he was dead. She closed her eyes, and Hans sensed her in the ZPF. Arnao sat up and groaned.


  Connor started, backing into the glass vials behind them. Isabelle turned at the noise, probing. Hans gritted his teeth. His cheeks vibrated as if he held the whole Earth in his arms.


  Isabelle took a few steps toward them. Hans felt her mind focus upon the thousands of colorful synism vials behind them. Creating illusions in the ZPF came naturally to him, and doing so in Piscator had been relatively easy, but this was Isabelle Lutetia, Master of the Harpoons, a neural specialist who’d been developed by the elite House Marsellessa nearly two centuries ago. He let her find the vials that had moved, barely having enough focus to keep her mind off them.


  She probed again, and he diverted her. Finally, she turned slowly back to Arnao, who blinked and straightened. Blood oozed from his mouth and nose. His shoulder was also dislocated, courtesy of Murray’s boot.


  Isabelle waved her head and folded her arms. “This is why you don’t send a man to do a woman’s job.”


  Her voice sent a flutter through Hans, who refocused his effort in the ZPF. She cannot see us.


  Arnao groaned now and massaged his shoulder. “Polemon—”


  Connor coughed. Though Hans immediately attributed the sound to a giant rat rushing across the clay floor, Isabelle turned her head, like a tigress on the prowl.


  “Some interest in hallucinogenic synisms, my lady?” Arnao said.


  She twisted around to Arnao. Her braided hair was slung around her neck. “You truly are a waste.”


  Connor held his hand over his mouth, muffling another cough. Then snot dripped from his nose, over his forefingers. He trembled, violently. His teeth chattered. Hans felt heat escaping his brother’s body in great waves.


  Gods, no, no, no, Hans thought, the fever …


  Connor looked terrified. His chest rose and fell rapidly. Murray hugged him and peered at Hans, knowingly and angrily.


  Hans wanted to punch something. This wasn’t supposed to happen here! Connor should’ve been secured to the new secret room in House Thuddan, on his way to rapid development, on his way to becoming a powerful ally in the war! Hans exhaled, refocusing his mind-body-cosmos connection, both on his little brother, and on Lady Isabelle and Lieutenant Arnao.


  The lieutenant smashed his shoulder into the wall, and his bones popped back into joint. He rubbed his neck. “Have you requested reinforcements?”


  Isabelle tapped his raw cheek. “I’m the reinforcements.” She sighed and held his hands in hers.


  Hans sensed Isabelle was pushing her mind into Arnao’s, much as he had thrust his into theirs. As Isabelle probed Arnao, Hans began to experience his memories. It took all of Hans’s concentration to stay with them …


  … He watched Arnao interrogate Murray, before his and Connor’s arrival.


  “Where’s the traitorous contingent?” Arnao asked.


  Murray didn’t respond. Arnao jabbed him with his baton. Murray rocked and howled a muffled scream. Isabelle shifted forward, skipping through the torture to the moment the Selendias parted the beaded curtain. Then the fight, when Arnao and his three Janzer divisions were knocked out, followed by blinding light.


  Isabelle opened her eyes and dropped Arnao’s hands. She turned and pondered the vials, then took a step forward and closed her eyes. She secured visual identifications for the suspects, connected to Marstone, pulled data from the DOC, and rapidly scanned through Ypresia, hopping as if she were a virus from one Gaian to the next, searching the bazaar. Isabelle shifted from face to face, mind to mind, vision to vision, cross-referencing the Gaians with the data in Marstone’s Database. Hans learned how she accessed the database, but began to lose his connection to her thoughts.


  Isabelle opened her eyes. She appeared too pleased for Hans’s liking, considering what seemed like her failure to locate them.


  Drool dripped down the sides of Connor’s mouth. He broke away from Murray, swaying into the synism vials, knocking them over and shattering them. He puked.


  Hans lost his concentration in the ZPF, and Isabelle shattered his illusion. His eyes met hers. He lunged at her. Isabelle screamed as they tumbled into Arnao.


  “Get out of here!” Hans yelled. “Go!”


  “Hans!” Connor started for the pile of arms and legs and cloth, but Murray clutched him and pulled him away.


  … Hans stood upon a trail, the air filled with the aroma of berries, while crimson leaves splayed over the vast forest, each one crackling as if filled with electricity.


  Lady Isabelle had drawn him into her mind.


  Hans moved through this surreal world, more than a little curious, despite himself.


  I know who you are, Polemon. Isabelle’s voice echoed all around him.


  Hans dashed along the trail, searching for Isabelle’s neural connections, her mesh and neurochip, the technology that enabled the Homo transition mind-body-cosmos connection.


  He needed access to regain control.


  Give yourself to me, Polemon.


  He couldn’t locate them.


  An icy mountain ridge loomed in the distance with Isabelle’s face chiseled into it.


  Though her lips didn’t move, Hans heard, You’re Jeremiah’s son, the son he should’ve registered.


  Hans stopped. How could Isabelle be privy to such details? Who would help her? A disgruntled BP? Zorian?


  No, he decided, for he knew Zorian hated her as much as he did.


  Then the answer struck him harder than a fist to his gut. Father could’ve told her himself. If she had broken him.


  Time to die, Polemon.


  Hans ran closer to the ridge. He folded his hands and bowed his head as if in prayer, gathering his psychic energy into his palms.


  Then he separated his hands and clapped them together. A blue pulse rippled out from his body like a supernova.


  The foliage around him shuddered. He smashed his fist into a nearby tree. In a flash of light, Isabelle materialized.


  She wore a white bodysuit cut at her thighs, white boots, and a white cape. A swift breeze sent her cape aloft, like a blooming flower.


  She whirled and kicked at him. He caught her heel in his hands. A blade shot from the tip of her boot.


  He dodged it, twisting her to the ground. She rolled and rose, jabbed at him with her fist. Tap, tap, tap. Electricity in the trees surged with each thrust.


  She probed his mind. He blocked. She spun. He evaded. Tap, tap, tap. He blocked her, stepped into her body, tumbled over her, and back-flipped.


  He found the blade that escaped her boot. Before she could turn, he thrust it into her back and ripped upward through her body, toward her neck.


  She disappeared. The sky darkened, and a cool rain sprayed him. Laughter echoed through the trees.


  Hans looked up, then wiped his eyes as the rain turned to warm blood.


  The tree roots, also crackling with electricity, swung around Hans. He struggled and howled until his voice wasn’t audible. His world darkened …


  … And when the light returned, he lay upon his back in the middle of Ypresia Village, in the clearing in the center of the massive market, where thousands of Beimenians separated as if to avoid Reassortment. Lady Isabelle stood over him, Lieutenant Arnao beside her, and eighteen Janzers arced around them.


  Hans shivered. He couldn’t move his limbs. Was Isabelle affecting him so? He could hear the crowd’s thoughts as if they were his own—a combination of awe, panic, and outrage—until the Janzers latched the Converse Collar around his neck.


  Hans’s mind went eerily quiet. The collar haloed him in green light. Isabelle smiled in a way that could make any unregistered cringe. When she and Arnao parted, Hans saw two Janzers holding Connor and Murray. Connor’s drool mixed with blood leaking down his face from a cut on his forehead. They also wore collars.


  Hans lunged forward.


  A Janzer shot a tranquilizer dart into his chest.


  Part III:

  

  The Becoming


  
    On the Surface: Spring

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: First Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 83 – 107

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  On the rooftop of the Brezner Building, the fifteen members of the Supreme Scientific Board of Beimeni sat around an elongated pool filled with mercury, sprinkled with red rose petals. Rays from the Granville sun flowed through a skylight, scattering through a carbyne-and-glass trellis, the glass portions alight like embers.


  “My fellow scientists,” Chancellor Masimovian began, standing. “Welcome.”


  Like the Masimovians before him during the bygone days of the Livelle Laboratory, his presence commanded attention. His face appeared as if sculpted by the gods, his hair set into thin curls around his head and ears, his goatee trimmed, his eyes focused and clear. He folded his arms behind his back. Like all the board, he wore a light blue robe tied at the waist by platinum and gold-linked chains. Silver medallions stenciled with Beimenian glyphs hung from the chains at his waist and jingled as he moved behind the row of board members. His robe dragged along the marble floor behind him.


  He stopped and looked at Brody. “I’m excited to announce a Jubilee.” He breathed, awaiting a response from Brody. When Brody sat still, he continued walking and said, “We have a new volunteer eager to commit to a clinical trial of the latest synbio cure.”


  Brody activated the recaller in his pocket. He’d obtained it on the black market from a seller who told him it could “recall” transhuman brain impulses and send new ones into the ZPF, tricking Marstone and skilled telepaths like Masimovian with random thoughts of splendid, improved life, thoughts focused on proper and significant conversion to enhance humanity’s standing below as it strived to return above. Brody wasn’t foolish enough to use it all the time, for no supreme scientist or strike team captain would truly have the same thoughts, hour after hour, day after day, but times like now he thanked the gods for its existence.


  He glanced at Damy, who sat next to him. She was loosening her scarf, shaped liked phoenix feathers—the mark of Phanes, “the place of youth.” She held it in her lap and pressed her lips together. Her bronze skin pulled taut near her jaw. She knew the results of his latest serum, the hope in a vial that might fail like all the rest.


  Brody put his hand on her arm, worried she might speak out of turn. He did before she could. “So soon, Chancellor?” he said with as much respect as he could muster. “It hasn’t been a full trimester since the last one.” All but a few of the board members glared at Brody.


  Masimovian swiped his goatee and scowled; all the board knew that when he had the floor, no one else should speak. He swayed back toward his chair, ignoring the People’s Captain. “We’ve been without significant conversion for so long in the RDD, it pains me, truly. It makes me wonder if we should even wear these.” Masimovian tugged on the rim of his black beret. Beige fabric on the front of it formed two human hands over the Earth, covered with continents, oceans, and clouds—the mark of Palaestra, “the place of conversion.”


  He turned toward Brody. “We’ve given you unlimited financial backing, Captain. You’ve recruited fine Harpoon performers.” Masimovian waved his forefinger and raised his voice. “There are two conclusions that I imagine …”


  The chancellor seemed to lose his thought. He took his seat at the head of the pool and looked up. Artificial cirrus clouds moved gently over the sky, darkening the trellis embers one by one. A keeper bot placed a tray holding several crystal glasses of Loverealan wine in front of Masimovian. He took one and lifted it to his nose, inhaling deeply, then sipped. A shadow fell over the pool and across the board. The bot rounded the horseshoe of scientists and ministers, and they all took a glass.


  “Where was I?” Masimovian said. The shadow cleared and sunlight broke through, lighting the mercury pool and the rose petals over it.


  Prime Minister Decca raised his bushy eyebrows and pulled a toothpick away from his teeth. “Captain Barão’s Reassortment research team,” he said.


  “Ah, yes.” Masimovian sipped loudly. “We may need to reconsider the composition of your team—”


  “Chancellor Masimovian,” Damy said. The supreme scientists and ministers on the board turned toward her. Brody moved his head back and forth, slight enough for only his eternal partner to notice. She didn’t listen. “Reassortment’s the most complex organism we’ve ever encountered.” She peered toward all the board members. “Its encryptions become more difficult to decipher by the day, while its concentrations in the Earth’s atmosphere and soil are rising. For these reasons, we must support the scientists in the Ventureño Facility,” she said, referring to Brody’s lab.


  “Why?” Supreme Scientist Dorian Knox asked. The board turned to him. His arms were folded across his broad chest, just below his deep red beard. “Why should we support someone who isn’t held to the same standard as the rest of us?”


  Damy ignored him. “Must I remind you all that Reassortment has mirror proteins, proteins that don’t perform any special action but have the same functionality of their natural counterparts?” When no one responded, and when the chancellor didn’t interfere, she added, “Their slight difference renders common protease and other treatments ineffective,” she raised her voice, “and the code used to make these proteins is always changing. It makes it problematic to determine what protein is doing what and makes learning to defeat this organism extremely difficult!”


  “Miss Damosel,” Masimovian said, dipping his head. He folded his fingers over the Pendant of the Chancellor, the technology that secured his control over the Janzers through Marstone. “I understand the great challenge of our time.” He motioned his index finger in the shape of the infinity symbol. “Nothing is forever.” The chancellor often reminded the board that even if they lived forever, they were constantly evolving, changing, improving. Such was the nature of transhumanism; the people who now populated the Earth might find themselves very different in fifty or one hundred years, given the rapid advances in development. Brody mused over how different he’d been a hundred years ago, when he was a strike team captain but not yet a supreme scientist. A meaningful part of him wished he’d never pursued the Reassortment project so stealthily and aggressively. He turned to Damy.


  She pressed her lips together. The veins near her throat pulsated. Brody didn’t need to access the ZPF to feel her anger. He’d not seen her like this since they worked on Reassortment together, decades ago. Damy, he thought, stay out of this, stay out of my fight. He could tell she wasn’t about to stop.


  “Chancellor—”


  “Or shall we discuss the progress of Project Silkscape?”


  “The project is on schedule.”


  “Is it?”


  “My assignment also doesn’t send Beimenians to their deaths.”


  “That, fair scientist, is a problem you should discuss with your eternal partner.” Masimovian turned to Brody. “He’s the one we’ve entrusted with Reassortment research.” The chancellor sipped his wine and glared back at Damy. “He’s the one who has failed longer than any supreme scientist in history.”


  The comment elicited several smiles.


  “Why do we even have these Jubilees?” Damy said.


  Some of the board members huffed. The silver medallions on their belts sounded like wind chimes. Minister Volans cringed as if she’d watched someone perish from Reassortment, Minister Charles fiddled with the gemstones hanging from his neck, while Supreme Scientist Cimmeria patted her chest and Supreme Scientist Ele drew back in her chair. Prime Minister Decca choked on his toothpick.


  Brody closed his eyes, wishing this wasn’t real, hoping he could stop his eternal partner, somehow. He put his hand on her thigh. Damy intertwined her fingers with his. “Shouldn’t research this important be kept private?” she said, soft and fearless.


  “Would you have me censor the people’s right to know where we stand with Reassortment?” Masimovian said. He pouted and looked appalled, his bronze skin a shade of red. Quiet chatter spread among the board. “Would you have me disallow their right to celebrate our research?”


  “We achieved a record survival time with the latest Gemini trial, Chancellor,” Brody said. A swift diversion was usually the best route with Masimovian, particularly after he’d begun his third glass of wine. “I expect continued progress in the days, trimesters, and years ahead with the Gemini trials and look forward to applying our findings to transhumans.”


  “Then it’s settled. Your team shall provide the keeper of Reassortment Hall the latest serum, and no more than thirty days hence, the commonwealth shall gather for a Jubilee.”


  A quick rebuttal from Brody would not do, for once the supreme chancellor of the Great Commonwealth spoke this way, it took on the weight of a decree. It wasn’t always like this, Brody knew. In the early years of his term on Reassortment, Masimovian always sought consensus for transhuman trials.


  Brody felt Damy clasp his hand tighter. He looked at her, then searched Masimovian and all the board for an indication of remorse. Finding none, he shifted his attention to the hands of creation and globes sewed into the men’s berets and pondered the consequences of another failure. Was the goal to destroy Brody, or did Chancellor Masimovian and the board truly hope for a miracle?


  Damy’s hand now trembled in Brody’s, and he did something he’d not done in at least fifteen years: he allowed the board’s brain impulses in the ZPF to flow into his mind. He heard their musings, hopes for his success and wishes for his failure, surprise with Damy’s boldness and disgust with Damy’s boldness, goals for their own teams and their own career goals, familial issues, and more. He thought about actively targeting the source, Chancellor Masimovian’s mind. Neither the chancellor nor any Beimenian had known when Brody and his former shadow, former friend, former bane, Antosha Zereoue, used the ZPF intrusively. But that was a long time past, when Brody and Antosha were the commonwealth’s premier telepaths and researchers. Nowadays, with advancements in development, skilled telepaths seemed as plentiful as benari coins.


  No, Brody thought, I will not use my telepathy intrusively. I will not become Antosha Zereoue.


  Brody cleared his mind, blocking their impulses from his neurochip; he no longer heard the board’s thoughts. He instead looked to the gods and prayed they prevent another death by Reassortment. He asked them to guide him in his search for a cure. He asked them to keep his team safe during an inevitable surface excursion. He asked them to exonerate his team’s research efforts. And he asked them to restore humanity’s place as the dominant species above.


  Brody found his voice. “So it will be done.” Masimovian tilted his head and placed his clasped hands beneath his chin. The board, including Damy, turned to Brody. “In the year 288, I assured you all that my strike team would lead the people back to the surface.” Damy let his hand go. Her eyes bulged. “I intend to follow through on that promise.”


  Masimovian smiled, sipped his wine, then dismissed the board.


  Damy stormed out. She pulled off her chains and robe on the way to the elevator, packing them into a tight ball with her scarf. She sprinted through the corridor, wearing only her bodysuit. Brody worried she might leave her supreme scientific board garb on the ground; and he feared what Masimovian might do if she did.


  At the elevator, she shoved it all into her Phanean-designed polychromatic handbag. Brody followed her inside. The elevator’s bot operator activated a control panel.


  “Ground floor,” Damy said.


  She sounded livid. The bot followed her order, and the elevator descended. Damy held her handbag tight against her chest.


  “Damy?” Brody said.


  She looked straight ahead, as if she didn’t hear him, and as if he didn’t stand right next to her. She ran out of the elevator when the doors opened, rushing through the Brezner Building’s glass doors and out onto the cobblestones. Brody caught up to her when she reached Artemis Square.


  “Damosel!”


  She turned.


  “What!”


  She threw her handbag at him.


  Brody caught it. “You gave me the Gemini,” he said, “you told me—”


  “To end the use of Jubilees, yet here we are, just days before another and another and another. We’ve witnessed too many since the first Gemini trial.”


  “What would you have me do?” he asked.


  “You should’ve pushed back harder during the board meeting. You should’ve—”


  Brody put his finger on her lips and, looking up, pointed up—a common Beimenian gesture toward Marstone, the eye in the sky. Damy didn’t know he’d purchased the recaller. It might protect against their impulses but not from those of the thousands of Beimenians nearby in the square, district buildings, and Second Ward, not to mention the board members, who lagged behind them but were beginning to spill out of the Brezner Building. “I serve Chancellor Masimovian,” Brody said, “like you, like we always will.” A part of Brody truly believed this, and a part of him did not, and yet another part, not insignificant, did want to see his team’s latest work in action. He dared not admit so to Damy.


  She stepped away and angled her back toward him. A group rushed across the square ahead of them, screaming their excitement, for their designated time to enter the Fountain of Youth neared. Brody ignored their cries, and the well wishes from passersby who recognized him, and the songs emanating from the nearby amphitheater.


  “The chancellor is wise and well versed in synbio tech,” Brody said. “He understands the great challenge, and he insisted on a transhuman trial, so I doubt he’d punish me for a death.” Damy nodded slightly, without responding. “Damosel, please, speak to me—”


  She turned. Her eyes looked bloodshot. “What about you?” She took her handbag from him. “How will I live if you die?”


  Brody hadn’t thought about that. Or, rather, he’d numbed to the constant possibility of death on the surface; it came with the supreme scientist of Reassortment’s job. What he’d not considered was what may happen to Damy if ever he did die during a government-approved surface excursion. To be sure, he and his eternal partner had a close ally in Tethys Charles, Minister of Palaestra Territory, while Damy maintained a steady, if strained, friendship with the women on the board. And she held the Mark. Their enemies would not find her an easy target, Brody assured himself.


  “We’ve made a lot of advances with the biomats since your parents …” Brody stopped, realizing his folly too late. Damy’s eyes welled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “How many more of us have to die from Reassortment?” She wiped her eyes in quick and determined strokes. “How many more transhumans will the board feed to it?”


  “My hope is that no transhuman will ever die from Reassortment again.” He reached for her. “I’m the supreme scientist of Reassortment.” He swiped away stray hairs beside her eye with his forefinger. “I am the strike team captain all others look to.” He searched for hope in his eternal partner’s eyes. “My teams deserve a captain and supreme scientist who’s on their side, don’t they?” Damy nodded. Brody brushed his thumb across her cheek. “I’ve made improvements to the biomat suits.”


  Damy kissed him. “How can you stay so calm?”


  “I’ve strengthened the middle and outer layers. I’ll survive. I’ll come back to you—”


  She kissed him again. “I thought you said you’d not bring your teams back to the surface. I thought you’d figure out a way to beat Reassortment underground?”


  “You pointed out the difficulty in conducting Reassortment research at a distance.” Brody shook his head. “My reach in the zeropoint field is far, but you know I could never be as effective during a transhuman trial in Reassortment Hall as I could be on the island.” He paused. “I might be able to make the serum work with a transhuman in a way I couldn’t with the Gemini.”


  Damy’s lips quivered. She hugged him. “I know.” Brody sensed it pained her to admit this. Using the ZPF, the CRISPR system, and recombinases, he and his research team could communicate with transhuman cells, manipulate the DNA, and give the immune system a better chance to fight the Reassortment Strain. Gemini, which lacked the Homo transition mind-body-cosmos interface, couldn’t be reached through the ZPF as efficiently.


  “You go up there, Captain.” She cupped his face with her hands. “You go up to that island, and you make sure this is the last Jubilee.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Vivo Hills


   



  Vivo, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Hans rushed along the limestone trail beside his father. Pine and spruce trees rose up from the sod around them.


  Father glided over the ground, his tan cape flapping behind him.


  Hans lagged. He breathed the Vivoan air, filled with the scents of berries and flowers and leaves. The artificial weather in Vivo Territory was fair and windy, the cumulous clouds above tinged with a blue that blended with the rest of the false firmament. Even so, sweat poured down Hans’s face.


  They weaved through the trees to a clearing along the hills.


  Far below lay a fork of land layered with fauna that from Hans’s elevation looked like bulbous bushes stretching out forever, broken here and there by the compressed diamond pillars that supported the weight of the Beimeni zone. Water flowed over the edges and splashed into reservoirs below. Farther away, Vivo City’s skyline of skyscraper farms formed the horizon.


  “We’ve lost them,” Hans said.


  “Not a chance.” Father sprinted faster, and Hans thought his lungs might give out if he tried to keep pace. They splashed through a shallow stream. On the other end, Lilly and Nathaniel and Archer and Hilla, men and women of the Block, gathered around a hologram, which rendered images of the Janzer movements in Vivo Territory.


  This struck Hans as odd, for he’d never seen these people in Vivo.


  Father halted, as did Hans.


  “You will take our friends to Blackeye Cavern in all haste,” Father said. When Hans balked, his father added, “Will you serve your people?”


  “Of course …” Hans said. And it was what he believed he’d do until he sensed … something out of place. Was it in the air? Or the way the waterfalls rolled into the reservoirs, or the pine scent in the trees that didn’t quite tickle his nose the way it should?


  Wilhelm and Aislin, victims of the commonwealth’s Jubilees, worked a holographic scroll across two tree trunks.


  The world spun around Hans.


  “I don’t know about a Blackeye Cavern,” he said, “and even if I did, I wouldn’t lead you to it.”


  Father turned and looked at Hans with a killer’s eyes. He took deliberate strides forward, resembling a low-flying bird when his cape lifted in the Vivoan breeze. His short hair lengthened to his back, his thick lips tightened to a seam, his broad build narrowed, his every feature shifting until the rest of Lady Isabelle Lutetia took hold of Jeremiah Selendia’s body.


  “For some reason,” she said, “I suspect you will.”


  Vivo disappeared …


  … Hans sat in a horribly uncomfortable chair, unable to move, his hair strewn across his sticky face, something painfully bright in his eyes. He found himself struggling to draw breath, and he recalled bits of a beating Lieutenant Arnao had put upon him. The blinding light cleared. He savored the darkness. But he still choked on air that smelled of burnt rubber. He licked his lips and tasted iron. Then he heard Isabelle’s voice through Marstone.


  Open your eyes, young traitor.


  He’d thought his eyes were open. He lifted his lids and winced from the effort, pain shooting into his head like a diamond sword across his neurons.


  Isabelle held an inactive Reassortment baton beneath his chin, lifting his head. She wore a wrap dress tied at her waist by a leather belt, while a golden phoenix adorned her chest. Hans found it insulting she didn’t properly treat her skin with E. pigmentation; she looked nearly as white as Beimenians in the lesser territories. It was her way of showing solidarity with the commoners, he knew, even as she hunted the BP.


  “You serve whom?” she said.


  Mari had told Hans she often said this during Harpoon classes. He glared at the phoenix, then to her porcelain face. He said nothing, and though he couldn’t penetrate her mind, he didn’t let her inside his either.


  “You think you’re indispensable because you’re Jeremiah Selendia’s son?” Isabelle said.


  Hans inclined his head.


  “You think you care about the people?” She orbited him, looking across her shoulder. “I maintain the commonwealth’s life support systems. Open your eyes!” Hans opened them. “You destroy our supply lines, steal water from our coolant piping, and force me to scatter Janzers throughout the underground rather than focus their efforts on our expansion, and on their job, protection against structural collapses and gods forbid, a Reassortment scare. How many Beimenians died because of collapses that we couldn’t respond to? What would happen if Reassortment breached the Beimeni zone of the underground, and instead of responding to it, the Janzers were instead cleaning up after a BP strike?”


  Hans didn’t speak.


  “You risk the death of us all, for what?”


  Hans licked his lips but remained silent.


  “I serve over three hundred million transhumans inside this phantom Earth,” Isabelle continued. “I enable their survival, and yours, you ungrateful ant.” She stood behind Hans now. He felt her breath upon his ear. It smelled like rose water. “I won’t let traitors like you take the world away from them.”


  He swiveled his head, searching. He neither heard nor saw Lady Isabelle, or felt her presence in the ZPF. He wasn’t wearing a collar, but she was somehow disrupting his connection.


  Oh gods, no …


  A maroon spotlight revealed Connor, Hans’s little brother who hadn’t seen the world until this day, who hadn’t known violence beyond the skirmishes on the Block or in the commonwealth’s bazaars, who was kept far from the BP for so many years, and whom Hans had assured his father he’d protect—hung from chains, utterly beaten and battered.


  Hans wanted to scream. He didn’t. He felt the muscles in his neck strain against the skin. Tears mixed with the blood on his face.


  Connor’s wrists were bound by cuffs. He dangled from chains wrapped around his neck and torso.


  Before Hans could blink, Lieutenant Arnao appeared, striking and slashing his brother with alloy-knuckled fists. Blood gushed from Connor’s mouth and nose.


  Hans puked. When he looked back at Connor, Arnao wasn’t there.


  Oh gods, Connor …


  “You can make this end,” Isabelle said. He heard her voice behind him. “You can save him—”


  “He can’t help you,” Hans tried to say but found he couldn’t speak. Just let Connor leave, he sent. He’s nothing to you.


  “But something to you. And I won’t hesitate to drain his blood, slowly, in pain most transhumans, even underdeveloped ones, have never known—unless you talk.”


  Her voice became a thousand whispers around Hans, not spoken through Marstone, but directly to his mind. You need my help. Only I can stop my lieutenant from bashing your brother. Only I can prevent my tenehounds from tearing Connor apart.


  The darkness around Connor gave way to light and towering glass walls. Tenehounds, RDD synbio creations, snarled and pawed at the glass. All BP knew the animals the chancellor used to track the unregistered. Rumor had it the hounds could sense a transhuman presence in the ZPF at great distances.


  We’ve starved this group for ten days, Isabelle sent. Don’t they look beautiful?


  Their fur stood on their backs, bristling, colored a distinct blend of sapphire, gray, and ultramarine. Their alloy teeth dripped with saliva, and their bright-orange eyes never left Connor’s inert form. His head dangled limply, a mixture of water and sweat and blood dripping off his hair. Hans hoped for his brother’s sake that he could not see the tenehounds behind the glass.


  Tell me where to find Blackeye Cavern, Isabelle sent, and your allies in the territories, the next targets. Tell me, now.


  Hans still couldn’t project his mind. He didn’t fully understand what blocked him from the ZPF, but did his best to shield his consciousness from Isabelle and Marstone. He could not send millions to their deaths to save one life, even Connor’s. And he knew, though he hated to admit the hopelessness of their situation, that even if he told Isabelle the location of Blackeye Cavern, Connor would still die in Farino Prison or on the surface or in the Lower Level. And Murray, too, wherever he was, if indeed he was still alive. Hans’s concentration faltered at the thought.


  “Oh, don’t worry about Murray Olyorna,” Isabelle said. “We’ll give the BP’s developer exactly what he deserves.”


  Triangular Granville panels emerged from the ground in front of Hans. Murray hung, beaten and bruised, in a chamber much like Connor’s.


  The panels went dark and retracted.


  The glass wall that held the hounds descended a few meters.


  Barks and howls rushed out like the Homeria Sea.


  Hans shivered and Connor jerked his head back and forth blindly.


  “Who’s there?” Connor screamed.


  “What say you, Polemon?” Lady Isabelle said.


  “I won’t,” Hans said.


  The glass wall descended farther. The hounds sniffed and lunged when they picked up Connor’s scent in the ZPF. Their paws came within a meter of the glass ledge above.


  Hans had never seen a hound jump so high.


  In the melee, one of them attacked another, snapping its neck in its jaws. The hounds chewed and ripped its fur and skin apart. The bones were soon plucked clean, and the tenehounds sifted out the remaining entrails, their fur splattered crimson.


  Hans felt as if he might pass out.


  “What do you think it feels like to be eaten alive?”


  The glass wall dropped another meter, and the hounds refocused on Connor’s presence in the ZPF. Their paws scraped the top of the glass ledge when they leapt. Connor reeled back, catching sight of their snouts.


  The room darkened, and the maroon spotlight over Connor grew bright.


  “Let’s find out—”


  “Wait!”


  Slowly, the glass wall descended another half meter, and stopped. One hound got its shoulders nearly all the way over the wall, then slipped down into the roiling pack. It was in these movements that something struck Hans as odd. Tenehounds were nothing if not organized, deliberate in their actions, and highly intelligent.


  They would have already found a way inside, Hans thought.


  Lady Isabelle awaited Hans’s response.


  He remained silent.


  The glass walls dropped to the floor. The tenehounds rushed forward like an angry tide.


  Hans closed his eyes and tried not to hear Connor’s screams. He hoped beyond the cosmos that his intuition proved accurate. When he opened his eyes, the chains dangled, holding bits of bones and pieces of skin and muscle, dripping blood.


  “You’ve been developed well, Polemon.” Isabelle emerged in front of Hans again.


  The hounds, blood, guts, and chains disappeared. Hans blinked, exhaled, and dropped his head.


  “You exposed your brother to Escherichia evolution, and you didn’t even tell him what it would do.” She folded her arms. “Who’s more cruel, you or I?”


  Hans raised his eyes to her but didn’t answer.


  “You suspect his response to the fever and his ancestry suggests I won’t kill—”


  “Connor presents a unique opportunity for you,” Hans said.


  Isabelle raised her brow and leaned on her front foot. She seemed surprised by his tone, though Hans sensed intrigue more than anger in her. He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “You of all people should understand that if you kill me, Murray, or my father, no matter what you do to Connor’s mind, he’ll discover the truth. The zeropoint field holds the past, present, and future. The field doesn’t lie. My brother will turn on you … the same way you’ve turned on Chancellor Masimovian.”


  Isabelle started.


  Jeremiah, Zorian, and other BP informants had told him about the chancellor’s indiscretions, his obsession with his maidens and parties. They’d not revealed any dishonor by Lady Isabelle. Hans had only been fishing.


  He didn’t know what drove her emotions but was grateful he unleashed a flurry of them inside her, for he found an opening to her neurochip, and her mind. He closed his eyes.


  “Yes,” Hans said, “there it is.” He opened his eyes slowly. “Let your fury go, my lady. The chancellor doesn’t own you anymore. You don’t have to serve—”


  She swung the inactive baton into his face.


  He lost his connection to the ZPF, and to her, spitting out blood and a tooth.


  Isabelle raised her leg, as gracefully as a dancer, holding her boot upon Hans’s neck and jaw, choking him with his own blood. She released him and he gagged.


  He spit out bloody saliva, then swiveled his head to her. “Here’s your answer, my lady—”


  Hans grimaced at the pain shooting down his jaw and neck. Blood streaked between his teeth over his lower lip. He steadied himself.


  “—I serve the Beimeni Polemon.”


  Isabelle cleared the illusion …


  … She stood on the other side of eight teal laser beams that secured Hans in a holding cell.


  Green phosphorescent light emitting from a Converse Collar obscured his view. She must have deactivated the collar for the interrogation.


  Hans looked down. His spit scattered on the ground, not blood, vomit, or a tooth. He wasn’t chained to a seat, but rather sat upon a hard stone slab protruding from a moonstone wall. He felt his jaw, suddenly not in pain. In fact, he’d not been beaten or bruised at all.


  Wide-eyed and not a little awed, he pondered Lady Isabelle. He’d never encountered talent with the ZPF such as this, not even with Zorian. Was he truly sitting on a stone slab? Hans wondered. Had he unwittingly given her more intel?


  Lady Isabelle moved her chin up and to the side. She looked enchanting in her golden gown with a golden phoenix hanging from a chain around her neck. “Enjoy your stay in the Department of Peace, Mr. President.”


  Hans didn’t react, even as his heart sang.


  She gave him a long look with her lavender eyes, then strutted down the corridor.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Johann Selendia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Over time, Hans decided his surroundings were, in fact, real. He lay across the stone slab in his holding cell, his hands folded over his chest, his eyes closed. Lady Isabelle’s words flooded his mind: Enjoy your stay in the Department of Peace, Mr. President. How could she know? Had he given his inauguration away, somehow? Or was she just fishing, the same way Hans had with his comment about Masimovian? He’d not seen Isabelle since then and figured a hearing with Chief Justice Carmen awaited him. Many of his comrades were held in the DOP prior to their hearings, if they even received one.


  Now a prisoner screamed as if he was being murdered. This happened from time to time. Once Hans discerned the voice differed from Connor’s, he ignored it.


  He rolled, facing the moonstone wall. He meditated and slept as often as he could. Now and then a keeper bot would visit with food and drink, a slice of stale bread, discolored water and a biscuit, maybe some beans if he was lucky. The tiny hole in the ground smelled of feces even though Hans rarely used it. The cell block quieted. He closed his eyes but couldn’t sleep, sickened by the smell, plagued by his fear for Connor. A holding cell would be a terrible place to undergo the fever, and if Lady Isabelle didn’t allow for medical assistance, plenty of fluids, and sustenance …


  Sometime later, shards of light reflected upon the ceiling. Hans leaned on his elbow and forearm. He furrowed his brow. Sixteen garnet gemstones levitated in a line between two of the beams, spreading into his cell. Was this another of Isabelle’s tricks? He sat up, letting his legs dangle from the slab. The gemstones spun like twisters, quickly, quickly, they snaked in front of him, rising, orbiting.


  A part of Hans wanted to scream. Another part wanted to cry. Why didn’t Zorian help him from the beginning? Why did he have to be such a bastard?


  The gemstones formed a line in front of Hans, spinning fast. Then the rotations ceased and the gems spread out, like feelers from a cephalopod, to the sources of the teal beams at the front of the cell. The gemstones sparked, blocking the beams.


  Hans looked down. The collar around his neck still glowed green. Without the ZPF, he’d be as defenseless as Connor in the DOP. Carefully, silently, he stepped forward, toward the cell’s entrance. The floor felt cold on his bare feet.


  He lunged—and survived. He looked both ways. The white light from bulbs in the corridor’s ceiling hurt his eyes. Hans looked at the ground. A key lay on the floor.


  The collar, he thought. He picked up the key and inserted it. The green light disappeared, the collar unlatched, and Hans felt his connection with the ZPF restored.


  He heard the erk, erk, erk, erk of boots upon alloy, rather than the alloy-upon-alloy footsteps of bots.


  You think you’re as advanced as me with the zeropoint field, brother?


  Zorian’s voice, in Hans’s head.


  Please, Zorian—


  Prove it.


  The teal beams cut through the gemstones, splitting them apart, and the barrier reconnected behind Hans.


  Zorian? Hans sent. Zorian?


  No response.


  You selfish bastard! If you would just do your part, we could’ve already won this war!


  A Janzer pair rounded the corner.


  Hans focused a telekinetic burst upon them, snapping their heads back. Unlike in Ypresia Village, he killed these Janzers.


  No, Hans thought, biting his fist, no, no, no. He knew the Janzers continuously connected to the ZPF and to Marstone, and from Marstone they could connect to the chancellor. While Marstone might detect these deaths, it wasn’t clear whether the chancellor would. If the rumors of his debauchery were true, he might be too distracted to notice. Hans didn’t plan to wait to find out.


  He dashed between the dead Janzers. The cells in this detention block were placed every ten meters or so.


  He searched for Murray and Connor, ignoring the other inmates’ pleading cries. The BP’s war with Masimovian’s Administration was their best hope in the long run, and time was against him.


  Connor and Murray were not in the cell block. Neither was Zorian.


  Hans activated a Granville sphere, displaying a map. He couldn’t find Connor and Murray, but he did find potential escape routes and the control area.


  When he arrived at the control area’s entrance, he pushed outward through the ZPF, connecting his mind to an access dock. He broke the cipher and entered the code. The opaque entrance cleared. There stood two DOP scientists, a man and a woman, in bodysuits and transparent lab coats. They inclined their heads, for rather than seeing Hans, they saw Corvin Norrod, Supreme General and Director of Peace, in military fatigues that matched the white corridor.


  “I’ve been looking for you two for hours,” Hans said, “didn’t you get the message?” The scientists turned to each other and shrugged. “Come with me!”


  They entered the control area, a triangular room in an open environment where thousands of scientists operated their workstations.


  Hans would have loved to learn what they were doing, but there wasn’t time for a tour. All eyes in the room turned to the likeness of General Norrod and the two scientists.


  “Activate a workstation,” Hans ordered them, “the traitors in the detention blocks. I need their locations.”


  He sent images of Murray and Connor into the workstation, and they were rendered as holograms above it. The scientists went to work.


  They found the cells for Murray and Connor. They weren’t far from the control area.


  “Excellent, leave me.”


  The scientists shrugged again and scurried through the maze of workstations. They chatted and looked back, their brows narrowed. Hans probed them to see if they would sound the alarm and found they were more terrified about having overlogged their hours worked than concerned about General Norrod’s request.


  Hans conducted his search for Jeremiah Selendia. He flipped through millions of files before he found the one he believed held the key to his father’s survival. We had it all wrong …


  An image of a prison with parallelogram-shaped rooms repeated and repeated, extending over the workstation like an endless labyrinth, with tunnels and chains and coils humming with electricity. “What is this?” Hans said, distracted.


  He copied the contents to a commonwealth z-disk.


  The workstation powered down. All eyes in the room glared at him.


  Hans hadn’t kept up his conscious presence in the ZPF, and his illusion had given way.


  He reasserted himself into the scientists’ visual cortexes but lost his concentration again when an alarm blared and dark red light drenched the room.


  Janzers streamed into the control area.


  Hans secured the z-disk in a pocket and scanned the room. He dashed for the side exit.


  The Janzers ordered the scientists to drop and aimed their pulse guns, but Hans slipped out and rushed down the hallway.


  The wreeer, wreeer, wreeer of the alarm pinged the walls, throwing him off balance. After he adjusted, he ran to Connor’s cell, guarded by an entire Janzer division. Hans stunned them with a telekinetic burst and they collapsed. His brother lay on his stone slab, his hands over his ears. Sweat slicked his hair, face, and neck, and he was shivering, but he’d been given fluids and sustenance, clearly. Hans entered a Janzer’s code on the digital display, and the teal lasers cleared. Connor lunged out and hugged him. He smelled as if he hadn’t bathed in years.


  “What’s happening, brother?” Connor asked. “The Janzers told me I’m sick. I didn’t know what that meant. Why am I like this? Why is the alarm blaring? Why did Lady Isabelle—”


  “I’ll explain everything when we get out of here,” Hans said. He swiped Connor’s wet hair from his face. “I know it’s hard, but you’ve got to hold yourself together just a little while longer. Can you do that for me?”


  Connor nodded wanly. A Janzer division ran past them. The leader looked their way, then signaled his team onward. Connor shuddered. Perspiration flew off his hair.


  I’m in control now, Hans sent to him. They can’t see us, they can’t stop us.


  He slung Connor’s arm along his back over his left shoulder and carried him on their way to Murray’s cell, two floors up. Their developer leaned against the wall and peered between the teal beams when they arrived.


  “About time,” he said. Hans released him and unlatched his Converse Collar. “Do you know the way?”


  “I do.” Hans and Murray carried Connor together through the DOP’s lengthy corridors, filled with flashing light and pings from the alarm.


  “Here it is.” Hans tapped a taupe Granville panel in a coded pattern, and the doorway next to it cleared their way into Beimeni City.


  White bioluminescence lined the pedestrian path that led into one of Artemis Square’s bazaars. The pillars and buildings of the First and Second Wards, Masimovian Center, Masimovian Tower, the Brezner Building, and Hammerton Hall shimmered beneath the starlight. Hans connected to the ZPF and entered the neurochips of passersby. Through Beimenian eyes, citizens and Janzers alike, Hans, Murray, and Connor now looked like aristocrats dressed in fur-lined capes and dark bodysuits with matching boots.


  Hans looked at Connor. Dark skin ringed his bloodshot eyes, his nose dripped, and his lips looked a touch blue. Hans debated whether his brother could survive the journey. He looked at the Beimenians who shopped, drank, conversed, and stared at the steady flow of Janzers entering the DOP, then back to Connor. “I need you to be strong now.”


  Connor waved his head in what might’ve been agreement or disagreement, Hans couldn’t tell. He wrapped his hand around his brother’s sweaty neck and put his forehead to Connor’s. “You are a Selendia. You are a Rupel. Your body was made for the fever.”


  “What is … the fever?” Connor said, blinking.


  Hans didn’t answer him. He lifted Connor’s arm and draped it around his back, then moved onward.


  Murray also helped carry Connor. “Where’re you leading us?”


  “Beimeni River,” Hans said. Unlike Zorian, he’d never entered Beimeni City, but their father had forced him to memorize maps of the place, including several routes for escape scenarios.


  They made their way through the First Ward and arrived at the archway leading out to the sprawling Dunes of Phanes, hills and depressions with white sands so soft that their bare feet disappeared with each step. It was slow going, and gradually the warm sand began to chafe. Connor looked like he might pass out.


  “Hold on, brother,” Hans said.


  They’d traveled only a few kilometers when noises halted them.


  Owoooooo, owoooooo, owoooooooooooooooo.


  “Did you hear that?” Connor said. His voice slurred a bit.


  Hans scanned the horizon. “I heard it.”


  “Tenehounds,” Murray said.


  Hans removed Connor’s arm from his back and turned.


  Owoooooo, owoooooo, owoooooooooooooooo.


  “They have our genetic scents,” Hans said.


  Connor stood without Murray’s help. He shook sand from his foot. “What now?”


  Owoooooo, owoooooo, owoooooooooooooooo.


  Hans scanned the horizon again. This time he saw tiny specks in the distance. “Lady Isabelle will hunt you now,” he said to Connor.


  “We can’t leave Father with her.”


  “No, no we cannot.” Hans handed him the z-disk. Connor looked at it in his shaky palm. “This is a commonwealth z-disk, so you mustn’t ever access it in Beimeni or try to send its contents telepathically.” Connor sniffled and wiped snot from his nose. He looked bemused. “You’ll be surrounded by Janzers and Isabelle would track the message to wherever you sent it.” To Murray, Hans added, “My father isn’t in Farino Prison.”


  “Where is he?” Connor said.


  “I’m not entirely sure, though I think the answer’s in here.” Hans closed Connor’s fingers over the z-disk and held his hands around Connor’s fist. “See it to the Leadership,” he turned to Murray, “in Blackeye Cavern.”


  “The Hollow is closer—”


  “Closer to Natura and Gaia, where surveillance is up, we should assume the same is true all along the Zwillerzweller—”


  Connor coughed violently.


  Owoooooo, owoooooo, owoooooooooooooooo.


  They turned. A trio of hounds sat upon their haunches on a nearby dune, howling.


  “We’re out of time,” Hans said.


  Connor wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and put the z-disk in his pocket. “Will I … see you again?”


  “I hope so, little brother—”


  Owoooooo, owoooooo, owoooooooooooooooo.


  Hans kissed Connor on his cheeks and did the same to Murray. See to it Connor survives the fever, Hans sent to his developer. They locked eyes and Murray nodded, his brow crumpled. Then Hans turned and sprinted to the top of the highest dune he could find.


  Sweet Maribel, please forgive me, he thought.


  Hans let the universe’s energy fill him, expanding his presence, pushing out his consciousness and his genetic scent in the ZPF.


  The hounds snapped their heads toward Hans in unison. He manipulated their vision, made them see three BP rather than just one.


  Hans, and his illusions of Connor and Murray, ran over and between the dunes. They slid down waterfalls of sand, drinking in waves of artificially cool, musky air.


  Hans felt the burn in his legs, but he could not slow, could not stop, for if the hounds took him down, they might learn of his trick, then shift their attention to the real Connor and Murray. He ran faster, faster.


  But soon the tenehounds emerged on either side of him, closer, closer. Their colorful fur stood on their backs, bristling beneath the moonlight. They barked and growled.


  Hans attempted to establish a deeper connection with them, as he could with lower fauna, to manipulate, or kill them.


  They howled and closed on either side of the apparent BP, unhindered. Saliva dripped from their mouths.


  They didn’t move in to strike, and it didn’t seem as if they’d discerned his illusions.


  They’re forcing me to Masimovian Crossing, Hans thought.


  If Hans could make it to the river, he might be able to escape. He could slip onto a river barge unseen or commandeer a trader’s ship. It seemed a strange choice for the hounds.


  He turned, running up a dune, but when he reached the top, a hound lunged for him. Hans’s legs weren’t as strong, and he couldn’t evade it.


  He toppled, rolling down the dune with the hound. At the bottom, Hans wrapped his hands around the hound’s neck and snapped it, maintaining his concentration and control in the ZPF.


  He stood and rushed between two more dunes, away from the crossing.


  The tenehounds weaved around the apparent three BP in elliptical formations, designed to assess their enemy. To what purpose, Hans wasn’t sure, for they didn’t move in to capture him.


  He dashed left, then right, up, down, around, up, down, around, dune after dune after dune.


  When he smelled the river and saw the crossing, he put his hands on his knees. The hounds had deceived him.


  He turned to the city skyline. It was as beautiful as his father described, with Hammerton Hall and its waterfalls of light, Masimovian Tower’s crystalline spires, the Fountain of Youth with its blue bioluminescence, and the ward and district buildings—canyons of polished limestone, carbyne, alloy, and glass.


  Hans rushed to the crossing. The warm wood soothed his blistery feet. Beimeni River rushed below him.


  The hounds emerged from either side of the river, appearing as if from out of the sand. Several silhouettes moved with them: Lady Isabelle, flanked by two Janzers.


  She blocked his access to the ZPF. The fake Connor and Murray disappeared. “Find the others!”


  A dart shot into Hans’s neck and he collapsed.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The dunes rose and fell in a manner that reminded Connor of his trips in his submarine through Piscator Reef. At times it felt as if he’d rush so deep as to never return before he climbed back up. Elevated, he could see all, the phosphorescent spires upon trading ships in Beimeni River, the Granville moon, the swirls of sand on either side of the tumbling river. With each step he heard the tenehounds howl, and he thought about Hans. Why did he keep so many secrets? Why would he force him to drink something that made him sick? Would Hans escape the pursuit? Connor hoped so.


  His bodysuit clung to him, drenched with sweat. He felt so hot. He didn’t know how much farther he could go when they arrived at white lithified dunes, made of ribbed stone with petrified veins running through them. The rock popped the blisters on Connor’s feet, and though the sting was like a thousand shards of glass sliding in and out and between his toes, the pain distracted him from the aches in his muscles and bones. He continued with Murray’s support, down, around, up, around, down, around, up, around, until he smelled the river, a smell so distinct it sent him back to the Block, the gulf, the reef, and all he’d left behind.


  Perhaps this was a dream and he’d awaken, any second now, safe in Arturo’s apartment unit in Piscator City. He almost laughed at this thought, for he’d left one prison and entered another.


  “We’re here,” Murray said. Connor couldn’t hear the tenehounds any longer. They hid behind ferns. Murray was so sweaty, his mustache and beard looked soaked, and his animated tattoos showed through his bodysuit. Connor pushed aside the ferns. Golden bioluminescence filled the shoreline below.


  Murray lowered his head and closed his eyes. He looked as exhausted as Connor felt. They caught their breath.


  Murray opened his eyes. “This way.”


  He helped Connor through tamarisk thickets to a group of bamboo coracles, some of which contained fishing gear. Connor didn’t know fishermen existed outside Haurachesa and Piscator, and he couldn’t see any fish in the illuminated river. The coracles swayed gently, tethered to boulders with hemp lines. They smelled like coconuts. Murray untied one and overturned it. He and Connor waded out. The water felt like ice on Connor’s skin. He shook violently, feeling nauseous.


  “Breathe,” Murray said.


  Connor soon found himself neck deep in the water beneath an overturned coracle with Murray. His face felt on fire, but he no longer trembled. His nausea eased.


  “Breathe,” Murray repeated.


  Connor breathed. They’d taken a few steps when the water beneath them took on a maroon hue.


  A Janzer spotlight.


  Connor heard Murray’s voice in his head. We must swim now.


  He nodded but his breath came short and shallow. He swam whenever he could in the Archimedes River down in Piscator, but never while this scared, and never at night, and never with the fever. He unbuttoned his pockets and slipped his hands inside. On his left side, he felt his artistic Granville sphere, which held his mother’s hologram. He had been surprised when Lady Isabelle gave it back to him after the interrogation. He truly didn’t know anything, and she seemed to accept that. Then out of nowhere, she telekinetically sent the sphere between the teal beams ahead of his cell and said: “Your mother didn’t have to die,” and when Connor looked up toward her, “nor do you.” Connor hated her a bit less in that instant, though he’d never admit so. In his other pocket, he felt Hans’s z-disk, and exhaled.


  He closed the pockets, then followed Murray beneath the water. His legs and arms felt the way a jellyfish looked when it bobbed beneath the sea.


  Suddenly the river bubbled around them and formed a cocoon. Connor pushed out his arms, trying to quell his rising discomfort. Was it an alteration of gravity? An act of the gods? Lady Isabelle? Janzers? The water rushed away from Connor, and he stood with Murray’s support, his feet on the bottom of the river and water all around them, glowing less golden than it did near the surface. Shadows passed overhead. Connor stared, too shocked to be afraid.


  “Janzer gunboats,” Murray said.


  He and Connor moved along the river floor. The soft, soaked seaweed and sand soothed Connor’s feet with each step. The light faded. Murray guided him onward. More gunboats passed overhead.


  When the vibrations outside the cocoon ceased, Connor found his voice. “How … how did you do this?”


  “I was starting to worry about you,” Murray said. Connor couldn’t see him, or anything. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”


  Connor stopped and Murray with him. He found that he didn’t feel as ill as he had in the holding cell or on the dunes. Was it his anger that provided his strength, or was he truly recovering from the fever? He didn’t know, yet he broke away from Murray’s hold, standing on his own two feet.


  “When I last awoke in Piscator, I assumed I’d catch five hundred kilograms of meat and go to a pub with you, Hans, and Arty, and maybe even Zorian and Father. Instead, I didn’t see Zorian, I left Piscator during the peak without saying goodbye to Arty, I’ve been infected by something called E. evolution, one of my brothers might’ve been arrested, my father was arrested, Lady Isabelle and Lieutenant Arnao and their tenehounds and Janzers are hunting us,” Connor coughed and caught his breath, “and you’ve somehow created an underwater submarine bubble in Beimeni River … so if you were me, how would you feel right about now?” Connor now felt a little dizzy; he rested his hand on Murray’s shoulder.


  “A bit confused, maybe.” Murray helped Connor forward along the bed of flattened seaweed.


  “You can start with the fever.”


  Murray sighed. “Your DNA is being altered, allowing further advancement into transhumanism.”


  “I thought I was transhuman.”


  “The Homo transition species encompasses a spectrum. Some of the genome is inherited, passed down generation to generation. Some is synthetic. Your brother infected you with E. evolution, a synism designed hundreds of years ago to enhance the human genome. It hasn’t been used by developers in a long, long time. It should be administered to a transhuman adult.”


  “But I’m an adolescent. Why would Hans infect me with it, why didn’t he tell me what would happen, and why have you all kept so many secrets—”


  “The Lady Isabelle captured your father, this you learned. What you don’t know is that she’s accelerated her hunt of the unregistered. I suppose your brother felt he had no choice but to administer the accelerant to you. Now, we must—”


  “Tell me about Blackeye Cavern.”


  “I’m your developer, not your father.”


  “Lady Isabelle told me that my father was a traitor to the commonwealth!” Connor coughed and spit out phlegm. It tasted like blood. “She said if I expected him to live, I’d have to tell her where she could find Blackeye Cavern! I’ve never heard of it!”


  “And we can thank the gods for that.”


  “Why don’t you tell me about it—” Connor lost his balance and fell out of Murray’s grip. He bounced off the side of the cocoon and fell on the ground. Murray helped him up. Connor coughed violently and sneezed, then steadied and turned to face Murray in the darkness. “I want to know everything,” Connor said. “I want to know about the Cavern, the Beimeni Polemon, the fever, everything.”


  “I’ll tell you, sure, but first we need sustenance. Come.”


  Connor again felt that out-of-body sensation, as if gravity reversed and he levitated up to the surface, where he and Murray stood upon the river as if it were solid granite. The Granville night wasn’t decorated with as many stars here. Murray helped Connor to the shore and uphill to the cliffs and into a cave.


  “Welcome to the Polemon passageways,” Murray said.


  Polemon passageways, Connor thought. He didn’t even ask. He suddenly felt shaky again and couldn’t find the strength to talk. Murray guided him through the dark, dank, sultry caves that opened into caverns with limestone pillars, stalactites, stalagmites, and bioluminescent glowworms. Connor couldn’t tell if it was the fever or the passageways that made him feel so hot. He assumed it was a bit of both.


  Murray pushed down a stalagmite, and the cave’s interior parted. Inside, an alloy box lay upon a limestone pedestal. Murray tapped its surface and it opened. White bioluminescence poured out, paining Connor’s eyes. The light dimmed, revealing syringes and canteens.


  “Sustenance synisms, purified water, and uficilin,” Murray said, “delivered to us by the synbio thief.” He spoke as if Connor should know what this meant.


  “The synbio …”


  “Thief.”


  “Who is?”


  “Someone important to your family.”


  When Connor prodded Murray, he refused to tell him more. “When will you all trust me?”


  Murray didn’t respond. He injected Connor with a syringe labeled ESCHERICHIA SUSTENANCE, then handed him a canteen to drink. Connor smelled it first, half expecting it to be like the one Hans had given him. It smelled like minerals and the sea, and he thanked the gods that it tasted like water. In fact, it tasted better than anything he’d eaten or drank in days.


  After he finished, he took one step forward before his nose dripped again, and the urge to puke stole his energy. He leaned over and heaved, then collapsed, shaking. The last thing he remembered was Murray’s sweaty face, his slicked mustache, the feel of Murray’s hands, slapping his cheek, and the sound of his voice, repeating his name …


  … Connor awoke. He stood in a limestone tunnel. Yellow bioluminescence and cool water flowed down the walls near him. Not far ahead, the tunnel looked dark. He spun around. He was alone. Though he didn’t feel ill any longer, he felt as uncomfortable as he had the first time he telepathically operated his family’s submarine in the Gulf of Yeuron.


  “Hello?” he said. No one responded. “Murray?”


  Connor moved toward the darkness. The tunnel felt hotter. He looked behind him. A wall blocked his way. He twisted back to the darkness. He traversed the tunnel, feeling along the prickly, warm walls to steady his movements. His courage willed him onward, but uncertainty was creeping up in him. He heard nothing but his footsteps. He perspired profusely.


  He couldn’t have told anyone how far he traveled, turning around corners, moving left or right, though there came a point in the labyrinth where he troubled to breathe, the air so hot and humid it felt like he swam along a tropical reef.


  “Murray,” Connor said, more than once, sure if he didn’t escape at once he’d drop dead. The only response was his heartbeat, thrumming in his head. He kept moving. Sweat poured down his face. He felt a connection to the ZPF, a tingling that spread from his fingers to his chest and down his legs, and sensations like vibrations in his neurons and bones: a mind-body-cosmos connection more intense than anything he’d ever felt during sessions with Murray.


  Suddenly his developer’s likeness appeared, haloed with green bioluminescence not unlike the type in Connor’s secret room in Arturo’s Third Ward unit. Connor wondered if he was there, in his bed, dreaming.


  Communication within the universe occurs in the subatomic world.


  Murray’s voice, in Connor’s head.


  The brain perceives the cosmos and records reality of the world we live in through pulsating waves throughout the zeropoint field. The substructure that underpins the cosmos allows us all to connect to it, and each other, and any other living being instantaneously. The neurochip and mesh installed in your brain allows your transhuman connection to that substructure.


  “Why are you teaching me about the field again?” Connor said. “Why don’t you just show me how to survive?” Connor wiped his drenched face and dashed through Murray’s likeness, then turned. Murray reformed behind him.


  “Am I dead?” Connor asked him.


  Murray ignored him. The consciousness of the transhuman mind is possessed with incredible power, Connor. Use that power now, Connor. Don’t give up, Connor. Come back to me, Connor.


  Connor connected to the ZPF the way Murray taught him in the past and the present, feeling the pulsating waves as they moved up and down, left and right, swaying like a school of fish. He pushed his mind outward into the labyrinth and sensed a transhuman presence moving away from him. His heart raced. He followed. He felt the sweat roll down his spine. He smelled worse than the fishermen’s Block. He was drawn to the transhuman presence in the ZPF. He ran, slid, turned, climbed, and rose, like the heat from inside the Earth’s core, through the seafloor, into the ocean, pumping his legs, swimming faster than ever he did in the Archimedes. A hand breached the surface above him, under the water, surrounded by shards of sunlight. Connor pumped his legs, faster, faster, and reached for the hand …


  … He felt as cool as he had below the sea, but Connor wasn’t swimming, he realized, coming to.


  “A fever dream,” Murray said, patting Connor’s forehead with a damp towel. “How do you feel?”


  “Normal,” Connor said, “perfectly normal.” He turned. They were still in the Polemon passageways. “How long was I out?”


  “Four days, fifteen hours, twenty minutes, and thirty-four seconds.”


  Connor couldn’t help but laugh. So did Murray. He injected Connor with uficilin.


  A flash of relief spread through Connor. He sat up against the wall and accepted a canteen from Murray. They rested awhile.


  Finally, Connor turned to his developer. “Why does Lady Isabelle claim to be a protector of the people on the one hand,” he brushed his forefingers over the swaying seaweed that decorated his forearm, “and hunt and kill the unregistered on the other?”


  “I can’t pretend to understand Isabelle Lutetia.” Murray sipped loudly from a canteen. He handed it to Connor. “She’s Masimovian’s eternal partner and he hates your father.”


  “Why?” Connor gulped the water.


  Murray didn’t respond.


  Connor sighed. He capped the canteen and set it beside him. “Isabelle accused me of being part of the Liberation Front and a Beimeni Polemon in the war against Chancellor Masimovian.” He remembered conversations with Jeremiah. “Father wouldn’t speak about the guerilla war,” Connor continued, “he just told me, ‘All the Polemon are unregistered, but not all the unregistered are Polemon,’ and ‘You are an illegal in the eyes of the government, Allesandro, since you’re not registered in Marstone’s Database, but you’re not a Polemon.’ He never called me by my true name.”


  “The BP life is a difficult one,” Murray said. He rapped the limestone lightly with his fist. “You can’t escape this, and you can’t escape the commonwealth.” He looked down. “They killed those people beneath Hautervian City—”


  “Father lied,” Connor said.


  Murray ignored him. “They collapsed their home and flooded it, and two hundred seventy thousand BP suffocated or drowned—”


  “You all lied to me!”


  “That’s why your father didn’t want you near the Front.”


  It made sense now, for the first time in Connor’s life: the arguments, the disappearances, the insistence that he remain in Arty’s unit all those years. Connor couldn’t help but think that if he’d been wiser, none of this would have happened. Father wouldn’t have been captured. Zorian wouldn’t have left them. Hans wouldn’t be running for his life.


  “You should’ve exposed me to E. evolution sooner,” Connor said. He did feel a stronger connection with the ZPF, though he didn’t know if he could control it. “You should’ve turned me into a skilled telepath like my mother! Then I could’ve helped Hans or—”


  “You might’ve acted like Zorian, who abandoned us in Beimeni City.”


  Connor drew back at Murray’s accusation. “Zorian would never—”


  “Hans didn’t want to say, but I saw it in his mind, through the field. That’s how he escaped in the DOP. Zorian broke into the department the way he’d done before, but he didn’t help us. He’s unreliable and emotionally unstable. You know that.”


  Connor knew it. He’d seen Zorian fight with Hans or other fishermen at the bars near the Shore, and sometimes even on the Block. The way Zorian moved anything with his mind terrified yet intrigued him. “He hates me as much as he hates Piscator,” Connor said.


  “He doesn’t hate you. He’s just confused.” Murray lifted Connor’s chin. “Your potential is limitless … but only if we survive this, only if we make it into the citadel.”


  “Is it far from here?”


  “It’s right next to us.”


  This was a slight exaggeration, Connor soon learned. He questioned his sanity more than once as they moved through narrow, lightless tunnels. They stopped and slept, more than once, upon what Connor could only guess was moss. Whatever it was gave this part of the tunnel an oceanic smell that reminded him of Piscator Shore. He longed to go back there, to be in his submarine again, a hunter amid the reef. He even dreamed of Piscator Reef. When he awoke, Murray injected him with more sustenance synisms and offered him a canteen.


  They moved through the deep dark for what Connor assumed was fifteen days, or more, until finally they arrived at a pond filled with emerald bioluminescence, sitting at the base of a spiral limestone staircase. After the first thirty steps, the burn from lactic acid in his legs stalled him; after a hundred twenty more he felt like he couldn’t walk.


  At last, he saw an exit, or was it an entrance? Connor couldn’t tell. Inside hung curtains decorated with dragons, and caves as colorful as the ones they’d passed through on their way here. Carbyne coolant pipes snaked up and down along the walls. There also stood a man unlike any Connor had ever encountered. His medium-blue hair was a thicket, his complexion bronze, his dark yellow eyes could light a fire, and his face was hard, as if wrapped with a mask of stone instead of transhuman skin. He wore many layers of emerald robes with thick gemstone chains tied at his waist.


  “Connor,” Murray said, his arm outstretched, “this is Minister Kurt Kaspasparon, longtime friend of your father’s and longtime ally of the Liberation Front.”


  Kaspasparon bowed, and only then did Connor realize just how tall the minister was. “Did Hans make it here?” Connor said.


  Kaspasparon stared right past Connor, making eye contact with Murray.


  “No more lies,” Connor said, “no more hiding. Tell me what happened to Hans.”


  Murray said, “He’s been sent to Reassortment Hall.”


  Part IV:

  

  Jubilee


  
    On the Surface: Spring

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: First Trimester
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    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Area 55


   



  Boreas, Underground North


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “You’re about to embark on the most treacherous journey of your lives,” Brody said. He stood in front of the ten replacements for the scientists who had perished during the last Gemini trial. Nero and Verena told him they’d handpicked the top researchers in the back end of the Ventureño Facility, where a group of ten thousand scientists, who never traveled to the surface, conducted work vital to the success of the team in the front end. They assured Brody this group had first-class telepathic talent and experience using the CRISPR system and recombinases to manipulate and edit DNA and genomes. Brody wasn’t so sure—they appeared as if they’d not yet received their first doses of athanasia at the Fountain of Youth.


  “I can’t assure you that all of you will survive,” Brody added, “but I can assure you that should we fail, many will survive to conquer the Reassortment Strain another day.”


  He always repeated this to the scientists prior to their first surface excursions. He’d heard it from his former mentor, the late Jeremiah Selendia, in 273 AR during his first trip to the Island of Reverie. As a strike team captain, Brody had already traveled to the surface, but on that particular excursion he traveled as a newly minted RDD scientist, and Jeremiah had instilled in him more respect for Reassortment than he’d felt before. Brody hoped it did the same for those with whom he worked.


  The scientists saluted him, then bowed. “Now go get fitted into your biomats,” Brody said, “then circle up with the rest of the team in Alalia Hall.”


  “Yes, sir,” they said together, then jogged to the research team’s fitting room.


  Brody joined his striker and strategist in the strike team’s fitting room, where Janzers and research bots secured them into their biomats. The room’s walls were made of carbyne, much like the rest of Area 55, one of the three primary structures with direct, protected access to the Earth’s surface. The other two were in Peanowera Territory’s Mission Control and Volano Territory’s Reassortment Hall.


  Beneath the bright lights, Verena was wrapping her hair into a bun. She smiled at Brody and bowed primly to him.


  Nero stood next to her, his arms extended as a bot set adhesives to his arms and shoulders. He also bowed slightly to Brody.


  Brody gave his strategist and striker curt nods, then prepared for the fitting. A Janzer asked Brody to step into a biomat and lift his arms. A bot applied adhesives to Brody’s bodysuit, then pulled the biomat up over him and sealed it. Verena conducted a safety diagnostic. She checked the supply of atmospheric synisms in the helmets, the temperature control inside the suits, and the robustness of the mid layer designed to protect them against the Reassortment Strain.


  “Captain,” she said, “we’re good.”


  Are we? Brody wondered. He’d not divulge his doubts about the Jubilee, not even to his own strike team. He raised and lowered his chin, then telekinetically parted a doorway. He looked down the long corridor that led to Alalia Hall, the vast oval-shaped chamber named after Vastar Alalia, the last strike team commander. Brody wondered how Vastar had felt prior to the surface excursion when he died in 273 AR. Why did he agree to accompany Jeremiah’s team to the island during a transhuman trial? Did he want to see Reassortment in action? Did he believe in Jeremiah’s research? Brody reminded himself that he was not Vastar. He was not the commander of the strike teams. Nor was he Jeremiah Selendia.


  He was the supreme scientist of Project Reassortment, and the People’s Captain. Beimeni expected him to lead them out of the underground.


  He walked down the corridor, flanked by his striker and strategist.


  Nero turned to Brody. “Permission to speak freely, Captain.”


  “Granted.” Brody had developed with Nero in House Variscan. They were rivals then but grew closer after Vastar bid on them during the Harpoon Auction. After Vastar named Brody a strike team captain in 262 AR, he asked Nero and Verena, whom he knew from Harpoon classes, to join his newly formed Barão Strike Team. All these decades later, Brody liked that his striker kept to the team’s traditions when addressing him in public.


  “How’s Damy handling the Jubilee?”


  Brody frowned. Nero knew Damy’s parents died from Reassortment exposure during a surface excursion to the arctic gone wrong. He also knew Brody didn’t like it when anyone brought up Damy and Jubilees.


  When Brody hesitated, Nero said, “Brodes?”


  Brody stopped, and his strike team halted with him. He formed his thoughts and words in alignment with the precepts, for he didn’t carry a recaller during surface excursions. Janzer security prevented him from doing so. “She’s supportive in a way only a supreme scientist could be,” he said, and thought: Damy’s research into Project Silkscape could have applications beyond the menagerie of extinct species. She’s too valuable an asset to the RDD, and the commonwealth, to remove her from the supreme scientific board, or the department.


  The truth was that while she’d seemed supportive of the idea of another Jubilee after the board meeting, she’d pressured him in the days since then to cancel it. Brody refused and prayed to the gods the chancellor wouldn’t seek retribution against her. This morning, the morning of the Jubilee, he had wakened before she did, kissed her gently on her forehead, and left their apartment unit.


  “Is that supposed to mean I’m not supportive?” Nero said. He waved his gloved hand toward Brody. “If it were up to me, Captain,” he added, “we would’ve launched all our people off this planet a long time ago, set up larger terradomes off planet, live like men were made to live—”


  “With so many grand choices, where would you like us to go?” Verena said. Brody liked the sound of this not at all. He’d need his strike team focused on the clinical trial. “Mars?” Verena continued, “Or perhaps that paradise called Venus? Or Ceres? Or Pluto?” She laughed sadly. “Securing a hundred strike teams inside a terradome isn’t the same as an entire commonwealth—”


  “Love, I wasn’t thinking about our solar system. Heywood’s finding new exoplanets all the time. And there’s always Vigna—”


  “I’ll not listen to this today from you two,” Brody said.


  Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice led astrophysical missions from the Huelel Facility. He’d discovered an exoplanet forty thousand light years from Earth called Vigna. Brody and his strike team had conducted their own research into Vigna from Mars decades ago with Antosha Zereoue and his eternal partner, Haleya Decca. Brody believed their work on Mars had contributed to Antosha’s madness and Haleya’s death. His former friend now served the commonwealth in the Lower Level, living out a life sentence separated from the Beimeni zone—and the Fountain of Youth—because of his crimes against humanity.


  “We’re never going to Vigna,” Brody said, “we’re never going to colonize the solar system, or some other system. The Earth is our home. It alone is meant for human habitation—”


  “Was meant, you mean,” Nero said, “and it isn’t anymore. Important distinction—”


  “Why don’t we talk about what really matters?” Verena said.


  They were halfway down the corridor. It didn’t have as much light as the fitting areas, and its carbyne construction made Brody feel as if he truly stood in a tomb. He wished the engineers would’ve installed Granville panels here, like they did in the rest of the commonwealth.


  He exhaled. “What really matters is executing this clinical trial, manipulating the volunteer’s DNA and genome, triggering an early immune response, and protecting his cells from Reassortment.”


  “What about the chancellor’s decree?” Verena said. “Since we’re speaking freely.” She crossed her arms, snuggling her gloved hands under her armpits. “Are we going to ignore that, Captain?” She leaned forward. “What if Reassortment wins today? What will happen to the next strike team forced to—”


  “The chancellor hosted a supreme scientific board meeting—”


  “The chancellor ordered a strike team captain to the surface. In the past he at least obtained consensus from the ministry and the board for excursions.”


  “I was there, Verena. He had the board’s support.”


  “Then why did Damy run out after the meeting?”


  Brody’s blood sang, and it had nothing to do with the impending Jubilee. He appreciated his strategist’s forthrightness, usually. But he feared he’d allowed this debate to linger too long, and go too far, for if Marstone flagged the discussion for review …


  “Oh yes, Captain, we heard about that.” Verena raised her chin indignantly. “Your eternal partner understands what you don’t—”


  “Love, why don’t you calm down,” Nero said.


  “I wasn’t done,” she said to Nero, and to Brody, “I cannot stand by and watch the teams lose the last bit of autonomy we have. Captain, so much has changed since you first asked me to be your strategist.” Verena paused and looked away from Brody, seething. Then she turned back to him. “Vastar is dead, the Comb Cove is closed, General Norrod isn’t supportive, and the teams lack proper training and gear.”


  The Comb Cove, built by Vastar, was once the training and development center for the strike teams, decommissioned along with the commander rank after he died in 273 AR.


  Now Verena pointed in the direction of Underground Central. “Captain, we’ve yielded far too much authority to the central government in Phanes!”


  Vastar had permitted the transition of the teams’ role from one of protection to exploration, and Brody maintained that change. He hated it when Nero and Verena dredged up the past and politics. They had a terrible habit of doing it during Jubilees, which, like holidays, had a nasty way of bringing out the worst in Beimenians.


  “The teams’ power is derived from the people.” Brody could delay no longer. The launch neared, while Marstone—and the commonwealth—must be assured of his team’s loyalty. Similar to Commander Vastar Alalia, the last thing Captain Broden Barão wanted was a war with Chancellor Masimovian and his Janzers. “The chancellor has been elected by the people, again and again and again.”


  Brody turned to Nero. “I’ll speak no more about extraplanetary colonization,” and to Verena, “or the teams’ independence.” He rested his gloved hands on their arms. “The Earth is our home, the surface is our domain, and we serve the people of the underground, just like the teams of old. Today we’re going to prove that our research matters, that the strike teams matter, that transhuman civilization matters.


  “Today we’re going to show the commonwealth why they’re wise to trust the Barão Strike Team with their lives.” His tone left no room for argument.


  “Yes, Captain,” they said.


  Brody turned, and Nero and Verena followed him. Inside Alalia Hall, the research team stood in a circle, and when Brody and his strike team neared, two scientists parted, allowing them to pass. In the center, Brody turned from one side of the circle to the other, slowly. He’d not allowed their thoughts into his mind, though he did sense unease, doubt, and excitement within the ZPF. He raised his head, and his voice. “I beg all of you, in this, our latest surface excursion together, to maintain a united front in the war against Reassortment to a victorious end.” He turned to the other side of the circle, leaned on his right foot, and pointed toward the surface. “What is our goal? What is our purpose?” Brody paused, looking from one scientist to the next. “Let me tell you.


  “It is to wage this war within the zeropoint field where Reassortment is weak but we are strong.


  “It is to use all our telepathic and genetic skills the gods have given us.


  “It is to conquer a monstrous plague, never surpassed in the history of humanity.


  “Most important of all … it is to return to the surface we all cherish.”


  Brody lowered his arm and turned. “Our people see the Granville sky,” he moved his left hand in an arc to his left, then his right hand in an arc to his right, then pushed out his arms and hands, palms up, “they see the Granville fields, and Granville mountain ranges.” He let his arms fall. “Most all of us have seen the true surface, the light, the water, the land, so colorful and pure you can taste it from ten thousand meters.” Many of the scientists who’d been on the rare surface excursions nodded.


  “Reassortment seepage is not extinct. Just because we’ve not had a scare in the Beimeni zone of the underground doesn’t mean we won’t. Shall we chance that? Shall we chance extinction, like our ancestors did at shallower depths?


  “I think not.


  “We don’t have the luxury to fail for another three hundred sixty-eight years, or even one year, to gradually wallow in this underground tomb masquerading as the Earth’s surface, waiting for the day when Reassortment eats us or the Earth burns us.” Brody raised his right fist high in the air. His research team and strike team mirrored him. “We’re gathered here in our underground fortress of Area 55, safe from the strain, and from the heat and pressure of the inner Earth, reminded of the fierce urgency of now.


  “Now the hour of our departure has arrived!


  “Now we will stop the Reassortment Strain!


  “Now is the time to make real our promise of humanity’s return to the surface!”


  The group shouted with Brody, then marched with him to the silo hangar next to Alalia Hall.


  In the hangar, fifty helicopters, controlled by artificial navigation systems receptive to transhuman telepathy, waited to carry them across the continent to the Island of Reverie. When all the doors to the helicopters closed, the loud clanks of the silo locks echoed. The first circular carbyne roof spun away, and the hangar lifted. Each layer was protected from Reassortment seepage by gamma radiation, and as the hangar moved through the underground, up, up, up, the various vacuums, each five hundred meters in height, cleared the radiation for the team’s passage, then reengaged protection after the hangar passed.


  When the hangar finally broke through the surface, starlight at the end of night washed over the exposed parts of Area 55. Snow covered some of its towerlike cylindrical platforms, surrounded by the low-lying tundra where polar bears roamed freely. The Flag of Beimeni, wine-red and painted with a flock of doves, wings spread along a triplet of crescent moons, shivered from three carbyne spires high above.


  One after another, the helicopters departed.


  Brody ordered his strike team’s helicopter to leave Area 55, thinking about how beautiful the Flag of Beimeni would look in a new city, welcoming his people to the Earth’s surface.


  ZPF Impulse Particles


  Surface and Beimeni Zones


   



  0 and 2,500 meters deep


  Particle 1: Johann Selendia


  Hans lay dressed in gray shorts, shackled to a slab in Reassortment Hall. The cuffs dug into his wrists, and his rib cage pushed noticeably into his skin with each breath. After capturing him on Masimovian Crossing, Lady Isabelle ordered he continually be injected with variants of E. barrier, severing his access to the ZPF. “Aha, no more escapes for you,” the medical bot had said. Hans didn’t need the ZPF to rip the bot’s head off, at which point he’d been sedated and restrained.


  Now Maritza Menendes, the keeper of the hall and a former Maiden of Masimovian, freed him from the slab and helped him rise. His hands remained bound. She moved with him through a maze of Janzers, who adjusted the holograms above their workstations, and watched the events unfolding in the Valley of Masimovian from the nearby Granville panels.


  She lifted a digital display from her belt. “Ah, here we are,” she said, “lucky number thirteen!” She kissed each of Hans’s cheeks. “For luck!” She pranced to a medical cart.


  Hans cringed. His repeat stay in a DOP detention block had been short-lived, for a Janzer arrived with a z-disk and he was forced to sign a communiqué that approved the use of his body in a clinical trial against Reassortment. Hans wasn’t surprised, for he wasn’t the first. He thought he’d be prepared. He thought he wouldn’t be intimidated by Volano or Reassortment.


  He was mistaken, but not in any ways he might have predicted. His thoughts dwelled on his loved ones. He never learned whether Murray had successfully ushered Connor to safety in Portage or if Lady Isabelle had apprehended them. He did have hope that Mari could find her way out of Underground South if she so desired. How would she handle this? Would she be watching the Jubilee? He didn’t know if he wanted her to or not.


  The pleasure the Janzers around Hans derived from the preparations was apparent in their expressions. It was more likely a reflection of Masimovian’s emotions than theirs, given their intimate connection with the chancellor. How Hans wished he could kill them all, the Janzers, the chancellor, his eternal partner, and all those who served them. He sighed. These fantasies would do him no good if he didn’t survive this. His bare feet felt as if they were awakening after being numb with ants swarming over them, while his wrists hurt from the sliding cuffs. His fingers trembled, and his mouth was so dry that he shook when he swallowed the musty air.


  Maritza parted the Janzers and put her hand on his back. He shook forward. “Hey there, handsome,” she said, “relax! It’ll end soon!” The Janzers activated their Reassortment batons. “Nothing brash now! You don’t want my friends here to hurt you!”


  Hans didn’t think artificial Reassortment from a baton jab could be worse than Reassortment on the surface, but before he could act upon the impulse to run, Maritza injected him. His mind cleared, and his fears, his worries, his aggression, his desire to flee disappeared as day into night.


  Maritza unlatched Hans’s handcuffs and slung them on the cart. “Perfect!” She giggled. “In another minute, Chancellor Masimovian will impart his wisdom. After that, up to the Island of Reverie you go!” She grabbed an empty vial labeled REASSORTMENT TRIAL #5,786 and lifted it up as if scanning a rare bauble.


  “This was the one we used on you,” she said, “injected ten days ago. That’s how long it takes for the medicine to become effective, so the transhuman body has enough time to adjust and build immunity.”


  “Will it … work?” Hans said.


  Maritza looked away, toward the cameras, which had just revealed the hall. “I just remembered, I’m not supposed to talk to the volunteers, Lady Isabelle wouldn’t approve—”


  “I didn’t volunteer for this,” Hans slurred. The few thoughts that sloshed through his head were interrupted by the scene from the Valley of Masimovian projected over seven Granville panels lining the seven walls of Reassortment Hall. Hans’s vision blurred, but he could discern the sand and the river and the crowd and the chancellor when he stepped upon a malachite dais, received by booming applause and chants.


   



  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


   



  Hans slipped his hands over his face and hair. When he drew them away, an orange oily substance covered his skin.


  “What happened to my hair?”


  “Quiet,” a Janzer said. “Don’t speak. Your traitorous hair has been laced with synisms, so we can track you, just in case you survive.”


  “So I might then … survive?” Hans said.


  The Janzer smiled.


  Hans slung his head here and there, his mind in another galaxy. Presently, his attention turned to the rhythm of drums in the valley and the corresponding pounding in his head. He knew this melody, the “Song of the Jubilee,” though it sounded all wrong. The chancellor’s hands swayed like a maestro’s, and the drums softened, replaced by the Phanharmonic Orchestra’s calm chords. Beimenians in the valley frolicked and sang their lullaby.


  Hans quivered and blocked out the song, or tried to, as the crowd and the orchestra raised their pitch, modulating ever higher. His thoughts shifted to Mari on the amber settee, the day she pleaded with him not to go to Farino, the concern in her eyes, the uneasiness in her voice. Mari, he thought, you had the right of it. I love you now and forever …


  Maritza dropped the empty syringe on a medical cart, startling Hans from his daydream. He found that he could barely stand. She steadied him, and he noted the radiance in her appearance, which, unlike his, had been altered by a professional developer.


  “Johann,” she said serenely. “It’s time.”


  Particle 2: Damosel Rhea


  I hate this, Damy thought. She frowned. The Valley of Masimovian closed in around her—the keeper bots, the flowing gowns, the shimmering jewels that sang when Beimenians retrieved glasses of champagne or tested the newest fragrances or dined on the latest delicacies.


  Damy pressed her lips together and scowled when she heard the “Song of the Jubilee.” How could they celebrate this! She promised herself she wouldn’t disturb Brody before the trial. He’d left early, before she could try to convince him to call it off, but seeing and hearing the revelers in the valley, she couldn’t help it.


  We should not be at another Jubilee, she sent.


  Marstone indicated Brody received her message and accepted it. She’d not expected him to answer.


  We cannot speak about this here, now.


  Then where, when?


  Damy’s golden gown lifted in the artificial breeze and wrapped around her body. She stood at the valley’s edge, near the Dunes of Phanes. White specks of sand spattered her transparent high-heel boots. Beimenians streamed over Masimovian Crossing, heading west for the Jubilee.


  Damy took in the scene, like so many before, the hope that waltzed in the air. She transmitted it all to Brody, letting him see through her eyes and hear through her ears. Ignorant Beimenians entranced by the Granville sky and the dunes, the white swirls and rolling yarns of sand that surrounded the sinuous river. Beimenians who licked the chocolate from their fingers or bit into juicy drumsticks, crunching through skin and bone, who commented how it had been too long and the turnips were delicious or that the linguini was al dente but the pudding was warm and heavenly. And farther west, those who swayed, singing the “Song of the Jubilee.”


  Gods, Damy sent. She moved away from the rudest of them, including a couple who chewed on chocolate-slathered strawberries and kissed and nibbled. Damy felt nauseated. How do they sing and how do they eat all this food?


  We’ve reworked the formulas, Brody replied, ignoring her. We’ve done everything we can to extend life on the surface, to give the commonwealth hope. The chancellor will understand if the serum fails. He’ll be merciful.


  Or he’ll demote you, she thought. Damy clumped her curled hair in a fist, a nervous tic she’d had from early development. She took controlled breaths, recited her mantra: The negativity is your enemy. The enemy is your negativity. Ignore the negativity and defeat your enemy. She reminded herself that Brody stood a better chance of success during a transhuman trial on the surface than he did underground.


  She turned. A waiter bot held up a tray with crystal glasses of Loverealan wine. Damy refused. Around her, the conversations shifted, one Phanean bellowed, “Oh my stars!” another added, “Here we go!” Someone behind her shouted, “The gods will be with him this day!” and, on the other side, “Hurry along, they’re about to begin!”


  Damy tried to steady her pounding heart. The singers and conversations softened. Brody must’ve been in the terradome by then. I love you. Her message didn’t go through. Brody had disconnected! Damy shivered. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.


  The crowd pointed and Damy turned. The highest government officials—Chancellor Atticus Masimovian, General Corvin Norrod, and Lady Isabelle Lutetia—stirred from chairs upon a malachite dais near the river. They wore pressed organic suits as dark as smoke and lined with gold buttons. The crowd grew silent. Bracelets jangled. Crystal glasses clanked on trays.


  The chancellor glowed, his skin as smooth as the sands of Phanes, his brownish-gold hair curling over his ears. General Norrod had thundered onto the dais and now sat tall in his seat, but Lady Isabelle—as bewitching as the nearby jasmine bouquets—appeared no more excited than the fossils Damy collected for Project Silkscape.


  Isabelle swiveled her head, and her long lavender hair, twirled through narrow gold chain links, swayed side to side. She strutted to a podium, her colorful gown sweeping behind her. “Good people of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni,” she began, “it’s my pleasure to open today’s Jubilee. I’m uplifted by the advancement afforded by our scientific research. I ask that each of us bow our heads for a moment of silence in thanks to the gods, and in thanks to our chancellor, he who will always serve.”


  The crowd dipped their chins and closed their eyes. Five holograms behind the dais displayed the masses throughout the commonwealth. Citizens had gathered in Underground Northeast, East, North, South, and West: hundreds of millions of Beimenians bowed together. Damy conformed as the hologram of the volunteer along with his name and origin, JOHANN OF PISCATOR, sprouted above the podium.


  Particle 3: Johann Selendia


  A glass enclosure ascended around Hans’s platform, rising up, up, up. The motion vibrated his feet so violently he couldn’t stand any longer, so he sat, his arm outstretched on the cool cement. He searched for Maritza, who, it seemed, had snuck into the area labeled MECHANICAL.


  He watched the scene created by the Granville panels. In the Valley of Masimovian, the chancellor raised and lowered his arms and flashed his white teeth at the crowd. “I love speaking to Beimenians,” he said, “especially when I have good news!”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  “Thank you!” he said, waving. “You’re too kind! Thank you!” He waited for silence. “On another joyous day in our commonwealth, I’m thrilled to join my fellow Beimenians for a clinical trial, one we neither asked for nor expected, but which has been thrust upon us by the Reassortment bane above and the faction within our society below who seeks to take away the freedom our ancestors fought so hard to protect. A trial that can lead to the true freedom we all seek, more than any new precept or communiqué, more than a new synism or gadget, more than an eternal partner or heir.


  “Nearly four centuries ago, Chancellor Noriel Livelle proclaimed that humanity would rise again to the surface of the Earth, and I swear to you, my fellow Beimenians, as solid as the slab on which I stand, I will see his dream to reality!


  “We will achieve conversion!


  “We will solve Reassortment!


  “We will conquer the demons that poison the nectar of our forefathers!


  “We Beimenians are one! We live together, we serve together, and one day we will charge through the Earth’s crust and take back what’s ours!”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  Chancellor Masimovian grinned and reached out his hands as if to touch each Beimenian one by one. He glanced at Lady Isabelle, who smiled and straightened, posing like a deity.


  The Granville panels behind the podium in the Valley of Masimovian shifted to the Island of Reverie, as did the panels elsewhere in the commonwealth.


  Above Hans, the ceiling glowed with crimson light. The platform lifted. His capsule entered the lower portion of the portal, and his world darkened, the only sounds those of clanking carbyne and the vibrations of the pulley system that raised him to the maglev tube. The capsule fired through the Earth, then slowed. A scentless vapor sprayed Hans’s face, and the trance that had engulfed his consciousness eased a bit. He closed his eyes. He opened them. He saw as if for the first time. His heart thumped. His mouth burned. He shivered.


  Whether minutes or hours passed in the darkness he couldn’t say, but when he emerged upon the island, the reality of the situation hit him like a flood on the fishermen’s Block—unexpected, peculiar, engrossing. Above him, clouds swarmed in a blue sky. Genuine sky!


  The enclosure descended, leaving him on the platform aboveground. Weeping willows swayed near a stream close by, where white water washed over rocks. A dove sang, and morning sun flooded the blooming forest. Hans took a deep breath, the one he’d dreamed of taking his entire life. He took a cautious step with his bare feet, then he ran, faster, faster. He found himself enjoying the scents of greenery, of pine and primrose and poinsettias, until his nose tingled and his throat closed …


  He stopped—


  He wheezed—


  He put his hands on his knees and let the snot drip. He wiped his face and trotted through the forest, splashed through another stream and chopped the water with his right hand, then waddled to the other end. He threw the water over his face and guffawed, pondering the unthinkable—that the commonwealth had set him free.


  Particle 4: Broden Barão


  Try as he did to focus on the impending clinical trial, the chancellor’s speech shook Brody’s concentration. To what faction did the chancellor refer? Did he mean the terrorists who perpetrated attacks in the Northeast? The commonwealth never formally recognized or referred to the terrorists, though all scientists who operated in the RDD knew about them. Would the chancellor allow a terrorist to volunteer for a Jubilee? Perhaps the chancellor’s message was more benign—


  “The subject is ready for release when you are, Captain.”


  Nero’s declaration brought Brody back to the terradome, the workstations, the true sky, the holographic images of the island, the slab labeled PORTAL 13 in white paint, the “Song of the Jubilee,” and the Reassortment Strain, doing that dance it did as it encrypted portions of its genome, which made Brody want to break it with his hands.


  He turned away from the strain to a set of workstations that rendered views of the celebration from the Valley of Masimovian. The revelers were on their third or fourth repetition of the song: Our trial fearing, freezing, roams. The island filled with fertile loam. Reassortment waning, weary. Weeping island now not dreary. Brody blocked it out, for he disliked it as much as Damy did. He angled away from the celebration, which the chancellor required them to watch, and refocused on the island, the portal, and the subject.


  “Lift the subject to the island.”


  Nero obeyed Brody and sent the signal to execute, and Verena transmitted the live feed to the research team. The holograms above most workstations under the dome rendered the words PORTAL 13. The cement slab rumbled and parted. The subject emerged upon the surface. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the light. The capsule that had carried him from Reassortment Hall opened, then retracted back into the Earth.


  Five seconds.


  Reassortment detected at standard concentrations near the subject, Nero sent.


  Data feeds streamed round and round the holographic sphere above the striker’s workstation.


  Brody connected to the subject’s neurochip, to his body, and to his cells. Using the CRISPR system and recombinases in the serum injected into the subject, Brody determined the portions of his genome the research team could alter in order to confuse the Reassortment Strain. He also brought up the current iteration of the Reassortment Strain’s genome and sent instructions on how to disable it to the subject’s immune system.


  We must not allow the strain to access the subject’s cells, Brody sent to all the scientists. The transhuman genome had more than four billion base pairs, so while Brody could discern how to change the DNA based on Reassortment’s adjustments, to execute them fast enough to keep up with the strain—which reproduced and mutated at unnatural speeds, even without taking control of the host cells—required his team’s aid.


  He transmitted the necessary genetic changes to his scientists, and his team executed the instructions. They accessed the ZPF and sent the requests to the subject’s neurochip, his cells, and finally to his DNA, the code used by the proteins.


  Fifteen seconds.


  The strain encrypted a section of its genome, designed to elude the transhuman immune system. Brody decrypted it and sent the instructions to the subject’s cells. He watched the subject in the rendition above his and his strike team’s workstations. The subject took an unsure step off the slab toward the forest. He stepped again, and again, moving more assuredly than when he’d first emerged upon the surface.


  Twenty-five seconds.


  Verena examined the subject’s vitals. The subject is steady. His immune system is responding.


  For a heartbeat, Brody wondered what the subject was thinking, then he checked himself. He had a policy of never connecting to the subject’s consciousness during the Jubilees, relying instead on Marstone’s review afterward. Emotions typically flooded the subject’s consciousness during a clinical trial, and Brody couldn’t let himself be distracted by them. He’d not be able to make the necessary adjustments to the transhuman DNA or react to the Reassortment Strain’s ciphers if he spread his mind too thin. For while much of the transhuman genome wasn’t necessary to support life, one incorrect adjustment and Brody could kill the subject faster than the strain.


  He’d not allow the subject to die because of his actions.


  One hundred fifteen seconds.


  The strain may not gain access. Reassortment encrypted a portion of its genome again, and again Brody decrypted it and sent the instructions to the subject’s immune system.


  Two hundred fifteen seconds.


  The subject’s immune system continues to disable Reassortment, Verena sent.


  Brody formed another set of alterations to the subject’s genome and transmitted them to his team. The strain may not gain access.


  Three hundred eighty seconds.


  We just have to give the subject a little more time, Nero sent.


  The subject waddled through a stream, and the crowd in the great city’s valley cheered. Brody pictured Damy on the sand, celebrating their return to the surface—


  A scientist collapsed and screamed under the dome.


  Brody sensed a swell of emotions from his team, of fear, anger, hatred, and hope. His pulse quickened.


  The strain may not gain access, he sent.


  Another scientist collapsed.


  Four hundred seventy-two seconds.


  Brody looked around the dome. Scientists ran, screamed, cried, and died.


  Captain! Verena sent to Brody. We must evacuate!


  Brody ignored his strategist. The strain encrypted itself again and began to infect the subject’s cells. Brody decrypted it and sent the instructions to the subject’s immune system. He also determined a new set of alterations to the subject’s genome and sent them to his team to execute.


  But not enough obeyed him. More of the subject’s cells succumbed to the Reassortment Strain.


  Listen to me, all of you! Brody sent.


  The surviving scientists stopped, while those who writhed and screamed, dying from Reassortment exposure, silenced. Research bots wrapped them in body bags.


  We’re not leaving—


  Another scientist dropped, writhed, and screamed violently.


  Verena grabbed Brody’s arm, but he shook free of her grasp and she fell into Nero’s arms.


  We’re not leaving! he repeated, pointing at her and to all his team, his eyes wide. The scientists’ chests lifted and fell in quick repetitions. They looked petrified. If the subject dies, Brody looked at Nero, then to Verena, and to all the survivors, we all die!


  Six hundred seventeen seconds: a new record for a Jubilee.


  Three more scientists collapsed, then another, and another, and another.


  The death cries surrounded Brody like a spring storm. He blocked them out. He only saw the Reassortment Strain, twisting and turning, encrypting its DNA, doing its dance, but this time it camouflaged its standard proteins with mirror ones, and Brody couldn’t decipher the new code, and more scientists dropped, and Brody’s helmet fogged, and the world spun around him, and he thought, My gods, Damy, you were right.


  Particle 5: Damosel Rhea


  Damy debated Chancellor Masimovian’s commentary. It seemed their great leader may have harbored a separate agenda, aside from evaluating the Reassortment research. She cleared this traitorous thought from her mind, hoping Marstone missed it. Though a part of her no longer cared.


  Johann of Piscator ran across the island, as so many transhuman subjects had before him, and the crowd loved it. A couple screamed and kissed next to Damy. Groups downed mugs filled with beer, and well-dressed Beimenians danced to the orchestra’s melody.


  In some of the panels, Johann made his way over the island, while in others the crowds in Underground West, North, South, Northeast and East all celebrated.


  Johann splashed his face with water from the stream and breathed deep, smiling. Damy allowed herself to swell with pride and hope as Beimeni took up an unlikely song:


   



  
    Barão! Barão! Barão! Barão!

  


   



  Oh, Brody, Damy thought, this is incredible. Her eternal partner had done great work on his latest serum.


  Johann cavorted through tall grass beyond a stream, waving his long arms, completely soaked.


  The crowd cheered.


  Then, as Johann’s gait unsteadied, Damy felt a pain in her chest.


  She feared the end was drawing near. She’d seen this countless times before.


  What effect would failure today have on Brody’s confidence, she wondered. How would he continue? What would the chancellor do?


  She and Brody had been talking more and more about the possibility of children, of giving the chancellor an heir to enter development and the Harpoons. But she couldn’t fathom bringing a new life into a world like this.


  She dodged the spray from a champagne bottle and avoided swinging limbs. The chanting, which seared Damy’s nerves more than fear of Reassortment, had evolved into dancing.


  Burgundy rose petals rained over the valley.


  Johann crawled along the ground.


  The chancellor closed his eyes, raised his arms, and inclined his head. He grinned when the chants shifted to the First Precept:


   



  
    Serve Beimeni, live forever!

  


  
    Serve Beimeni, live forever!

  


  
    Serve Beimeni, live forever!

  


  
    Serve Beimeni, live forever!

  


  Particle 6: Johann Selendia


  Hans slowed. He turned.


  What is that noise? he thought. That tapping?


  He focused.


  The sound originated in the leaves and the flowers and the blossom-dotted grass.


  Hans jerked his head back and forth, listening.


  The wind picked up and curved the grass in his direction. He took in nature’s scents, pines and evergreens and birch wood.


  It smelled like Vivo Territory.


  He closed his eyes. His mouth was dry, his tongue as rough as metamorphic rock. His stomach grumbled. Did he have water? Did he have sustenance? He couldn’t remember. There are fish in the streams, he thought. I’ll go back there.


  Hans labored to move his legs, which felt filled with cement. The rumbling and rustling of wildlife drew his attention. He turned in one direction, then another, and another. Pairs and pairs of eyes as glazed as unpolished gems, large and small, stared back at him. They poked through and around the bushes and trees and leaves.


  A pain in his neck and spine pulsated out through his rib cage. He shivered. His pores throbbed. His nose dripped. I near my end, but should Connor survive, he’ll help our people win the war, he’ll—


  Hans lost his thought. His blood coursed through his veins, carrying hundreds of millions of Reassortment organisms into his nerve cells, where they reproduced and ruptured. They reconfigured his neurons, relaying a new message, one of pain that made him want to cry louder than he ever had before. He contained his urge.


  Then spasms rippled through Hans’s body in great swells. He collapsed, gave himself over to them. And somehow, from memories of Jubilees past or the grasping of his telepathic mind, he heard echoes rising from the deep.


  Serve Beimeni, live forever. Serve Beimeni, live forever.


  Hans found himself laughing. (Or was he screaming?)


  He thought, I’d rather die.
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    If you don’t stand for something, you will fall for anything.
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    As great scientists have said and as all children know, it is above all by the imagination that we achieve perception, and compassion, and hope.
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  Part I:

  

  Premonition


  
    On the Surface: Spring

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: First Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 108 – 109

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody sat alone in an RDD transport after the Jubilee, encircled by the illusion of cumulus clouds, dark violet skies, and barren hills. The transport whisked through the maglev tunnel, and at a sharp turn his head knocked against the alloy latch that secured him to his seat. On impact he shut his eyes, and Johann of Piscator appeared. He relived the Jubilee, Johann’s wraith body, the twenty-two Reassortment research scientists who perished, their screams, the Jubilee in the Valley of Masimovian, the crowd’s song and their chants of “Magnificent Masimo!” and “Serve Beimeni, live forever!”


  When were Johann’s dreams shattered? Why did he step forward? Did he truly volunteer?


  After decades of research, sleep deprivation, and battles with the board and chancellor, the RDD scientists, and the Reassortment Strain, all Brody could cite for conversion were twelve consecutive minutes of survival on the surface. Johann’s run prior to his death was a record for a transhuman trial, to be sure, but utterly useless for Homo transition in the Age of Masimovian. Would he ever be able to request a conclave with the board? Would he ever achieve significant conversion, the highest level of scientific discovery, and earn the Mark of Masimovian?


  Would he ever lead the people to the surface of the Earth?


  Brody activated his recaller. This technology shielded his mind from the eye in the sky, Marstone, which could hear the thoughts, words, and dreams of every citizen. Or so Brody hoped. Having gotten his on the black market, he couldn’t be sure how well it worked. He cleared his head of traitorous impulses, just to be safe. But they had a way of returning.


  We should not be at another Jubilee, Damy had told him. His eternal partner was as wise as Brody was stubborn, he realized, wishing now that he’d done more to understand why so many volunteers in recent years had stepped forward to test their bodies against Reassortment. Was this a form of assisted suicide, or was it something sinister?


  Serve Beimeni, Brody told himself, live forever. And what did he serve? A commonwealth that called him the People’s Captain, and a chancellor who provided him more mercy than any RDD scientist in history, or did he serve nothing and no one?


  Outside the RDD’s Huelel Facility, Brody breathed the vanilla air and let the artificial wind disperse Johann’s Jubilee and other visions and thoughts Marstone might deem unworthy. Nero and Verena stood not far away, his long-serving striker and strategist. They seemed deep in argument, the result of the failed Jubilee, Brody assumed, for Nero’s sense of humor often arose at the worst of times.


  “… don’t,” Verena was saying, “you can’t be this insipid.” Her long hair shook from side to side. She spun around when Nero escaped her orbit to approach Brody. The men hugged. Verena sighed, and the redness drained from her face.


  Brody knew they’d quarreled after the last three failed Jubilees as well.


  The stress of failure is tearing them apart, he thought. He was determined to bring them back together, to keep their hold over the Reassortment project and lead the people back to the Earth’s surface. He would keep trying. One day, he would succeed.


  “So good to see you, Captain.” Verena bowed slightly, courteously, though Brody wondered what ideas she hid beneath.


  He could find out, if he truly wanted, but he refused to overextend his telepathy. He had given in to temptation, if briefly, during the last supreme scientific board meeting—the one where Chancellor Masimovian all but decreed the commonwealth would proceed with a Jubilee—allowing the board’s thoughts to float into his mind. Yet he still hadn’t forcefully and maliciously intruded on anyone else’s consciousness since his former shadow and neophyte Antosha Zereoue lost himself to the quantum universe, and was exiled to the Lower Level for his crimes, fifteen years ago.


  “Ready?” Brody said.


  They nodded and headed up to the Huelel Facility, the slanted, rectangular palace with interwoven alloy and carbyne rods. Red marble stairs with low, jagged walls spiraled and slunk up to a deck two hundred meters off the ground. The way up the Staircase to Heaven, Brody knew, was as erratic as the mind of Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice, the scientist who led the facility’s missions.


  Verena and Nero moved apart, he distracted by the distant galaxies to the south with their plumes of green, violet, and yellow gases, she focused on the ascent.


  They’d received recall messages that afternoon, pulling them off Reassortment for a strike team assignment. It came from the chancellor after they’d undergone quarantine procedures in Area 55—after Johann of Piscator and the twenty-two scientists had perished. Brody, who was traveling back to Beimeni City, to Damy, replied through Marstone: Today’s clinical trial represented progress, a doubling in the survival time from the last Jubilee. I know my team is close to finding the solution to the Reassortment enigma, and so to force us to lead at great distance, even temporarily, will not serve the people—


  You’re a strike team captain, but also a supreme scientist in the Great Commonwealth, Broden Barão, Chancellor Masimovian replied. I shouldn’t have to ask you twice.


  Brody didn’t respond, for he knew Masimovian was right. Fidelity and honor. Loyalty and protection. These were the axioms of the legacy strike teams that protected humanity from Reassortment breaches and bedrock collapses before the commonwealth and its thirty territories existed, long before Chancellor Masimovian shifted this role to the Janzers. Brody would not revive the old wars, splintering the teams and the commonwealth.


  He would not refuse the supreme chancellor of the thirty territories.


  He’d connected to Verena and Nero and learned they also received the recall message from the Office of the Chancellor. They all agreed that a summons to the Huelel Facility meant the chancellor desired their participation in a commonwealth mission, which, depending on its location in the solar system, could take them from the Reassortment Research Center for years. If so, they’d name a custodian for the Reassortment project, someone trustworthy and capable. Damy was Brody’s obvious choice, though he knew she was least likely to accept, unless he could convince her to give more responsibility for her own assignment, Project Silkscape, to a lead researcher, her best being Vernon Lebrizzi, whom she despised.


  The burnished red steps went on and on. Brody turned to Nero. “Any idea where they’ll send us?”


  “Mars,” Nero said, the striker’s voice as sure as his stride. He looked away from the illusory sky and added, “Back to Candor Chasma.”


  Candor Chasma was home to Central Command, Beimeni’s largest extraterrestrial research site in the solar system. With the ansible there, a skilled telepath could communicate across the cosmos as quickly as he could across the Earth. Brody had been working there when Antosha Zereoue picked up signals from the large exoplanet Vigna, discovered by Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice, in a distant quadrant of the Carina-Sagittarius arm of the Milky Way. (Heywood had named it Vigna because he hypothesized it harbored plant life and because it was part of a triple star system, analogous to Vigna herbs, which contain three leaflets.)


  Antosha believed the signals indicated another advanced life form existed. He’d named the alien source of the signals the Lorum and concluded they didn’t use an ansible, but rather communicated through the zeropoint field (ZPF)—the quantum field that developed Beimenians accessed through their mind-body-cosmos interface—in a manner transhumans didn’t understand. Vigna was believed to have a magnetic field, which around the Earth disrupted the ansible’s transmissions and had forced the commonwealth to move theirs to Mars.


  Antosha became obsessed with the Lorum, studying their signals, their use of the ZPF, and all its implications, though he never cracked their language, as far as Brody knew. In the end he grew desperate and abused the ZPF, ruining minds, people, families, all in the name of his research. After Antosha’s exile to the Lower Level, Brody vowed never to again deploy to Candor Chasma or have anything to do with the Lorum.


  Brody shivered. “The chancellor wouldn’t—”


  “Send us as far from the RDD as possible?” Verena said, “After another Jubilee failure, this one with our highest loss rate? Gods help us, Captain, twenty-two scientists …” The strategist held her stomach and looked as if she was reliving the carnage on the surface. She’d begged Brody to evacuate. Implored him to save as many scientists as he could after it had become clear they couldn’t save Johann of Piscator.


  He’d refused to leave until the very end.


  She turned to Brody, finding her voice. “Don’t you think he would?”


  “I would think he’d prefer us to focus on improving the synbio Reassortment treatments.”


  “It’s yet another sign that the strike teams have lost any resemblance of independence.” Brody heard this from his strategist often, even as he’d asked her many times to drop it. “If you let the chancellor act on this without the ministry’s approval,” Verena added, “the teams will never forgive you.”


  “The politics don’t favor us,” Brody said, “and even if what you suggest is true, we don’t know yet what the chancellor seeks.”


  “The teams—”


  “Will understand—”


  “—will think you’ve abandoned them.”


  Verena’s words cut Brody in a way Reassortment could not. He squeezed his forearm, near the black and gold animated tattoo of a captain, strategist, aera, and striker holding hands, looking down upon the historic Livelle city-state. Aeras were female strikers, so named for the first woman to complete the striker training program over one hundred fifty years ago. She died before Brody was born, he was told, while the Livelle city-state was once the center of humanity, with the teams acting as independent protectors of the people of the underground.


  Brody had heard during his strike team captain training that the chancellor was never comfortable with the teams’ autonomy from the ruling class, so he chipped away at it, bit by bit, year after year, culminating in 273 AR when the commander Vastar Alalia perished during a surface excursion gone wrong. Vastar was the last commander of the strike teams, for the chancellor shifted that role to Corvin Norrod, Supreme General and Director of Peace in Beimeni City.


  How far the teams had fallen since the days of Livelle, Brody pondered. Did they still view him as their unofficial commander? Did they fear if he didn’t push back against the chancellor now, that he never would?


  “You’ll have to forgive Verena,” Nero said. “She sometimes forgets her courtesies.” Nero spoke true, for to talk the way she did to her captain without allowance wasn’t normally done. Brody never minded his strategist’s forthrightness, though sometimes he feared she pushed the limits on what Lady Isabelle, who mined transhuman brain impulses in Marstone’s Database, might deem acceptable debate.


  “That so?” Verena said. She nodded sideways to Nero, speaking to Brody as if her eternal partner didn’t exist. “This one has nothing to talk about today except the idea this mission will lead to his lordship.” Nero long coveted higher office in his adopted home of Palaestra City. Brody couldn’t believe his striker would view the recall summons this way.


  “And this one has nothing to offer today but depression—”


  Verena slapped Nero.


  Brody’s face flushed. That Nero uttered a forbidden word, depression, surprised Brody, as it clearly did several scientists who passed them on the staircase, though the strangers tactfully studied their shoes. He could only hope Marstone hadn’t captured Nero’s outburst. For all citizens recited the Pledge to Beimeni during development, a pledge that proscribed the forbidden emotions, depression and envy. Not infrequently, the commonwealth enforced the restriction on these emotions in transhuman adults, all of whom were trained during development to control their mental state through their mind-body-cosmos interface. Citizens had been sentenced to the Lower Level for infractions less severe than Nero’s outburst, and few ever returned, even though the chancellor’s precepts allowed it. Brody knew this all too well, having referred countless RDD scientists to its depths at arbitration hearings over the decades. He never saw any of them again.


  “Reassortment won this battle,” Brody said, “but if we remain united, if we remain committed to our research, we will lead the people back to the surface—”


  “Permission to speak freely, Captain,” Verena said.


  “Granted.”


  “You’re as delusional as your striker.”


  “What would you have me do?” Brody said.


  “We need more resources, intellectual and financial, and we require flexibility and time, and we don’t need a commonwealth mission.”


  “We will serve Chancellor Masimovian in any way he requests.” Brody’s tone brooked no argument. He spoke too boldly, though, for many scientists lingered upon the stairs, too many minds through which Marstone heard and saw all. But Brody couldn’t worry overmuch about Lady Isabelle and her tenehounds, not with his strategist and striker in tatters. He needed them focused, or they’d lose their assignment to Project Reassortment.


  Brody waved them forward. “Heywood awaits us.”


  They trudged together, around and down, up, up, up, and around to the summit. Brody rested briefly at the brim, a glass counter over a carbyne wall, setting his elbows on the ledge next to Nero’s. Verena waited near the entrance, hands on hips.


  “I’m telling you right now,” Brody said, “don’t let whatever’s going on with you two hinder this mission.”


  “You’re talking to the wrong teammate.”


  Brody knew his striker would respond this way. “If we are to keep the Reassortment project, you must tuck in that tongue of yours.”


  Nero offered a grunt, which Brody took for agreement.


  A keeper bot ushered the Barão Strike Team into Heywood’s office, where the supreme scientist of the Huelel Facility lay snoring. Heywood’s head arced over the side of his davenport, his legs curled over his console.


  Nero cupped his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice. “Ho, Heywood.”


  The supreme scientist fell, startled, his long black coat stuck to the chair. He scrambled up, wiped his face and nose, and flipped his coat over his body. “Yes,” he said, as if he’d just drunk fifty espressos. “Ho, Captain, you’re here! I knew you would be!” His hair was scattered across his forehead, his eyebrows curled up at their edges, and his head jerked in a slight tic whenever he spoke.


  “Chancellor Masimovian recalled us to the Huelel Facility to meet with you,” Brody said.


  “Yes! Follow me.”


  They followed Heywood down Huelel Corridor, also known as the Pathway through Space and Time. Brody loved its scenery. To his left hung a pair of colliding galaxies, with bright blue-white sections of newly formed stars surrounded by pink hydrogen clouds. The shape reminded him of a Pompeii worm, an extremophile found only at hydrothermal vents in the ocean floor, curled and colorful with feather-like heads. The Large Magellanic Cloud simmered on the far wall, not to scale Brody knew, for it extended fourteen thousand light years from one end to the other. Gas rich and metal poor, it contained hues of violet, red, orange, green, and blue, intermingled with stars. He wondered what it would be like to cruise freely from one end to the other. It was hard to imagine, stuck inside the Earth.


  They entered the spherical simulation room. Suspended above a pad in the center was a hologram of the Cassiopeia, a carbyne-class space shuttle the Barão Strike Team used for missions and surface excursions. On either end of the pad, words hung in midair, glowing gold, as if strung along by an invisible puppeteer: EXOTIC MATTER, SURVIVAL, MAGNETOSPHERE, ZEROPOINT FIELD, INTERSTELLAR PROBE, SIGNIFICANT CONVERSION, QUANTUM WAVEFUNCTION.


  This last caught Brody’s attention. Early in Heywood’s career, the chancellor had challenged him to develop a method for interstellar travel, saying: “While I’d prefer a return to the Earth’s surface over abandonment of our home world, if we cannot resolve Reassortment, and if our planet truly can no longer sustain humanity, we must find one that can.” As the years passed and Heywood failed to produce, market traders in Navita Territory and RDD scientists in Palaestra Territory suspected his time in Huelel would be short-lived. Then, at a conclave at which Brody was present, Heywood announced his discovery and manipulation of “exotic matter,” created within a unique particle accelerator in Area 55 and deployed via missile. When manipulated with the zeropoint field at the Earth’s and sun’s Lagrange points—coordinates of gravitational stability—it could theoretically generate a portal, extending humanity’s reach anywhere, or anytime, in the universe.


  When that conclave concluded, Heywood had achieved significant conversion based on a simple majority vote of the supreme scientific board, and received the accompanying Mark of Masimovian: a synthetic tattoo of the chancellor’s bust held by two phoenix feathers, formed upon his neck and upper back. This secured Heywood to his position as Supreme Scientist of the Huelel Facility, to the celebration and dismay of many Easterners. The Beimeni Press reported on numerous Navitan trader suicides in the days that followed.


  Now the Barão Strike Team stood together in a recess at the bottom of the stairs. Heywood stood near the Cassiopeia.


  “The lead strike team on Candor Chasma lost contact with the Lorum twenty days, three hours, ten minutes, and fifty-nine seconds ago,” he said. “That is why the chancellor has called you here.”


  The strike team he spoke of was the Holcombe Strike Team, one Brody knew well, for he and Captain Ruiner Holcombe had both been purchased at the Harpoon Auction in 260 AR by Vastar Alalia and completed the training program together in 262 AR. Ruiner was as loyal as he was diligent and talented. Whatever mission this was, the Holcombe Strike Team would have been the best choice to execute it, or so it seemed to Brody.


  “The chancellor has issued a directive to this facility,” Heywood said. “He wants you to find out what has happened on Vigna.”


  Heywood activated the controls. The mission buzzwords disappeared, and the Cassiopeia burst out of Earth’s atmosphere, flying toward Lagrange point one where it moved into a stable orbit. Then a rocket launched from it, and the distance displayed at one hundred meters, then five hundred meters, then five hundred kilometers, then one thousand kilometers, then the rocket exploded, forcing the dense pellet of exotic matter to collapse upon itself. Bursts of light followed, and the portal took shape. A shimmering band radiated, turning from violet near the portal’s center to dark blue at the outermost edge. The Cassiopeia curved in its orbit, entered the portal, and disappeared.


  Now Brody understood why the chancellor had recalled his team. He was too shocked to speak.


  “You’re not sending us to Mars,” Verena said, “you’re sending us forty thousand light years from Earth.”


  Nero perked up a bit. “Finally.”


  Brody tilted his head toward his striker, his eyes wide. Nero shrugged.


  Brody snorted. “I thought we agreed the Vigna system was beyond our reach,” he said to Heywood. “A being capable of speaking through the universe is not one we should challenge—”


  “Unless no advanced species now exists,” Heywood said, “in which case Vigna might prove useful. The exoplanet is within the habitable zone, far enough from the blue star, close enough to the white and orange ones, with a strong magnetic field. We know an atmosphere exists. Vigna may be hospitable to transhumans.”


  “Why not send Ruiner’s team?” Brody folded his arms. “His aera and strategist have more experience with Vigna.”


  “The chancellor has spoken.” Heywood handed the team three z-disks.


  When Brody touched his, a flash spread over his vision. He sensed the data within, the mission goals and protocols; the Vigna system, theories on atmospheric composition, topography, aquatic and land life, three moons, a strong magnetic field, the three stars, the trajectories; the Lorum, and the disappearance of signals at Candor Chasma.


  “You will arrive at Mission Control three days hence.” Heywood paused when Verena gasped. “Where the Cassiopeia stands ready.”


  “Too soon,” Verena said. “We need a debrief session with the Holcombe Strike Team.”


  “That your captain may do,” Heywood said, “but they’ve had no more luck than your team in deciphering the Lorum’s language.”


  No more luck than Antosha, he means, Brody thought, seething. “When will I next see Damy?” Brody barely saw her as it was with his hectic schedule on Reassortment and hers on Silkscape. He dreaded how she’d react to a mission like this.


  “You’ll return faster than you imagine, and no custodian of the Reassortment project is required.” When Brody raised his eyebrows, Heywood continued, “You could reunite with her in less than fifty days—”


  “Not by my calculations.” Verena moved her eyes rapidly, flipping through the data in her extended consciousness. “Brody’s right. With time dilation we might not return for thousands of years.”


  “Not so,” Heywood said. His face twitched and he swiped his hair over the side of his wide forehead. “You speak over me but not above me.” Verena twisted her face, but didn’t reply. “Your captain is far more skilled than most with the zeropoint field.” Heywood swayed toward Brody. “Captain Barão, any material that passes through the exotic portal has its quantum wavefunction collapsed at a location designated by the person who manipulates the field.”


  “What does that mean?” Nero said to Brody.


  Brody searched his neurochip for the board meeting during Heywood’s conclave. Rapidly, he scoured his own meeting notes in his extended consciousness: The explosion applied to the exotic matter at the Lagrange points altered its state, like liquid water changing into ice. In their new state, the exotic particles gained new quantum numbers that, when having the correct values, connected to another particle in the nearby universe and formed a bond with that particle. It would be at these critical moments when a pilot—a skilled telepath—would have to use the ZPF to change the quantum numbers of the collapsing exotic matter. To travel through the universe, the pilot must have the destination fixed firmly in her mind. Through manipulation of the ZPF, she must adjust the quantum numbers of the dense exotic matter so that each particle is connected to a particle at the destination by the ZPF—


  “Captain?” Verena said.


  “The distance and speed at which we can travel,” Brody said, closing the notes, “is restricted by the ability of the person manipulating the zeropoint field.” He ran quantum calculations and probabilities to determine the number of jumps to various star systems based on his unique connection with the ZPF and the roughly forty thousand light-year journey to Vigna. “With predetermined coordinates, I can execute the journey in twenty jumps.”


  Heywood nodded. “I think you might even be able to do it faster than that, Captain.”


  “I won’t risk my team’s safety. Twenty jumps, no less.”


  Nero looked lost.


  Brody sent his striker the notes from the conclave. “We’ll have to jump from system to system and find a suitable Lagrange point in that system where gravity is stable enough to perform another jump.”


  “What if you miscalculate the wavefunction?” Nero said.


  Brody looked up, then to Nero. “We could end up anywhere.”


  Heywood raised his hand, manipulating the holograms above the pad. Twenty arced lines formed from star system to star system, beginning with their solar system and ending with the Vigna system. “Even with twenty jumps, I think you can make it to Vigna and back in fifty days or less as the Earth rotates.”


  Nero frowned. “But we don’t have much time to learn the mission protocols.”


  “This is very short notice,” Brody agreed, reviewing his notes. “There’s another problem.” To Heywood, he said, “At the conclave in 333, you mentioned you’d created enough exotic matter for a twenty thousand light-year journey. Round-trip to Vigna is—”


  “Eighty thousand light years,” Verena said.


  “What’s changed since then?” Brody finished.


  “I assure you we have enough—” Heywood said.


  The Huelel Simulation Room’s glass doors slid open, and the holograms fizzled, as if jolted with electrical surges.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” Heywood said. “You may not enter unannounced!”


  An early adolescent girl in a red cape darted around the room’s edge as if she were a ballerina.


  Brody furrowed his brow, as did Verena and Nero.


  “My gods,” Verena said, “a Courier of the Chancellor.”


  The girl rushed down the white marble stairs to the recess where the team stood. Her hair fluttered, colorful and silky, like a peacock’s feathers.


  “I carry an important message for the team,” she said, expressionless, breathing hard. Her name tag read VALENTINE.


  “I would hope so,” Heywood said. Valentine crinkled her face. “Well, don’t you hold back now, show us what it is!”


  The courier pulled out a z-disk and handed it to Heywood. He placed it on his workstation. His request failed. DNA MISMATCH appeared above his workstation in bright silver letters.


  “The message is for the Barão Strike Team,” Valentine said. “Captain Barão can access it. He alone.”


  Brody took the disk and transferred the information to the hologram-producing pad. It rotated as if around a sphere.


   



  
    ATTENTION: BARÃO STRIKE TEAM

  


   



  
    YOUR SERVICE TO THE CHANCELLOR AND THE COMMONWEALTH AND, BY EXTENSION, THE GODS, HAS BEEN NOTED. HOWEVER, LACK OF PROPER OR SIGNIFICANT CONVERSION IN THE YEARS 366–368 AR HAS ALSO BEEN NOTED BY MARSTONE AND BY THE OFFICE OF THE CHANCELLOR.

  


  
    YOU ARE HEREBY WARNED FOR THE GOOD OF THE COMMONWEALTH.

  


   



  
    TERMS OF THE WARNING:

  


  
    THE BARÃO STRIKE TEAM’S MISSION TO VIGNA SHALL RECEIVE SPECIAL SCRUTINY.

  


  
    SIGNIFICANT CONVERSION IS ENCOURAGED.

  


   



  Verena stood still while Nero swore and Brody’s bronze face turned pale.


  “You have been warned,” the courier said, “and now I must go.” Valentine floated up to the exit as gracefully as she’d entered.


  Nero shook his head. “The nerve of that child.”


  The nerve of Chancellor Masimovian, Brody thought, his heart pounding in his chest. The courier’s visit, the impromptu mission, Heywood’s assertiveness—it all reeked of demotion.


  “Captain,” Heywood said, “I know you’re capable of completing this mission—”


  “To achieve significant conversion, you know that we’ll need more than that. We’ll need—”


  “A piece of Vigna, perhaps,” Heywood said, too quickly for Brody’s liking. “Yes! Supreme Chancellor Atticus Masimovian wouldn’t deny that a species brought back from Vigna, an intelligent life from another world, is significant conversion.”


  “I thought you said we lost contact with the Lorum?” Verena said.


  “When were the board and ministry notified about this Warning, and why wasn’t I told?” Brody said.


  “How can the Warning be issued to us?” Nero said.


  More questions flew like arrows until Heywood shouted, “HOLD IT!” He sighed, blinked, and moved his head to the side. His hair slipped over his forehead. “Captain, the board didn’t know about the Warning and neither did I. If I had known, I wouldn’t have allowed this interruption.” He looked at Nero. “The chancellor may censure any and all who serve within Beimeni.” To Verena, he said, “Yes. We did lose contact with the Lorum, this I promise, but the recent presence of a higher being surely indicates the existence of lower beings, life forms that might prove useful to us, or not, I don’t know, I serve—”


  “Chancellor Masimovian,” Verena said, “same as we, but this order is for a team of three in a single shuttle. On Vigna there could be many foes, seen and unseen—”


  “You are transhuman. Your range of survivability is wide, and where your genes won’t protect you, the interstellar synsuits will, and if all else fails, your captain’s power in the zeropoint field will shield you.”


  A new hologram formed upon the pad, one with crystalline cliffs and mossy stone. Trees as tall as mountains stretched into the clouds. The view zoomed past a clear river with what looked like sparks of electricity, down layers of waterfalls to a rock formation where the clear water mixed with a metallic fluid. The fluid flowed from a pool up a cutout in the stone and into the landmass, near geothermal vents. The fluid seemed artificial yet organic, a vivid combination of gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow; it weaved in a hypnotic pattern unnatural for its liquid composition.


  Research into the Vigna system had advanced far beyond what Brody knew. “You’ve sent probes?”


  “One probe,” Heywood said, “which took years to arrive at Vigna and sent but one transmission to Candor Chasma before we lost contact.”


  “Then send another to discern the Lorum’s status,” Verena said.


  “The chancellor,” Verena was about to interrupt, but Nero told her not to, “insists upon a landing.”


  “What is this … liquid metal?” Brody said.


  “Your striker is best fit for the high-altitude drop,” Heywood said. “Explore the mountain and jungle and the cliff formation among the clouds. Bring back a sample of this colorful liquid, and I assure you that the memory of your failed Jubilees will disappear faster than humanity did from the Earth’s surface.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Damy observed the synisms fermenting before her, and those swishing side to side in tubes connected to silo vats. Beside the vats, robotics responded to Damy’s thoughts. She made adjustments, workstation to workstation, Granville sphere to Granville sphere, micromanipulator to micromanipulator. She would soon complete E. convert, a synthetic organism her team hoped would accelerate the process of transforming known genomes into those of extinct species based upon fossil remains—a unique challenge when compiling incomplete genetic material, but crucial to the completion of Project Silkscape, formerly known as Project Gemini.


  “The purpose of Project Gemini,” Chancellor Masimovian had declared in 342 AR, “is to learn about the origins of life, to better understand evolution and the processes that influence Reassortment.”


  Damy had nodded, though his comment lacked reason; where 95 percent of life on Earth consisted of just carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, sulfur, and phosphorus, Reassortment wasn’t natural. It was a mirror organism with eight nucleotides and thirty-nine amino acids and had mutated in ways unpredicted by science; where it had once lived solely off human neural and blood cells, it had learned to live off sunlight and nitrogen, a disastrous event historians called the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, for it had spread rapidly in Earth’s atmosphere and soil.


  “It is possible,” Masimovian added, “however unlikely, that an ancient form of man may possess resistance to Reassortment, a subtlety we might exploit.”


  Damy’s team had constructed earlier forms of Homo transition including Homo habilis, a species more than a million and a half years old that stood nearly a meter tall with a round jawline and narrow teeth; Homo rudolfensis, over a million years old and no more than one and a half meters tall with a hard brain case, a long face, wide teeth, and on and on to Homo ergaster, Homo erectus, and Homo heidelbergensis; but it was Homo neanderthalensis, Neanderthal Man, a species well adapted to cold weather and intense physical activity, that Damy’s team fully reverse engineered from fossilized genetic materials and the transhuman genome (a genome better acclimated to the deep Earth’s heat and pressure and mind-body-cosmos connection than any ancestral hominid).


  Damy and Brody had hoped that Neanderthal’s body—heavily muscled with larger heat-efficient brains—might react differently to Reassortment and yield insights that might further his research. Damy created the first synthetic protohumans, naming them Gemini, and at a conclave the discovery was deemed worthy of significant conversion. Damy still wore the Mark of Masimovian upon her neck. Though the Gemini succumbed as swiftly to Reassortment as the more evolved transhuman, the Mark gave Damy credibility within the supreme scientific board and provided Brody a viable, and in her opinion more humane source for clinical trials. Project Gemini evolved into Silkscape, an entertainment venture, with the Harsailles Menagerie: a garden for formerly extinct species, scheduled to open in the second trimester of 370 AR at the center of Silkscape City, Lovereal.


  Now Damy telepathically sent orders to the workstations, and thousands of cylindrical microscopes moved up and down, magnifying the genetic materials, accommodating Damy’s adjustments. She coordinated with the bots and the micromanipulators and fed the materials into the central synism silo. Damy’s bot assistant, Joanna—molded from an alloy to look almost transhuman—moved simmering vials and beakers.


  Damy blew out a big breath and swiped the sweat from her forehead. She dimmed the oval lighting overhead. Violet phosphorescent light filled the silo walls as she constructed the new genome, oligo by oligo.


  The opaque entrance to the Nicola Facility’s Fermentation Center cleared.


  Vernon Lebrizzi entered. Damy saw his reflection in the glass enclosure, his face looking like a rat’s, his hands in his transparent lab coat pockets. She exhaled. Why, why, why does he never listen, she thought. He’ll ruin my momentum …


  “You’re supposed to be on the surface,” Damy said. She clumped her hair in a fist.


  Biomat suits protected Beimenians during surface excursions. Though they failed 5 to 10 percent of the time, killing many RDD scientists, neophytes, strike team captains, strikers, aeras, and strategists, Vernon always found his way back to the Beimeni zone. Damy sighed.


  “Let the underlings collect specimens and die on the surface,” Verne said. “We’re too far behind.” He activated a workstation. “Why would you insist on my participation when we have so much to do, so close to opening day?”


  “I heard you’re the most efficient researcher the Aeronian Trading Center ever knew,” Damy said. “Did your reputation exceed your potential?” She adjusted synconvert’s DNA, and the cylinders hissed up and down.


  “I don’t know where you hear these rumors, Miss Damy,” Verne said.


  Damy turned away, face flushed. She hated it when he addressed her formally.


  “I’m your top researcher,” Verne added, “and this organism could be the breakthrough we’ve been searching for, accelerate our conversions, lead to—”


  “You’re in my way,” Damy said.


  “—the terrible beast you so desire.”


  The beautiful beast, Damy thought. The scientists who discovered Deinotherium Before Reassortment called it the “terrible beast” because of its huge size, odd appearance, short trunk, and unusual tusks, which looked like two massive fangs protruding from the lower jaw. Without viable genetic materials, resurrection of it had eluded Damy for many years. She didn’t need Vernon Lebrizzi to remind her of it. When she ignored him, Verne deactivated his workstation and requested water from Joanna, who brought him a glass.


  The balls on this man, Damy thought, now using Joanna in the middle of a synbio experiment!


  He slurped the water and dabbed perspiration from his face, then pulled back his transparent sleeve, glancing down. His armlet’s digital display showed information from the Aeronian Trading Center, colloquially known as “the pit.” Verne didn’t trade any longer, he assured Damy, but she knew he missed it like a lover. He still dressed like one of them, wearing button-down shirts, bow ties, and slacks held up by suspenders beneath his transparent lab coat. Damy despised the pit and the traders who operated there. She never would’ve taken Verne on her team if she’d known his origin. Never, never, never—


  “We’re behind,” Verne said, still staring at the armlet, “and the chancellor’s office demands at least two hundred living species prior to opening day.”


  “Opening day is two years off, Mister Verne.” Damy activated another seven workstations to coordinate the organism’s synthesis. “We’re right on schedule.” While opening day was two years away, the creation of life took time, Damy knew, and synisms used to accelerate growth in transhumans didn’t always translate well to the DNA of other species, particularly prehistoric ones.


  Verne smiled. “Not for long, with that attitude.”


  “You should go,” Damy said. “They’ll be expecting you in Area 55.”


  “They can wait. I wanted to check on you, see how you’re doing … what with the mission …”


  “What in Reassortment’s name are you talking about?” Damy swore. The ivory cylinders stopped, as did the flow of enzymes and genetic materials.


  “You don’t know?”


  Damy swiped for his armlet, but he held it away from her. “Don’t look at me like that,” she said.


  She glared at him, wishing she could send him back to Navita City, with its sinuous underground streams that roved throughout the city’s layers, down the Great Falls into the Archimedes River. A massive leech for a massive toilet bowl, she thought.


  Much of Navita City’s walls were covered with holograms, rather than Granville illusions, the sole city built this way. The renditions contained information on trade contracts, or images of the goods, services, and events represented by contracts, such as cloned livestock, synthesized raw materials, synbio products, the pricing for candidates in the Harpoon Auction. There were contracts on the odds of a Jubilee, on how long a Jubilee would last, on the probability of a death anywhere in the commonwealth, and in which territory a death would occur; contracts on the probability of a Reassortment cure discovery, on the direction Lady Isabelle would first sling her hair at her next commonwealth holiday celebration, and of course, the contracts for shares of consortiums that traded on the Beimeni Contract Exchange.


  “What contract are you studying?” Damy said. He didn’t respond. “I command it,” she said, “I’m your supreme scientist—”


  She wanted to punch him when he flashed his teeth. “It’s not my place, if he didn’t tell you—”


  Damy grabbed Verne’s wrist and downloaded the contracts into her extended consciousness. She sifted through data on the viability of a Mission to Vigna. Beimenians placed their bets en masse; to do so was in their blood, she knew, and the bid-and-ask prices on the multitude of contracts for this mission flashed and moved up and down with the ebb and flow of information and emotions, fear and greed. Bids were highest on the so-called “Mission Fission” contract, the one that predicted the team would split apart, molecules emaciated by exotic matter. The team. The team. The team. The whites of Damy’s eyes expanded.


   



  
    BARÃO STRIKE TEAM

  


   



  She closed her extended consciousness, and her eyes. When she opened them, she said, “So, what did you bet on?”


  “The better question is why Brody didn’t tell you, why he—”


  “No, no, I’ve heard about your style. Your style benefits from transhuman death. What about your fiendish brethren down in Navita?”


  “Hey sister, I can’t help where I came from any more than you can.”


  “I’m not your sister.”


  “I was doing fine before they found me and sent me to the Northeast,” Verne said. His voice turned hateful. “I didn’t ask the Variscans for help.”


  Joanna told them to calm down. They didn’t listen, and now stood face to face. “I didn’t need their help—”


  “You’d be dead—”


  “—and I didn’t ask you to recruit me.”


  Damy drew back as if infected by E. agony, usually transmitted over the ZPF to transhuman DNA with a baton, which spread Reassortment-like pain signals throughout the body.


  Verne took his leave. When he neared the exit, he turned back and, with his glass in hand, said, “I don’t care about the pit anymore.”


  “Bullshit.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  Damy didn’t know how much time had passed or how long she’d been sobbing. Finally, the tears slowed enough that she could rush to the restroom, wash her face, and sprint out of the Nicola Facility to an intra-RDD transport from which she tried to connect to Brody fifty times during the short journey to the Huelel Facility. He never answered, and the bots at the Huelel Facility told her he’d left hours ago.


  Hours ago, she thought, hours.


  She took an interterritory transport from Palaestra City to Beimeni City and dashed along North Boardwalk. She weaved between Beimenians in golden tunics and shawls, who waited, she assumed, for their turn to enter the Fountain of Youth, and Beimenians in tanned capes, selling synism vials, colorful and fragrant, until someone in a maroon cape crashed into her. Damy’s satchel flew off her shoulder and she fell. She looked up. The contents of her bag were strewn along the wooden planks: lipsticks and a compact, z-disks, access cards, a garnet bracelet, benari coins. Her bodysuit had torn at the arm, where a bruise was already forming.


  “Madam, please forgive me!” said the adolescent boy, an apparent Courier of the Chancellor.


  “Watch where you’re going on the boardwalk!” She collected her belongings. The boy lingered at her side. “No! Just go! Get away from us!”


  Damy said us out of habit, then wondered, Is there still an us? Why wouldn’t Brody tell me about a courier, about a Warning, a commonwealth mission?


  When she arrived at her unit in the First Ward, she searched her satchel for her access card but couldn’t find it. She squinted, blocked the glare of Phanes’s Granville sun reflecting off the blue-and-gray marble skywalk. She didn’t know if she forgot her access card in the Nicola Facility or lost it on the boardwalk. At her unit’s entryway, Damy telepathically initiated the DNA scanner, and a hologram materialized. It hollowed grooves for a palm and fingers matching hers. Damy pressed her hand into it.


   



  
    MISS DAMOSEL ACCEPTED

  


  
    INSERT ACCESS CARD FOR ENTRY

  


   



  Brody, can you hear me?


  No response.


  Brody!


  Damy’s calf muscles flexed. She pressed her hand to her head. Where could he be? INSERT ACCESS CARD FOR ENTRY still blinked above. Damy heard a crack and a snap—the sound of an entryway clearing. Her neighbor, Clara, emerged. She wore a silk gown that revealed her left breast, standard garb worn in Fountain Square.


  “You okay, Damy?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Damy said, “great.” She grinned. “Brody just likes to pretend we live Before Reassortment, or that we’re in Yeuron or Piscator.”


  Clara sniggered nervously and frowned. “I guess, I meant, with the Warning, are you going to be okay?”


  Damy turned pale, less from Clara’s tone than her meaning. She swiped her forehead. “Yeah … of course … we’ll be fine.”


  “Well, let me know if you need anything. I’m around.”


  Damy thanked her and waved. As Clara sauntered toward the elevator, Damy rubbed her eyes. The barrier cleared, and there Brody stood. He looked the way a Beimeni captain should, a sculpture of perfection, shaved, clear bronze skin, a sash across his chest and wrapped around his waist, his deep red-brown hair falling just above his shoulders.


  Damy glared at him, arms crossed, hands tucked under her elbows. “About time.”


  She stormed past him through the great room, down the hallway, and into the kitchen. The countertop and cabinets were etched from the earth, outlined with forest-green marble. Damy lifted three jugs of water out of a cabinet and placed them in the containment area, a vessel surrounded with synisms designed to convert gaseous carbon dioxide exhaled by transhumans to the solid form, dry ice, which cooled the contents, keeping anything placed inside fresh. She pushed a button and washed her arm in the marble sink.


  “You’re hurt,” Brody said. “Merrell, bring a vial of uficilin—”


  “No, I’m fine, a courier ran into me.”


  “Hey, slow down.”


  Merrell, their keeper bot, closed the case of uficilin vials and disappeared into the back rooms.


  “Look at me,” Brody said.


  She stared at the ground and exhaled before she looked. His bright blue eyes were placid. How did he stay so steady?


  “I’ve been selected for—”


  “A commonwealth mission, my friend Vernon Lebrizzi had the pleasure of informing me earlier. Some heathen derivatives trader tells me about a mission before my eternal partner, and now I get it, the chiding looks I got on the transports, at the Huelel Facility, on North Boardwalk, in Artemis Square, just now with Clara, I’m the last one in the gods damned commonwealth to know about this!”


  He moved his lips to her forehead, but she pulled away. “Forgive me, my love, you’ve been so … worried, and I didn’t want to—”


  “Tell me the truth.”


  “—hurt you. I don’t know how Verne or anyone found out about it.”


  “The balls on Chancellor Masimovian,” Damy said. “I’m so an—”


  “Annoyed, with me, I know.” Brody pointed to the ceiling, a common Beimenian signal that referred to Marstone, the eye in the sky. “Let’s sit.”


  “It’s not just about this … mission,” Damy said. “He asks you to cure Reassortment. He asks you to unfreeze Dr. Kole Shrader. Now he’s sending you away again—”


  “I’m honored to serve Beimeni,” Brody said, his expression serious, forbidding even, “and I won’t risk Dr. Shrader’s life until I’m sure we have all the tools we need, not after … the accidents.”


  Damy ran her fingers through his thick fiery hair, thinking about their failure to revive the scientists frozen near absolute zero, killing all those in stasis except for Dr. Shrader. “So this is my fault?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “I just want to get out of here.” Her eyes moved back and forth rapidly, frustrated. “We’re never getting out of here, are we?”


  “Don’t say that. Listen, whatever happens on this mission will not stop us from moving forward. You once worked with me on Reassortment and Regenesis. You may be the one to lead—”


  “I wouldn’t want those projects, not if you’re gone.”


  “Point is, my love, we’ve survived countless challenges. We’ll resolve Reassortment one day too. We’ll return to the surface.”


  Damy sent a telepathic command, and their Granville panel, which stretched along the curved wall in the great room, extended over the opening to their terrace. She emptied her mind and filled it with the panel’s inner workings. The illusion surrounded them. Brody joined her and held her hand amid the appearance of a balcony in an old-world city, a city Before Reassortment (and the Second Hundred Years’ War), a city of skyscrapers, clear skies, and rolling crests of ocean over the horizon. Seagulls glided overhead, and far below, people and trams rustled over cobblestone roads. The aroma of the salt water mixed with cheeses and desserts.


  “It’s supposed to be daytime,” Damy said, “it’s supposed to be spring … so, let’s suppose …”


  Brody put his fingers on her lips. He accessed the panel, and the illusion shifted. Now they were at the edge of a reflective obsidian surface. In the distance, shadowed mountains sandwiched by a bright blue hue, and beyond the mountains, a crescent moon inside a crescent moon inside a crescent moon. They heard songs from a flock of nightingales, smelled burning wooden torches. Moon and shadow and bird and fire all created by Brody’s mind.


  “What if I instead dreamed of night,” Brody said, “and you with me and no one else in the world?”


  He pulled her close and caressed her neck with his lips. She wrapped her hand around his arm and enjoyed his musky scent. She felt Brody’s hair skim her chin and his breath on her skin. She closed her eyes when he kissed her.


  And there was no one else in Damy’s world except him. The Warning disappeared. The failed Jubilees disappeared. Project Silkscape and Vernon Lebrizzi and Clara and the Courier of the Chancellor and Chancellor Masimovian himself, even the troubling thought of welcoming a child into this underground world, disappeared …


  
    [image: ]

  


  Damy lay nude with Brody on the fur rug in their great room. He pulled a silk sheet, drenched with moonlight, over them. A new illusion engulfed them. Torches formed an arch, and plumes of smoke fluttered from the wicks, transmitting the neurosignal congruent with the smell of burning embers.


  “We don’t have much time,” Brody said.


  “What do you mean?” Damy said.


  “I must go to the Fountain Temple.”


  She knew he would prepare with his team, and she was due in Silkscape City for another review. She hoped Verne wouldn’t be there.


  Brody pulled her close and pressed his forehead to hers. “What can I do for you?”


  “Go to Vigna,” she said. “Give the chancellor his significant conversion … and come back …” Damy’s voice escaped her. Please gods, she thought, keep him safe, bring him home, let him lift the Warning when he returns, let the board approve a conclave.


  “Come back to me,” she said.


  “I’ll never leave you.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Portage City


   



  Portage, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Connor stood upon a glass skywalk just outside a ministerial building. It was morning rush hour in Portage, and all he could think about was how much he hated this place—the Portagens, Lady Isabelle, the commonwealth, and, most of all, himself. If he weren’t so undeveloped and inexperienced with the ZPF, his older brother might still be alive.


  “Why can’t we go after him?” he’d asked after Hans’s capture, during a meeting with Minister Kaspasparon and the Beimeni Polemon. Connor had only just learned about the BP, and that his father was its founder, and that its goal was to overthrow the central government in Beimeni City. “Why are we sitting here like starfish when we could be blacktips?” When the minister twisted his brow, Connor said, “Sharks! Blacktips are sharks! Minister, why will we allow my brother to die?”


  Minister Kaspasparon had put his hand on Connor’s shoulder and said, “Reassortment Hall is beyond our ability to penetrate, and Chancellor Masimovian has spoken.”


  And Connor had let them override him, then stood silent in the Gallery of the Minister when they’d watched the Jubilee, Hans upon the Earth’s surface, the celebrations in the Valley of Masimovian and Wuchiaping Square. He’d expected the aristocrats in Phanes to enjoy the show but had been aghast to see the Portagens dance till they could dance no more, even after Hans screamed louder than anyone Connor had ever heard, after blood dripped down his brother’s face and neck, crystallizing, and he lay curled in the fetal position, dead, surrounded by animals that sought to feed off his carcass.


  He was sick of crying, sick of hiding. Every day he vowed revenge, and every day his comrades urged him to be patient, wait a little more.


  He heard a shout in the distance. Janzers. He darted to the other end of the skywalk and swung through a ministerial building onto another skywalk that led to Portage Citadel. No more tears, he thought, no more hiding.


  He strolled inside the citadel and gasped, taking in the scene below. A hand covered his mouth, and an arm lifted and spun him around. Murray, his developer and a member of the BP, placed his finger over Connor’s lips. Quiet, he mouthed, his eyes as fearful as a cat’s. He pointed down. See.


  “Up there,” a Janzer said.


  “What’re you talking about?” Minister Kaspasparon said. “I see nothing. What’s the meaning of this intrusion?”


  Murray secured Connor along the narrow skywalk in the citadel, near half-moon windows framed by Phanean curtains, which waved slightly as the synisms inside them absorbed Granville sunlight and emitted heliox, a breathable combination of oxygen and helium, as well as neon, which replaced nitrogen as the dominant gas in the Beimeni zone. Piping from the commonwealth’s cooling system also weaved into and out of the walls around the windows, absorbing the Earth’s heat and Connor’s energy.


  Murray had slipped away to another recess near Connor, where he stood like a wraith behind the behemoth curtain, his heels near the skywalk’s edge, which hung less than twenty meters above the marble ground, held by carbyne cables.


  “I don’t appreciate your lack of courtesy,” Lieutenant Arnao said. “Marstone has logged evidence of treachery within this city.” A Janzer division curled around him, their pulse guns ignited, glowing blue. “Marstone indicated that traitors to the commonwealth floated downstream from the capital. They would’ve arrived by now, and I’m interested in what you’ve heard from your people.”


  “I serve Chancellor Masimovian,” Kaspasparon said, “not Marstone.”


  His emerald cape glistened in the sunshine streaming through the citadel’s many windows. From the day they’d met, the minister had struck Connor as different than his fellow Southerners, hardened in a way the hot and humid Piscator clime didn’t allow. The citadel, like Portage City, had a more robust coolant system than the one Connor knew in Piscator.


  He rubbed his arms and breathed through his mouth, lest his chattering teeth give away his location. Suddenly, he missed the warm, dark, claustrophobic Polemon passageways alongside Beimeni River.


  “I’m a senior member of the Great Ministry,” Kaspasparon said, “and if Chancellor Masimovian is allowing unapproved searches and seizures, I’m unaware of it.”


  Arnao’s flat features didn’t alter. “For the last time, Minister, does your territory harbor enemies of the state?”


  “For the last time, Lieutenant, I serve Beimeni. I serve Chancellor Masimovian. Now my guardsmen shall see you to the exit. Enter my citadel again without a communiqué and I’ll see you warned by the ministry.”


  Kaspasparon turned, and his cape floated behind him. Four of his guardsmen, clad in body armor, strolled at his sides. The Janzers moved forward, Reassortment batons raised, but Arnao hand-signaled them and they deactivated their weaponry. Another three guardsmen escorted Arnao and his division toward the exit. Doors slammed. Connor didn’t move. He couldn’t.


  He crouched and shivered. The coolant pipes continued absorbing the heat from his legs and arms. Memories of the day the lieutenant and Lady Isabelle had captured him, his brother, and Murray in Ypresia Village rushed forward like a tsunami. I’ll kill her for what she did to Hans—


  Murray whipped the curtain from him, and the citadel’s natural heat engulfed him.


  “Are you crazy!”


  Murray didn’t wait for an answer. He clenched Connor by the back of his cape and pulled him along the skywalk. Connor didn’t object.


  The lieutenant’s information was accurate. They’d arrived in Portage soon after escaping the DOP. Connor had allowed himself to feel a little bit safe here, under the BP’s protection. He hadn’t really believed Lady Isabelle would find him. Perhaps a part of him still thought he was home in Piscator City’s Third Ward, safe in his secret room. And his grief for Hans had made him rash. He saw that now. How could he hope to take on the commonwealth alone?


  Murray released Connor’s cape and struck a casual pace along the skywalk to the open rotunda that offered a panoramic view of Portage City. Beimeni River, tinged with green bioluminescent bacteria, curled to the north; an evergreen massif, a Granville illusion, hemmed them in to the east; an estuary, lined with silver bioluminescence, lay to the west; transport docks holding new oval transports from Transport City stood to the south; and through it all, a maze of skywalks linked the territorial capital’s limestone buildings.


  Now they descended the stairwell that spiraled past the dining entrance, past the ministerial offices, art collages, and museums, down to the entrance labeled MEDICAL AREA. Murray led Connor through a labyrinth of granite walls that didn’t touch the crystalline ceiling. Whispers reached them from the other side.


  “Where the lieutenant goes, his lady follows.”


  “We must remove the boy’s neurochip.”


  “The boy can’t stay here. Look at his behavior this morning, roaming the skywalks as if he was legal, he’ll lead to our end—”


  “This boy is Jeremiah Selendia and Solstice Rupel’s son,” Murray interrupted, “and on their names I’ll forget what you just said.”


  They emerged in a small room. Minister Kaspasparon, accompanied by Xylia and Breccan of the BP, turned. Xylia seemed to Connor like a woman sculpted from the earth, with burning hair and a face full of life, though touched by sadness. Breccan was shorter than she, his voice as hard as granite, his physique toned and muscled, more consistent with a Yeuronian fighter than a Portagen engineer.


  That ruggedness appeared in Breccan’s face now, his nose crinkled, his lips narrowed. Minister Kaspasparon stepped between him and Murray.


  “We don’t fight our own,” Kaspasparon said. To Connor, he added, “I fear Xylia and Breccan tell it true, you cannot stay here, you cannot keep your neurochip.”


  “You can’t do that!” Connor said.


  He wouldn’t be able to access the ZPF without his neurochip. Or travel on his own, or save his father, or kill Lady Isabelle. Or activate his Granville sphere, technology that looked like a polished gemstone, which projected the hologram of his mother. Connor feared he’d lost it when Lady Isabelle captured him in Ypresia Village and the Janzers took all of his belongings—only to be shocked later on when Isabelle gave it back to him herself.


  “You feel the zeropoint field, but you aren’t trained,” Kaspasparon said.


  “Only because you all held me back,” Connor said.


  He’d only left Piscator once before, traveling to the Phanes Beltway and back to Piscator City. He never told anyone he’d left the territory. Arturo, his foster father, Murray, his developer, and Hans wouldn’t allow it. Then out of nowhere Hans had plucked him out of the South, during the peak fishing season! He’d administered a synism called E. evolution to Connor, which Murray told him altered his DNA, pushing him further along the evolutionary arc, closer to Homo evolutis. It was an archaic method, Connor learned, and one fraught with risks. To be sure, after he’d recovered from the fever induced by E. evolution, he did feel a stronger connection to the ZPF. But Kaspasparon was right; Connor knew he couldn’t yet control this connection.


  “For your own protection,” Kaspasparon was saying, waving his head and wagging his forefinger as if Connor were a child in development. “Lady Isabelle has recorded your neurological makeup. Have no doubt, she will hunt you. She and Lieutenant Arnao will use the field and Marstone and Janzers and tenehounds, and they’ll find you, they’ll capture you … and then only the gods know what they’ll do. I can’t hold them off forever. When they take you, what good will you be to your father, wherever he is?”


  Murray had explained to Kaspasparon that Hans had secured data to a commonwealth z-disk that suggested Jeremiah wasn’t being held in Farino Prison, as the Leadership had believed. And before Hans had disappeared in the Dunes of Phanes, he told Connor that he shouldn’t access the disk’s contents within the Beimeni zone, lest he give up his location to the commonwealth’s agents.


  Connor opened his mouth to speak but stopped. He stepped forward. “Then guide me. Teach me to be a skilled telepath so I can free Father and fight Lady Isabelle.” And so that I can still see my mother, he thought. He always carried her with him, and he looked upon her each day, vowing he’d be as strong as she once was with the ZPF. If only the Janzers hadn’t killed her before she could train him …


  “You sound so much like Jeremiah did at your age,” Kaspasparon said, shaking his head, “and you will play a part in this. The Underground Passage is prepared.”


  Connor had learned that the passage wasn’t only caves and tunnels along the rivers and in the territories. It also included the BP’s courier network, safe houses in the territories, and allies throughout the commonwealth. He’d learned the synbio thief provided the BP with the life-preserving synisms stored along the passageways, though Connor didn’t know who the thief was or why the thief helped them.


  Connor thought about Hans’s z-disk. See it to the Leadership in Blackeye Cavern, Hans had said. “You will send me to the Cavern with Hans’s z-disk,” Connor said.


  Kaspasparon nodded. “But first we must remove your neurochip.”


  “Then I won’t be able to access the zeropoint field!”


  “Keep it installed, and your thoughts, words, memories, and soul will be Marstone’s fodder.”


  Connor’s eyes burned. No more tears, he thought. “The recaller—”


  “Cannot save you. Don’t think you may rely on such trinkets. That is a fool’s game. You’re not skilled with the field, and now you’re registered in Marstone’s Database.” Kaspasparon put his hands on Connor’s shoulders. “You must see it true … you’re the plankton, surrounded by whales.”


  Connor swallowed. “I don’t want to hide anymore.”


  “None of us do,” Kaspasparon said, “but we must wait and move together.”
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  “This won’t hurt,” Murray said. He was dressed in a holey and mucked-up shirt that revealed specks of his orange-and-blue seashell tattoos, brought to life by synisms within his skin.


  Connor roused. His vision trailed as if he’d eaten the magic mushrooms from Vivo that Hans once described. He assumed it was caused by the medication Murray made him drink. He could feel his arms and legs but hardly lift them. He lay on a soft white pad set across an alloy gurney, his wrists and ankles shackled. A chill sent gooseflesh over his shaved head. He swiveled. The medical bot labeled JONES moved its six pairs of arms and sixty fingers over a cart with a cornucopia of alloy and plastic devices. Connor had never seen such tools—some curved and sharp, others blunt and wide—not even when Murray had first implanted his neurochip and mesh last year.


  His heart rate slowed, and his mouth dried.


  “Will you be able to reinstall my neurochip?” Connor said with a slur.


  “When it’s safe,” Murray said. “Now be quiet—”


  “It’ll never be safe for us—”


  “Shush. I’m going to inject this into you, so stay still.”


  The seashells in Murray’s skin moved faster around his arm when he depressed the syringe. The fluid shot into Connor’s arm. His vision blurred as Jones moved forward.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The crowd waiting for entry to Fountain Square spread from South Archway, along the cobblestones around the semicircular Masimovian Center buildings #2, #3, and #4, and the spire of Masimovian Tower in the middle, all the way to North Archway and into Artemis Square. Brody assumed they all had visited the Janzer checkpoints, obtaining a cryptor, a diamond shard filled with a bacterium. The bacterium was programmed to “infect” the transhuman neurochip, and would send its DNA code to the transhuman visual cortex, coloring one’s vision with light gold, illuminating the approved time for entry to Fountain Square.


  Tradesmen, sellers of goods that ranged from leather purses to cinnamon rolls to artistic Granville spheres, moved throughout, shouting their prices and wares. The cost for a Beimeni City permit ranged from five thousand to ten thousand benaris a day, a cost that matched many Beimenians’ annual salaries in some of the lesser territories, Piscator, Haurachesa, and Gaia among them. Brody assumed these merchants could make their permit fee and more, for along his walk he counted at least fifty thousand Beimenians outside Masimovian Center alone; inside the buildings, gamblers could easily exceed a million.


  On the south side, it was much the same, the crowd weaving from Athanasia Way past the Goldstone, Swann, and Beimeni Towers through the Dunes of Phanes to the Valley of Masimovian. Hundreds of thousands, sometimes millions of Beimenians arrived daily for athanasia, the gene therapy treatments that enabled what RDD scientists called the theoretically infinite Homo transition lifespan.


  Their hypothesis held, at least for Brody. He appeared and felt as youthful as he had in the year 260 AR, when he’d reached adulthood in House Variscan, for all the good it did him being sent across the galaxy from Damy.


  To hear Heywood, he’d be gone for less than a trimester as the Earth rotates, and this was what he’d told Damy when she’d asked. “I’ll come back to you in less than fifty days.”


  The truth was, he didn’t know how long he might be gone—it all depended upon his skills with the ZPF, skills that weren’t as sharp in recent years, admittedly—and should his time away from Earth stretch longer, a trimester, or gods forbid, years, he wanted to be sure he left with his mind and body in their treated, steady state. He hadn’t imbibed the spicy athanasia vapors since the second trimester last year.


  Meeting with Verena and Nero here served another purpose, of course. Brody, unlike any other strike team captain, preferred to train in Fountain Square rather than the RDD. His mind was clearer here, and his team offered no complaints. Nero in particular much preferred the view of waterfalls, plinths, fountains, oils, and marble steps that led down into the Fountain Temple, where women bathed nude in the water and others bathed in love, all reversing years and years of age within hours.


  The Barão Strike Team stood at the square’s priority entrance. They would not obtain cryptors and wait half a day to enter. When the Janzers opened the cedar doors to allow their passage, the smells bombarded them: scents of cardamom, cinnamon, lemongrass, lavender, coriander, rose petals, lemon peel, jasmine, lemon balm, wintergreen, lemon verbena, cumin, ginger, thyme, basil, and so many more. The sounds of trams and harpists and violinists and pianists and lovemaking blended together over the massive square, and the bright bioluminescent falls of the Fountain of Youth hung in midair as if placed by the gods.


  Brody welcomed this sensory overload prior to a mission launch. He felt the vapors upon his face, and soft white rose petals stuck to his feet. Many of their fellow Beimenians bathed in what the aristocrats called Athanasia’s Kiss, the steaming pools that contained the spices and gene therapies that kept them as young as the day they completed development.


  The Barão Strike Team now drifted over a white onyx bridge that curved into the Fountain Temple, where Brody rented a private cabana. Only the highest members of Masimovian’s Administration, ministers of the commonwealth, supreme scientists, and those few Beimenians who achieved significant conversion were allowed in the temple. Brody’s title of supreme scientist enabled his team’s access, though none had earned the Mark of Masimovian.


  Minister Noria Furongielle of Marshlands Territory stood half-nude near the golden pillars at the temple’s arced entrance. Brody hesitated. Damy’s sister-in-development wore a prim golden chiffon skirt that clung to her wet skin, and a ruby settled between her bare breasts, breasts as perfect as Brody remembered them. She looked his way and rubbed her back against the pillar.


  Why does she do this, he thought, why does she still persist after all this time? She seemed to think he’d give in to her beauty the way any other man in Beimeni would.


  His heart did quicken in her presence, and it took thoughts of Reassortment to keep his manhood limp.


  “Captain Barão, are you following me?” She sashayed to him. When he didn’t respond, she said sensually, “Or do you think I’m insensitive?”


  “Minister, I think you have a talent for deception,” Verena said, “and I think you need to leave.”


  Minister Furongielle narrowed her eyes. “I’d hold that tongue if I were you, wench.” A keeper bot emerged from behind the pillar and placed a thin silk shawl over the minister. Her hard nipples showed through, and she sucked her bottom lip. “I railed against the Warning at our last session. I wanted you to know from my lips to yours—”


  Brody avoided her kiss. “Noria, this isn’t going to happen. It’s never going to happen—”


  She put her finger on his lips. “Nothing is forever.” She moved her forefinger in the infinite loops. “Isn’t that what the chancellor says?” Brody crossed his arms. Noria turned. “I’ll go.” She looked over her shoulder. “You know where to find me when you leave that pig.”


  Minister Furongielle strutted barefoot over an onyx bridge. Before she reached the end, suitors surrounded her—an RDD scientist, an Opean synism dealer, a Navitan trader, a Loverealan fire dancer, and a Luxorian snake charmer, among others, ready to bed her and wed her and lead with her in Underground East’s Marshlands Territory, where her approval rating had hung in the low seventies for decades.


  “Doll’s still holding out for you,” Nero said.


  “Please,” Verena rolled her eyes, “she’s holding out for your benaris, and influence in Palaestra.”


  “Can we just go now?” Brody said.


  Nero smiled. “Yes, Captain.”


  They entered a cabana within the temple. The essential oils burned from crystal pedestals arced around a plinth engulfed with gold bioluminescence. They each stood on separate sides of the plinth. Brody raised his head, accessed the ZPF and the quantum universe, and brought Nero and Verena into his mind. Where minutes passed in the tangible world, hours passed in his mind, giving his team all the time they required to understand this Mission to Vigna, and thanks to Brody’s telepathic shielding abilities, a haven away from Marstone.


  They found themselves standing upon a coastal cliff on Earth’s surface, breathing crisp ocean air. The breeze whipped Verena’s long hair around her face. She smiled, catching a strand in her mouth.


  “We’ll give the chancellor his significant conversion, but we won’t recommend colonization of Vigna.” Brody stared at Nero, who didn’t disagree. His striker had long preferred extraplanetary colonization to a return to the Earth’s surface. Brody smiled, then added, “We won’t give up on our Reassortment research, and we won’t give up on each other.” He paused and put his hands on their shoulders. “We’ll find a cure, the way we planned, together, and lead the people back to the Earth’s surface.”


  Nero nodded and put his hand on Verena’s shoulder. She tucked an arm around his waist. “Indeed, Captain, Vigna isn’t Earth,” she said. “Who would want to live there when we could have this?” She gestured at the jagged cliffs and the water around them.


  “Agreed,” Nero said. Verena moved her head to the side and raised her brow, then she kissed him gently on his shaved cheek. “Love,” he said to her, “let’s knock out this mission so we can refocus on our real priority.”


  “The Reassortment project,” Brody said.


  They worked out more of the details, including calculations of wavefunctions throughout the galaxy, and planned for their interview with the Beimeni Press, a requirement for all strike teams prior to commonwealth missions. Hours later, they had a soak in the temple pools on their way out.
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  The next day, the team arrived at Palaestra Hall. A keeper bot labeled DANIEL escorted Brody and his team through the claustrophobic alleyway outside. Brody understood Beimenian customs prior to, during, and after commonwealth missions well, for he had traveled on more of them than any strike team captain in history. The difference this day was that he operated, for the first time, under the weight of a Warning.


  Daniel turned to the side of the building and activated a DNA scanner. Brody placed his palm in the grooved hologram and inserted his access card into the slot that appeared in the wall. A hidden door crackled and disappeared, revealing an opulent lounge full of well-dressed Palaestrans. The team stepped inside.


  “Minister Charles, you grace us with your presence,” Brody said.


  He, Verena, and Nero bowed to the Palaestran minister, a longtime friend of Brody’s and the strike team’s closest ally on the board. Tethys Charles was a gemstone of a man, developed by House Lourenitis two centuries ago. His eyes absorbed all in the concealed lounge, where white illuminated cubes doubled as tables and seating consisted of magenta settees layered with feather pillows. Palaestra Hall and its surrounding district lacked lordship presently, and so with Daniel filling in as emcee, the bot scurried through the sight- and sound-proof curtains at the front of the lounge. As the curtains parted to let Daniel through, Brody heard the muttering of the crowd and glimpsed Danforth Diamond, the famed Beimeni Press reporter, on the other side. Then the curtains fell and all sounds and sights disappeared. Nero and Verena accepted glasses filled with Loverealan wine.


  “On the contrary,” Tethys said, “the pleasure is mine. Palaestra is honored to host the People’s Captain. The commonwealth needs noble men,” Tethys nodded to Verena, “and women at this challenging time in our history.”


  “Your words are appreciated,” Brody said. He refrained from commenting on the challenge Tethys referred to, the attacks within Palaestra perpetrated by the clandestine organization of terrorists no government officer formally recognized. These attacks had grown deadlier and larger by the year, until now not even Lady Isabelle, for all her power with the ZPF, could subdue them.


  “So you’ll understand our confusion with regard to the Warning,” Brody continued. “Chancellor Masimovian and Prime Minister Decca haven’t permitted arbitration, and the ministry and board won’t enter sessions again until after the launch. So my questions are, was the ministry informed of this decision, and if it was, what has made the people’s representatives lose faith in their captain?”


  Tethys gave a slight nod and led Brody away from his team. He sauntered along with his hands clasped casually behind his golden tunic. “The chancellor acts more and more as if he doesn’t require the ministry’s assistance.”


  Brody sensed his friend searching for the proper response. He slyly activated his recaller and contemplated use of the ZPF in a way he hadn’t in so long—a deceptive, penetrative way. He needed to know what Tethys wasn’t saying with regards to the chancellor and the Warning. His team’s safety depended on it.


  Tethys stared at no one in particular. “I fear for the survival of Beimeni should this mission fail.” His eyes met Brody’s. “Do whatever it takes out there. If the chancellor is so desperate for significant conversion, then give it to him. Your people need their captain here, alive, in the Beimeni zone.”


  Daniel emerged from behind the curtain. Crowd noise echoed through the lounge. “Aha, they’re ready.”


  “So are we,” Tethys said, and he lifted his arm as if to guide the way to the stage. “After you, my friends.”


  Danforth Diamond was wooing aristocrats in the front rows when the Barão Strike Team walked onstage to booming applause. Danforth turned and smiled. His thick reddish-blue hair parted to the left, the right side crew-cut. His face had an artificial appearance, almost like a robot masquerading as transhuman.


  Danforth’s parents were, at one time, overlords of the Entertainment District and caretakers of Hammerton Hall, a major Beimeni City venue that featured the top performing artists in the commonwealth. Danforth had grown up in showbiz, but he maintained he had as normal a life as anyone else: born underground, neurochip implanted, growth to adulthood accelerated, trained for the Harpoons where he performed in the top 10 percent, and finally purchased at the Harpoon Auction—in his case, by the Beimeni Press.


  Brody knew Minister Charles enjoyed Danforth’s presence because he brought fame, respect, and an inflow of benaris from Phanes. Masimovian loved Danforth’s loyalty, and Danforth cherished the attention—all to Brody’s dismay, as he would have preferred to be at home with Damy, or in the Reassortment Research Center with his team, designing the next synbio Reassortment treatment.


  Brody sat between Verena and Nero across from Danforth upon a crystalline oval chair.


  “Captain, it’s wonderful to have you with us again.” Danforth’s voice was as deep as Marstone’s, and he contorted his face in a grin he alone was capable of, while Brody feigned affection. “How confident are you that your performance on Vigna shall negate the Warning?”


  Performance? Brody thought. His existence in Beimeni was threatened by a Warning from the Office of the Chancellor, and Danforth referred to the mission as if it were an event in Hammerton Hall. He looked out across the stage. The light reflected from thousands of garnet-studded chandeliers in such a way that Brody couldn’t see the audience. He hoped the crowds throughout Beimeni, who watched the interview by requirement, couldn’t see the discomfort in his face. He wanted to tell Danforth the probability of his “performance” negating the Warning was low, the probability of significant conversion even less, and that he didn’t understand how a man of his position could be “warned,” as it were.


  Instead, he said, “I’m more confident in this mission than I’ve been in any other.” The lights and heat enveloped Brody. Knowing the objective of these sorts of events, he’d devised a strategy to keep his torment short.


  Above a Granville sphere between Danforth and the team, the Cassiopeia took shape, its tip near the top of the hall, its ebony panels accentuated by the lights. Rockets that would be filled with early- and late-stage propellants designed to free the ship from Earth’s gravity stood attached to the outside.


  “Incredible,” Danforth said. “Look at her, my fellow Beimenians.” Brody thought he sounded like Chancellor Masimovian. “The famous carbyne-class shuttle in all her magnificence, a modern engineering marvel that has given new meaning to aerodynamics and suspension of disbelief …”


  The shuttle moved by Danforth’s telepathic command, providing different views of its angular shapes when it turned, from top to bottom, side to side, in slow motion, as if he advertised one of the luxury residential units in Palaestra City.


  “Is it this shuttle’s power that gives you confidence, or something else?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, you seem … calm, considering you’ve been warned.” Danforth leaned forward and looked to the audience, then back to Brody with a foreboding expression. “We care about our captain, and we seek significant conversion. Will you deliver it for us?”


  “I will always serve Beimeni.” A good response, Brody thought, for Danforth backed into his seat. While Brody couldn’t see the crowd, he heard a ripple of applause, and when they were silent, he added, “I will always serve Chancellor Masimovian.” This sent the audience into a frenzied applause. Danforth crossed his arms. Brody turned his head and noted the smiles upon Nero’s and Verena’s faces, as fake as his.


  Bright blue rose petals matching Brody’s eyes rained upon the stage and the crowd, and Brody understood that Danforth, or someone else, had cut the interview then and there. The team took their bows, waved, and disappeared behind the curtains, where the aristocracy and ministry gathered to toast the mission. Brody accepted a glass of champagne from Daniel and held it high.


  The aristocrats grew silent. A group parted, revealing Chancellor Masimovian with Lady Isabelle, his eternal partner, at his side. His bronze skin looked a bit flushed, and he wore more jewels than cloth. Staring at Brody, he swiped his artfully trimmed stubble beard, then raised his glass. “To our greatest strike team captain.” He waited for the crowd to raise their glasses with him. “May the gods protect you and your team in this most critical mission.”


  Brody mouthed, Thank you, wondering why, if he truly felt this way, the chancellor would have issued the Warning, wondering further why Isabelle didn’t even hold a drink.


  Several ministers and board members concurred with the chancellor, and after the group downed the champagne, a group of singers, flutists, harpists, and guitarists emerged upon a dais, where they played familiar Northeast songs. The lighting dimmed. Minister Tethys Charles and Prime Minister Carillon Decca conversed across the room. It seemed unlikely to Brody that Tethys would tell him anything more in Decca’s presence, given his reluctance to do so before.


  “Good work out there,” Nero said, and when Brody didn’t respond, “Brodes?”


  “They know more about the Warning than what we’ve been told,” Brody said, nodding toward the aristocrats and ministers.


  “Captain,” Verena said, “if ever there was a time you were justified in using your telepathic talent, now is it.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You must.”


  “I won’t—”


  “Captain Barão, out of the RDD and out of his element,” Minister Kurt Kaspasparon said. The Portagen minister kissed his foster son on each cheek.


  Brody didn’t know he would attend the prelaunch festivities. He was as Brody remembered him, a tower of a man with strong hands. He wore many layers of colorful robes that made it impossible to tell where the cloth ended and skin began.


  “My lady and I have missed you in Portage,” Kaspasparon added, and to Verena and Nero, “and your team as well.”


  Brody bowed, as did Verena and Nero.


  Kaspasparon was speaking again, though Brody didn’t hear him or his team’s responses. He hadn’t seen the Portagen minister in Phanes since the first trimester last year, and he hadn’t returned to Portage since he had been an unregistered child, discovered by the commonwealth, and brought to Portage Citadel. Rather than send Brody to Beimeni City for judgment, Kurt Kaspasparon had arranged Broden Barão’s sale to House Variscan, which had created a special arrangement with the Office of the Chancellor to develop unregistered orphans.


  Verena and Nero excused themselves and joined a group of RDD scientists at the bar while Kaspasparon talked again to Brody.


  When he didn’t respond, the minister said, “Captain, are you all right?”


  “I’ve missed you, Minister,” Brody said, ignoring his question, pondering whether he knew the meaning of the Warning. “So you’ll accept my apologies and know I speak honestly when I tell you that Reassortment and Regenesis take all of my time.” The minister raised his brow. “I rarely attend ministry sessions in Phanes,” Brody added. “How could I justify a visit to your citadel?”


  The minister knew why Brody never returned. The memories of his parents, their illegal lives before they’d died—before Hari Barão killed himself and left Brody and Xylia, his childhood friend, to the Janzers—still burned Brody 111 years later.


  “Captain,” Kaspasparon said, “you justify your actions every day, unwisely.”


  The musicians hit their high notes, as did the conversations, and Brody could barely hear the minister when he delivered a familiar lecture.


  “I know you, the boy who ran through my citadel and the developed transhuman you turned into.” He paused during the applause. Keeper bots handed out more champagne. “You’re a good person who—”


  “Minister, they’re sending me to the Vigna system—”


  “Where you will succeed. You will achieve significant conversion and return to those whom love you.”


  Brody didn’t finish his thought—that they’re sending him to determine the status of an alien that he despised, an alien that ruined his friend Antosha, the man who had destroyed the lives of so many families and scientists.


  The minister, as ever, knew what Brody would say, even after all their time apart. “The ansible transmissions didn’t turn Antosha mad.”


  “You weren’t with us on Mars.” Brody felt his blood pump in his head. “You didn’t experience the Lorum with—”


  A cloud of lavender in Brody’s peripheral vision silenced him. “Ah, the People’s Captain,” Lady Isabelle said, “he who has failed longer than any other strike team captain in history.” She glared at Chancellor Masimovian, who stood with his arms folded through his layers of robes and gems. He didn’t look amused. When the chancellor started dancing with two of his maidens, Isabelle twisted her lips, then turned her attention back to Brody. “It’s a pleasure to see you off.”


  “It’s a pleasure to be seen, my lady.” He bowed deeply to her. “Your presence is always welcomed prior to commonwealth missions.”


  “It would do you well to remember why he is the People’s Captain,” Kaspasparon said, “and to remember your place in this commonwealth.”


  “And you, yours, Minister.” Isabelle pushed her hand through her hair, elegantly setting it down her right side. “Leave us, I will speak to the People’s Captain, alone.”


  “As you wish, my lady,” Kaspasparon said, without bowing. He joined a group of aristocrats near the bar.


  The musicians began a new verse, while keeper bots weaved through the crowd with curved jars from which smoke curled. It smelled like vetiver and citrus, filled with synisms designed to calm, no doubt, for Brody’s worries seemed to evaporate. The aristocrats and ministers danced. Even Nero and Verena seemed content. Lady Isabelle raised her hand for Brody to accept. He didn’t know what to do. Why wouldn’t she join with the chancellor?


  Brody embraced her, and they swayed together.


  “You think I lack insight,” Isabelle said, “don’t you?” She spun out of his way, her gown whirling around her, before she returned to his grasp. “You think I cannot hear with your ears, or see with your eyes, or understand the truth—”


  “On the contrary, my lady, you are as wise and kind as the gods,” Brody lied, moving his feet quickly with hers, right and left, left and right, mirroring her movements but not her tone, “and more beautiful than all the stars.” Isabelle smiled wanly. “I speak and think only the truth, in your presence or not.”


  “As do I,” she said. She pulled him close to her, and with her lips near his ear, she said, “We sent the wrong scientist to the Lower Level.”


  Brody assumed she referred to Antosha. Who else could it be? “He killed—”


  “You kill, Captain Barão, you kill us all with every failure, you kill the hope within the people, you allow a disease to fester, a corrosion to spread throughout the commonwealth.”


  Brody backed away from her. She couldn’t be blaming him for the attacks in Palaestra, could she?


  She spun into him, and he dipped her. “The people serve,” she added, rising. “They live forever, like you, but unlike you, they’re held accountable for failure, and I will not stand idle, I will not allow you to bring down this commonwealth.”


  Brody was speechless.


  The song ended, as did the dance.


  “Fail the chancellor again,” Isabelle said, “and the next visit won’t be from a courier.” She swept herself away from him back to Chancellor Masimovian, who was guffawing, a glass of wine in one hand, a burning cigar in the other.


  Brody still found he couldn’t speak. Accepting a glass of champagne from a waiter bot, he downed it, then connected to the ZPF. He didn’t think it wise to target Lady Isabelle or Chancellor Masimovian. Whom could he invade? Ministers Charles, Decca, Kaspasparon, Sineine, Gorstian, Portia, Orosiris, Blaylock, Avalonia?


  Gods forgive me, Brody thought, I must do this.


  He accessed the ZPF in an aggressive and deceptive manner he hadn’t in more than fifteen years. He pushed his consciousness into Prime Minister Decca’s mind, understanding him as he would a report in his extended consciousness. Decca’s secrets, his demons, his fears, loves, and soul flowed through Brody. That Decca felt annoyance over the chancellor’s defiance of the ministry in issuance of a unilateral Warning surprised Brody less than the prime minister’s musings about his dead daughter, Haleya Decca, for the chancellor, in allowing … his return, defiled her legacy …


  “Captain?” Nero said.


  The prime minister and Tethys were looking at him strangely.


  Brody realized his heart was thundering, adrenaline pouring through him.


  “Captain?” Verena said.


  Brody exhaled and cut off his connection with the ZPF and the prime minister. He looked down. The glass he’d been holding lay on the floor, shattered. With all the noise, the crowd didn’t seem to notice before a keeper bot vacuumed up the mess.


  “Excuse me,” Brody said, “I need some air.”


  Verena led Brody by the elbow out onto the cobblestone walk. “What’s going on?” she said. “I’ve never seen you like that, Captain. You just froze.”


  When Brody didn’t answer, Nero said, “Brodes, what’s going on?”


  “They’re using the Warning and this mission as cover to bring him back,” Brody said.


  “Who?” Verena said.


  “Antosha Zereoue,” Brody said.


  Verena’s and Nero’s eyes widened.


  “He’s returning to Beimeni.”
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  “Thank the gods you’re here,” Minister Jaide Bartonia said. She embraced Lady Isabelle so tightly the supreme director’s breathe escaped her, then the minister broke away as if struck by Reassortment. “My lady, why aren’t you wearing a synsuit?”


  “I’m the Master of the Harpoons,” Isabelle said. The minister’s eyes darted back and forth. Isabelle put her hand on the minister’s arm. “Falling earth can’t hurt me, child,” Isabelle fluttered her hand, “I’ll brush it aside like the gods.”


  “Very well, my lady, you must be swift, or more lives will be lost!” The minister hand-signaled her guardsmen, who formed ranks behind them; Isabelle ordered her Janzers to follow behind the guardsmen.


  The group hurried along the west side’s highland, a terraformed plateau that held Albireo Station, the city’s interterritory transport station. Oak and maple trees with hollowed trunks sculpted to look almost transhuman dotted the grounds. Swift artificial winds sent twisters of mulch, dust, and greenery airborne, spreading the redolence of pine, maple syrup, and oak. Isabelle gulped the scents into her lungs, preparing herself for the stench of death.


  They soon neared the steps leading down to the intracity transport trench. Isabelle stopped. From this height and position, she could see the entire industrial city: the spiral-shaped and domed citadel lined with synthetic pearls in the center; canyons of carbyne buildings, rimmed and surrounded by lime-green phosphorescent light; the hum of hydroelectric plants near the aqueducts and runoff canals; alloy chiseled into enormous strands of DNA scattered about; ships docked along the wharfs of the Hillenthara River on the south side; and on the east side, smoke plumed upon the horizon intermingling with the Granville sky. But it was the skywalks that spoke loudest to her.


  “I can’t believe how empty the skywalks are,” she said to the minister. The skywalks, which passed over crisscrossing aqueducts and through the buildings, hung eerily quiet at a time during the morning when they’d normally be so overcrowded they would seem like flowing currents in midair. “How bad is the damage?”


  “The terrorists attacked a supply depot on the east side,” Jaide said, perspiration rushing down her face. “I sent my guardsmen to defend the city but …” The minister blinked away tears. Even exhausted and in crisis, she still looked as youthful as the woman who had garnered the first bid at the Harpoon Auction in 243 AR. Her gold and violet hair hung thickly around her fur-lined cape and whipped across her plump lips with a strong gust.


  She pulled her hair away from her face, seething. “Two support pillars collapsed and with them the Seventh Ward.” The minister balled her left hand into a fist. “My poorest … my hardest workers, now buried alive, and the rest of the city paralyzed with fear.” She turned to Isabelle. “My lady, avenge my dead.” She raised her voice, speaking through clenched teeth. “Avenge your people’s slaughter! Hunt down the terrorists, every last one of—”


  “Hush now, my child,” Isabelle said. She uncoiled the minister’s fist and held her hand. “I understand your frustration. I’ll clear the rubble. I’ll rescue the survivors.” The minister tried to speak, but Isabelle cut her off. “You must keep your emotions under control and channel your anger in productive ways for the good of your people.” She dropped the minister’s hand abruptly and spun around, her chameleon cape swirling with more gusts. She eyed her Janzers. “Soon, my friend,” she twisted to the minister, “we’ll have our vengeance against the terrorists.”


  When Isabelle arrived at the east side and the Seventh Ward, the destruction was far worse than she imagined. She smelled death and felt her back muscles constrict, as if Reassortment twisted her spine. She pressed her hand to her chest over the golden phoenix that hung from a golden chain around her neck. Mineral crushers, which consumed limestone and granite, would not be of use here; the structure of the territory had been compromised by the collapse.


  Isabelle hand-signaled her Janzers, who coordinated their telekinetic energy within the ZPF; they removed alloy beams, granite, wires, pipes, carbyne, limestone, and corpses. When the Janzers had cleared enough debris, Isabelle stepped through the smoke. She halted, cleared her mind, raised her arms, and closed her eyes, concentrating her consciousness in the ZPF. Sensing the waves and particles of matter within the Earth as only she could, she opened her eyes slowly. She telekinetically parted the remaining debris, clearing a two-kilometer tunnel through the earth wide and tall enough for transhumans to crawl in.


  She took controlled breaths to settle her singing heart. Her arms and legs trembled, while sweat budded on her neck.


  You must hurry, Lady Isabelle sent to the Gallians. I won’t be able to hold this for long.


  Thousands and thousands of men and women of the Seventh Ward crept out, first slowly, then so fast they looked like ants rushing to sugar. Isabelle feared they might crash into her. Their faces were covered with dust, their tunics and bodysuits torn, their bronze skin streaked with blood and bruises. They surrounded her in concentric circles, kneeling. When the last of the Gallians had escaped, Isabelle collapsed, and so did the rubble, spreading thick smoke toward the crowd.


  Isabelle remained conscious. She sensed one of her Janzer divisions access the ZPF, forcing the smoke to the Granville sky where vents sucked it out of the territory. She heard a faint chant, noises that sounded as blurry as her vision. Soon she couldn’t mistake the words: Serve Beimeni, live forever. Serve Beimeni, live forever. Serve Beimeni, live forever.


  Their chorus gave her strength, and Isabelle Lutetia, Lady of the First Ward of Beimeni City, Supreme Director of the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations, and Master of the Harpoons, found her lips lifting in a smile. She pushed off the ground with her hands, reclining.


  The crowd parted before her, revealing a group Gallians who made their way through the throng. They encircled her and lifted her above their heads. A Janzer division rushed forward, then stopped at Isabelle’s command. The Gallians kept the supreme director aloft, their hands grasped around her feet, ankles, thighs, back, neck, arms, and head. Their grips were strong and secure. Isabelle felt a surge of adrenaline flow through her. They raised and lowered her and shouted so loudly that she worried the rest of the city might crumble as well.


  Finally, they set her on the ground on her feet. She raised and lowered her hands in the air, calling for silence.


  “I cannot give you back your homes,” she began. She licked her lips and tasted minerals. She frowned, then continued, “I cannot bring your loved ones back from the dead.” Isabelle raised her fist in the air and moved it in rhythm with her telepathic message: But I promise you, I will find the terrorists responsible for this destruction and bring them to justice!


  The crowd roared. Isabelle moved her chin up and down swiftly, then hand-signaled the Janzers. Some began handing out clothing, food, water, and benaris; others began the reconstruction process, moving material through the air with ease of thought.


  Lady Isabelle, along with a Janzer division, marched toward the intracity transports.
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  “Were you nervous when you delivered the Warning to the Barão Strike Team?” Lady Isabelle said.


  “You’ve taught me to control my emotions well, my lady,” Valentine said assuredly. “I felt nothing.”


  The courier sat across from Isabelle upon seating built into an oblong porcelain tub in the largest chamber in Phanes Spa. The warm soapy water steamed and bubbled close to their necks, smelling like crane flowers and torch ginger. The songs from violinists echoed from speakers upon pedestals. Yeuronian migrant workers dressed in silk gowns knelt behind them, massaging their naked shoulders.


  “Good,” Isabelle said, “good. You did very well.”


  “Did I?” Valentine crumpled her brow. “Then why do you look so sad?”


  “It’s the steam and the essential oils, child.” Isabelle lifted the masseuse’s hands from her shoulders and ordered her to depart. “You’re finished too,” she said to Valentine’s masseuse. “Leave us.” The supreme director rolled her neck along the soft towel that sat upon the tub’s rim, and though she inhaled deeply, she didn’t imbibe flowery scents; she smelled death, spread from the ashes and winds of Northport. It was a scent she knew too well, one that didn’t easily evaporate from her nose.


  Valentine inclined her head. She appeared older than an adolescent, with vibrant reddish-violet eyes, plump cheeks, thin lips, and long hair that twisted around her neck. “What troubles you, my lady?”


  Isabelle worked with her couriers nearly as often as she did her Harpoon candidates. But where the candidates received accelerant injections to speed their growth to adulthood to within eighteen to thirty-seven days (depending on the developer), couriers passed from infancy to childhood to adolescence to adulthood over a traditional biological timeline of about twenty Earth years. Valentine never acted like an adolescent, excelling in math, science, and language comparable to the fully developed Harpoon candidates.


  Isabelle wanted to tell her that the chancellor’s policies had led to out-of-control population growth and economic malaise; that Reassortment continued seeping underground and was as deep as one thousand meters inside the Earth; that the Harpoon Champion they hired to find a cure had failed to do so for far too long; that a terrorist organization formed by one of the commonwealth’s founders was systematically destroying the world she’d built; that she feared she was losing control of the underground—


  Isabelle sighed. “You’re a perceptive one, my sweet.” She smiled wanly. “Come, sit by me.”


  Valentine eased across the tub to where Isabelle sprawled, her arms strewn across the porcelain rim, her feet crossed and perched on the seating adjacent to her. “Will you brush my hair?”


  Valentine nodded, and Isabelle telekinetically sent a brush to her from a nearby stand. The supreme director closed her eyes as Valentine eased the brush through her hair. She missed the days of her own adolescence, when her dreams had seemed as real as the commonwealth’s sky. “Have I ever told you about my own development?” Isabelle asked.


  Valentine stopped brushing midstroke. “No, my lady,” she said, then continued.


  “My developer was the finest in all Underground Central,” Isabelle began. “The Lady Faizah Marsellessa.” In her mind’s eye, Isabelle could see the lady in her gowns and capes, drifting from candidate to candidate, offering cookies and wisdom.


  “Development in those days took about eleven years for a newborn baby to reach adulthood and qualify for the Harpoon Exams. When I was an adolescent, the lady let me watch performances of the Barremian Ballet at Hammerton Hall …” Isabelle felt sad, thinking about it.


  “My lady?” Valentine said, and when Isabelle turned her head slightly, “you mentioned … performances?”


  Isabelle pushed her hands through the warm water, imagining she was onstage. “Lady Faizah told me how I’d be like those dancers one day, athletic, beautiful, strong, talented, and intelligent. ‘The consortiums will line up during the auction, with the Barremian Consortium first,’ the lady assured me. ‘You’ll impress them with your dance moves and when you tire of that you’ll write plays for them instead. With your mind and body, you’ll be the most famous entertainer in the commonwealth.’ Alas, the lady was mistaken. I didn’t receive a bid from the Barremian Consortium, or any other.” Isabelle’s tone turned sour. “I was purchased by Chancellor Masimovian.”


  “A great honor, my lady,” Valentine said.


  Isabelle wanted to throw her head back and scream. Valentine, like most Beimenians, knew she’d been a Maiden of Masimovian prior to marrying the chancellor. What they didn’t know was that it took persistent effort for her to convince the chancellor to allow her to seek new employment; she failed in her effort to convince him to give up his maidens entirely and except for Maritza Menendes, the keeper of Reassortment Hall, no others followed her lead.


  “What do you want to be when you grow up, my sweet?” Isabelle said. Valentine squeaked as her breath caught. “It’s not a trick question.” In lieu of being auctioned to the highest bidders after the Harpoon Exams, adult couriers completed civil service exams to maintain their spot in the commonwealth. If they passed the exams, they typically transitioned to roles in the great city’s Central Government District; sometimes they were granted aristocratic positions in the capital city or elsewhere in the commonwealth.


  Valentine found her voice. “I have so much to learn, my lady, but … I’d love to be a lady, like you … one day … if you think that makes sense.”


  Isabelle swiveled, facing Valentine. The courier’s lips were closed in a seam, her eyes clear and intense, filled with determination that reminded Isabelle not a little of herself. She pushed her forefingers through Valentine’s wet hair, swiping it away from her face. “How would you like to be the lady of the First Ward of Beimeni City?”


  Valentine swallowed deeply. Her cheeks turned as red as overripe apples. “I couldn’t.” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t.” She set the brush on the tub’s rim. “That’s my lady’s job and I’d never—”


  “The First Ward of the great city is filled with nearly eight million transhumans and growing by the day. It’s the most populous ward in all the Great Commonwealth. You’d become one of the most powerful women in the country.”


  “It’s such an honor, my lady.” Valentine trembled. “I’d love to.” She bit her lip. “Who would you rule then, my lady?”


  “All of my candidates,” she turned away from Valentine, “all of my children.”


  They lingered for a while, then wrapped themselves in towels and sat in the sauna, talking metaphysics and politics.


  Later in the evening, Isabelle changed into a wrap dress, black but for the phoenix on the front, its long wings extending over her chest and shoulders. She took an elevator from her suite in Masimovian Tower to the Gallery of the Chancellor. Rays from the Granville sun shone at sharp angles from windows high above, lighting statues made of colorful marble, sculpted to represent the thirty territories of the Great Commonwealth. Chancellor Atticus Masimovian and his maidens didn’t see or hear her, too distracted by the feast that lay before them. Let them choke and retch, Isabelle thought, every one of them. She sighed and adjusted one of her many rings.


  The maidens cooed, fed the chancellor with their forefingers, and filled his gold-rimmed crystal glass with cabernet sauvignon, synthetically aged two hundred years, the way he liked it. On the middle of the marble table sat two lobster tails as large as sledgehammers along with two filet mignons and three onions on a porcelain dish. Melted butter dripped from the lobster, which along with the meat sat in a bed of basil leaves and violet cabbage. Grapes, cherry tomatoes, strawberries, orange slices, cucumbers, and black olives formed semicircles around the meat and opened toward Atticus. Beside the dish stood three bottles of Loverealan wine, two of which were empty.


  Isabelle clapped. The maidens pouted and scurried onto the terrace that overlooked Masimovian Center, their lingerie fluttering in the wind.


  “Do you know,” Atticus licked the butter from his fingers, “how I’ve managed to keep peace for so long?”


  He motioned for the two Jurinarian migrant workers on either side of the table to scram.


  Isabelle sashayed around the table. “Naturally,” she said. She tossed her hair and sat on the table next to Atticus’s plate, giving him a good view of her. “Because you have me.” She took a strawberry from his plate and licked the whipped cream from it. “What other reason could there be?”


  Atticus guffawed, then opened his mouth to receive the strawberry.


  Isabelle got up and sat on one of the golden chairs next to him. She bit into the strawberry, letting the juice run down her chin.


  “Hmm,” he said and licked his lips. “Isabelle, where would I be without you?”


  “Best not to think on it.”


  Atticus chortled and popped a grape into his mouth. “In the early days,” he slid his tongue over his lower lip and a seed fell to the dish, “I pondered whether immortality, this idea older than man, could sway the crowd.” He pushed a second glass filled with Loverealan wine in Isabelle’s direction.


  “I remember, you would speak of nothing else.” Isabelle ignored the glass. Atticus seemed fairly soused already, and she preferred her advantage.


  “Then I realized the only reason we are mortal is because we know we are mortal. Take age away from the crowd, and it will believe itself immortal and attach the idea of service to this immortality, and it will spread and take control of its host—”


  “Perhaps even you still have a lot to learn.” She pushed the glass back to him.


  Atticus closed his eyes and nodded. “Death,” he said, “no human timeline ended without it, and all because of aging—”


  “It was a heinous disease, wasn’t it?” Isabelle pulled her bracelets up her forearm. “Alas, now we deal with Reassortment.”


  Atticus’s head jerked, and he finished his drink. “I’m thinking big here, Isabelle! I’m thinking historically unprecedented!” He stormed out of his chair and looked out to the terrace, where the maidens lathered their bodies with pome lotions. “Never in the history of mankind have peace and prosperity endured so long! Two hundred years without a major war or economic contraction! Not under the Romans or the Russians. Not under the Chinese or the Japanese! Not under the English or the French! Not under the Germans or the Americans—”


  Isabelle folded her arms. “What do you call the Evolutionary War with the BP? A minor skirmish, a nuisance to your perfect world, or simply something you cannot accept?”


  Atticus ignored her. “See the future as I do,” he said. “We’ve built a heaven within the Earth. No one can deny it.” He massaged her neck and shoulders. She cringed. “I’d like to keep it that way.” She felt his breath before he kissed her neck. “So tell me now,” he said softly near her ear, “why did you command my Janzers to attack a supply depot and tunnel in Northport?”


  Isabelle’s pulse quickened. For while the Janzers continuously connected to Marstone, and from Marstone to the chancellor, she took care, at times, to sever their connection to Atticus. How did he find out?


  She stared blankly at his empty chair.


  “What,” he murmured, “you were so eager to throw the war in my face before, you can’t speak up now?”


  Isabelle stood and turned, meeting the chancellor’s eyes. “I did what had to be done,” she said, her voice a whip. “We need the people’s hearts and minds. That’s what the Evolutionary War is about, and if we’re to win it, we must turn the Northeast the way I did the North—”


  “Oh, really! You think you turned the North?” Atticus laughed. “Ministers Mueriniti and Sineine were skilled telepaths when you were still a speck of cells in your mother’s cunt.” The fury in Isabelle’s face couldn’t hide her bemusement in the ZPF. “Oh, now here’s a first. I know something that you don’t.” Atticus paused, biting his moist lip. “Where Jeremiah plots openly to depose us, those women are far more cunning.”


  Isabelle truly didn’t know what he was talking about. “The Northern ministers haven’t fought you on coolant pricing adjustments, or anything, in decades.” Historically, the Northern ministers negotiated pricing per liter for the water coolant, which flowed down piping and into the commonwealth’s cities and villages from the arctic bay in Boreas. But after a dispute in 317 AR left Atticus humiliated, he ordered General Norrod to redeploy thousands and thousands of Janzers from Farino Prison to the Northern cities. Isabelle had implored him to arrest the Northern ministers, the cow Mueriniti and diva Sineine among them. He’d refused. At the same time, Jeremiah had been recruiting heavily in the North. Isabelle couldn’t risk losing that region, which held the commonwealth’s most valuable resource, to the Liberation Front. She executed her false flag attacks for decades. She didn’t think Atticus knew. “The North has become so hostile to the BP we don’t even need to waste our time searching for them in that region any longer.”


  “The North fell in line because of your aggression, but their leaders haven’t forgotten what you did.” Atticus raised his voice. “Nor have I.” He paused, examining Isabelle’s consciousness. She revealed nothing.


  “You knew then,” she said, “and you didn’t object. Why do you care now?”


  “The Northerners see what you’re doing in the Northeast. They understand our predicament with the BP. If they were to reveal the truth to the Northeasterners and take advantage of the Polemon surge in the East, South, and West, well, you can see how that might be a problem for us, can’t you?”


  “We’d crush them, the same as—”


  “The BP.” Atticus swiped his trimmed beard. “Or the same way you crush my people—”


  “My people,” Isabelle snapped. “I develop them, hone their mastery of their mind-body-cosmos connection, teach them the ways of a Beimenian, to dedicate themselves to service, to accept nothing less than excellence, to master their minds and bodies and emotions.” She looked him down and up, her upper lip twitching. “The destruction of the BP is all that—”


  “Never again.” Atticus put his face closer to hers. His breath reeked like stale wine. She pushed him away. He grabbed her wrist but she broke free. Atticus breathed heavily, his face filled with malice. He grunted, stepping away from her, and slammed down onto his chair. “In secret, I long ago offered fair recompense to the North for what you did, and obtained assurances from Ministers Mueriniti and Sineine of their loyalty to the great city. You are never to harm them. If I find out that you do confront them, or that you’ve conducted another false flag mission again against my people, I’ll have you arrested, stripped of all your titles, and sent to the Lower Level. Is that clear enough for you?”


  “The BP don’t give a fuck what you do to me—”


  “Oh, come on, Isabelle.” Atticus threw up his arms. “The BP, the BP, the BP, you obsess about the BP. So tell me now, where’re you with Jeremiah Selendia?”


  Isabelle eased onto her chair and crossed her legs. “I’ve broken him. Revealed the layers of his soul.”


  The truth was that Jeremiah resisted her probing. She’d hoped he would’ve provided the location of the BP stronghold known as Blackeye Cavern by now. She had some leads from Marstone’s Database, but Jeremiah revealed neither the Cavern’s coordinates, nor any usable intel that might lead her to the BP’s allies throughout the commonwealth.


  “What did you see?”


  “He hates you, wants to hang you in the square—”


  “Don’t insult me. I know my own brother-in-development. I’ve sensed his presence. He seeks to—”


  “Strike the iron fist! What do you think that is?” Some of the maidens peeked into the gallery, but when Isabelle scowled they whipped their colorful, curly hair and pranced back onto the terrace. “Who do you think he wants to bleed?”


  “Resolve, moderation, and persistence. These are virtues of the gods and have held Beimeni steady for the centuries of my rule. Jeremiah’s musings mean nothing.”


  “You should let me kill him. It would set the proper example.”


  “Your lack of foresight troubles me, Isabelle.” Atticus grabbed a carafe and splashed the cabernet sauvignon into his glass, spilling much of it. “Now tell me, finally, to what do I really owe the pleasure of your company this evening? I didn’t summon you. Have you come for business, pleasure? Both, perhaps?” He eyed the bosom of her dress and licked his lower lip.


  She wanted to cut his tongue out but restrained her urge. “Antosha will deliver the BP to us—”


  Atticus sulked. “Ah yes, of course.” He leaned forward and set his elbows on the table. “My lady, how many times must I urge patience on this topic? Our expert on Vigna will be transferred here in due time. To do so just now, with the Barão Strike Team about to launch, would be a bit awkward, don’t you think?”


  Isabelle slouched in the chair and put her heels upon the table’s edge. “I don’t see why.”


  “Because Antosha’s more … creative uses of the zeropoint field were conducted in the name of understanding the Lorum, and we’ve lost contact with the Lorum.” Atticus leaned forward. “I hate for my people to fear for their lives.”


  “Then I guess you won’t be interested in my latest lead.” She observed one of her larger rings, radiant between her fingers. It was constructed by rare bacteria in the RDD, costing more than some buildings in Underground Central.


  “Who, or what, pray tell, is your latest dead end?” More food escaped Atticus’s mouth.


  “I’m closing in on the BP stronghold.”


  “And tomorrow I’ll start shitting benari coins.”


  Isabelle pulled her heels from the table, setting them on the ground. She bit into another strawberry. “Then you best prepare for a long morning, Atticus. Marstone doesn’t lie.” She transferred the neural histories of commonwealth double agents to him directly through the ZPF. She could tell by the way he looked at her he wanted her, right here, right now, on this table, as they’d done countless times before. But she was in no mood. He’d sleep unfulfilled tonight, at least by her lips and thighs.


  “This is a big year for the commonwealth,” Atticus said. He counted on his forefingers. “We have the Mission to Vigna, we have the Bicentennial in Hammerton Hall, we have the Autumn Gala in Luxor City, we have—”


  “I understand,” Isabelle said. “The Janzers are prepared—”


  “And you can’t even capture the undeveloped whelp …”


  Lieutenant Arnao had debriefed them about Cornelius Selendia’s alleged whereabouts in Ope Territory. Isabelle was confident the whelp would soon be back in custody. She hoped to use him during her next interrogation of Jeremiah; her illusions didn’t work as well with him as they did on Hans.


  Atticus massaged Isabelle’s hand. “… perhaps you should go yourself to find Cornelius. He survived the fever. He might one day become as skilled as his father with the zeropoint field. What then?”


  She snatched her fingers from him. “You should’ve thought of that before you forced me to keep them in the DOP. I was prepared to send them to the prison! Instead, Hans broke into Marstone’s Database, and only the gods know what he stole from us.”


  Atticus wiped his mouth. He hid his emotions from her, but she didn’t need telepathy to see the fear in his eyes. “What’s your next move?”


  “My search through tunnels in Piscator, intelligence reports, and mining of Marstone’s Database suggest a BP convergence on the Block.” Isabelle had learned during an interrogation of Hans that an intricate layout of tunnels lay between Piscator City and Piscator Shore, but when she searched there, the labyrinth no longer existed. She’d sent Arnao to investigate, and through the course of her own searches determined the Block a commonality in the evidence.


  “Interesting,” Atticus said. He gazed at the statue of a blacktip shark, whose ruby eyes followed anyone in its presence. “I think it’s time you brought Icarian home.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “To your left are the genesis silos,” Damy said, “where the synisms reproduce and undergo fermentation.”


  She spoke with authority to conceal the tremor of worry that crept into her voice whenever she thought about tomorrow’s launch. The newest class of neophytes, freshly minted elite performers from the Harpoons purchased by the RDD consortiums, might mistake her tension for weakness if she let them. And how could she assess their talent if they didn’t respect her?


  Damy recalled her tour when Brody had led her class through the Tomahawk Facility in 286 AR and she’d pushed Noria aside, feeling that first acorn of infatuation that had matured into an eternal partnership spanning days, trimesters, years, decades. Today, the Barão Strike Team was running final simulations. Tonight would be her and Brody’s last night together for anywhere from fifty days to an eternity, depending on his ability to execute the jumps through space-time, collect the sample upon Vigna’s surface, and return to her, the way he promised.


  Now they toured along a grooved promenade. The phrase ANYTHING YOU CAN IMAGINE IS REAL streamed in holographic letters high above on either side.


  “Most everything you know, from the air you breath and the plastic on the outside of transports to our farm animals, water, and food, to the materials in the clothing on your backs and the implanted mesh in your brains that produce those pretty images of the extended consciousness, it all originated from synisms in these vats.”


  The neophytes gaped at the massive silos, organized in rows that seemed as if they spread all the way to Venus. “To your right,” Damy said, and the neophytes turned together, “is the preparation center.”


  Workstations hung from the ceiling, angled toward scientists in biomat suits, who scurried from one hologram to the next. Farther into the facility, in a bracketed chamber, blowtorches positioned on the three walls and ceiling scorched a box next to a scientist wearing synthetic diamond armor similar to the kind the Janzers wore. The fire soon engulfed the chamber. Some neophytes gasped.


  “Not to worry,” Damy said. The blaze extinguished, revealing the scientist still lived. “We put the synisms through various stress tests, including fluctuating amounts of heat and pressure, and in so doing we create new life, not native to our world, which might one day help us back to an uninhabitable surface—”


  “My understanding differs from yours.”


  A striking young woman stepped forward. She dressed as all the neophytes did, in a teal bodysuit that indicated her elementary status. But the girl’s soft smile, the curve to her chin and nose, the slight angle of her cheekbones, her coin-shaped ears, the elegant curvature to her eyes, and even her tone, all reminded Damy of Noria Furongielle, her sister-in-development from House Summerset, when she reached adulthood.


  It would be just like my sister to send her spawn to mess with me during the tour, Damy thought, distract me from worthy candidates for Silkscape.


  “And you are?” Damy said.


  “Gwendolyn Horvearth.”


  Damy studied the girl as if she were one of her fossils. A neophyte rarely interrupted the tour. The last to do so had been Verne. The girl’s dark red-brown hair was lifted and braided and twisted from the tip of her forehead, down each side, over her ears to a bun in back. She looked studious and not a little haughty, qualities that also reminded her of Vernon Lebrizzi, may he rot in the Lower Level. Damy hoped Gwendolyn wasn’t Noria’s heir and that she hailed from a worthy territory such as Dunamis, Phanes, or Volano.


  “I don’t take your meaning,” Damy said.


  “I get it,” Gwen said. She smiled and rubbed her finger along the glass enclosure. “The RDD enables our terraformed existence in the Beimeni zone of the underground.” Gwen stood a little taller and cocked her head to the side. “So why can’t we do the same on the surface?”


  “You mean with terradomes?”


  All the neophytes stared at Gwen, who strutted to the part of the corridor in front of the silos. “I can’t believe that we’ve traveled around the solar system, and we’re sending Captain Barão to another star system, but we can’t live on the surface.”


  The mention of Brody tore at Damy’s insides worse than a diamond sword. “Would you prefer us not to produce natural resources for our survival?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “We can’t live on the surface. No terradome design has withstood Reassortment—”


  “Maybe you don’t have the right people working on it. Maybe—”


  “You missed the lessons on Beimenian courtesies during your development, child. This is my tour. Hold your comments for the end.”


  The neophytes streamed around Gwen to a workstation Damy activated. In the holograms, Damy demonstrated the combination of the inorganic components of transhumans, the neurochips and meshes, and explained how they facilitated the mind-body-cosmos interface. She moved her hands up and down in the shape of a globe. “We rearrange the building blocks of the cells, the DNA, the ribosomes, the mitochondria, and so on, and we mix it all together with a new set of instructions until a new organism, or synism, is born. With this knowledge, there’s no limit to what we can create—”


  “But there are rules to synthesis,” Gwen said, “and there are rules in science.”


  “We aren’t breaking the rules.” Damy paused. She’s relentless, she’s perfect. “Can’t computers be trained to simulate the activities of another machine?” The neophytes agreed and transposed Damy’s comments to their neurochips. “I want you to think of biological organisms as microscopic computers. We can take them, make changes to the genes, the written rules for all life, and request them to produce or do anything you can dream—”


  “Unless that involves terraforming the surface,” Gwen said.


  Damy pressed her lips together. “Here, in the real world, Miss Gwen, the projects vary. Much of what we’re doing is focused on the genetic programming and reprogramming of organisms, not people. Is terraforming a part of this? Yes. Do we obsess over it as you? No. We create new life, new technologies, new ways of accomplishing familiar and unfamiliar tasks. It’s done by combining the inorganic with the organic.” The neophytes chatted and bobbed their heads and spoke passionately. Gwen’s defiance had spread. “Hey, let’s keep it down in here. Those vats are not going to spit out a transport. They could produce the plastic for that transport—”


  “But why not?” Gwen said. “Why not just tell them to make that transport—”


  “Because the commonwealth needs jobs,” Damy said, glaring at Gwen before she addressed the rest of the recruits. “And as research scientists in Beimeni, your role in the RDD is vital in creating new jobs and in supporting those that already exist. You will learn that a harmony exists between advancement and economic growth, based on the directives from the Office of the Chancellor.”


  The neophytes murmured and affirmed Damy’s comments.


  “That doesn’t make any sense!” Gwen said.


  Damy agreed, though she knew her comment was what Marstone would want to hear. The girl was persistent and brilliant but lacked commonwealth sense. That would come, in time, with maturity. Damy could work with her. In fact, she looked forward to it.


  Damy slipped through a narrow entry at the edge of the promenade and stepped backward through a new hallway. The neophytes kept pace.


  “What do you think this is?” Damy swept her hand toward a massive alloy and glass parallelogram-shaped pool with wires and tubes and piping that connected all around, under, above, and through the walls.


  “It’s a power plant,” a neophyte said.


  Damy shook her head. “Anyone else?”


  “Water.” Gwen pushed through a pair of her peers. “This is where the water’s purified.”


  Of course, she knew, Damy thought, but who is she, truly? Where did she come from? Which House?


  Damy nodded. “This is one of Underground Northeast’s water filtration systems. Each region in the commonwealth has many of them. This happens to be the first of its kind. The pool you see runs five hundred meters down and contains an anode. When the scientists first set this up more than one hundred fifty years ago, they pumped in Geobacter metal-lireducens, a bacterium capable of releasing electrons. The electrons pass from the bacteria to the anode, itself connected to a cathode by a wire. The result is a self-sustaining water purification plant. The bacteria consume waste, the pool is cleansed, and the purified water passes through there.” Damy pointed to the pipe connected to one end of the chamber. “There, see, it flows through before additional sewage streams into the pipes and tubes—”


  “Can’t the yield of the bacteria be improved to produce excess electricity?” Gwen said.


  “You just don’t learn, do you?” Damy whipped around without answering Gwen, who curtsied to the neophytes before they followed Damy through another hallway.


  C. PERFRINGENS PROLIFERATION UNDERWAY streamed above in circular rotations.


  “Clostridium perfringens is one of the fastest reproducing natural organisms known to our world,” Damy said. “Theoretically, a single cell could expand to a mass greater than Earth in only a few days.”


  A scientist on the other side of the glass studied a holographic data stream above a workstation near a boulder. She wore a biomat with an alloy glove on her left hand, which connected by an alloy tube to a thin flat tank on her back. She jostled holographic rods over the boulder.


  “We used C. perfringens to create synisms that we called mineral crushers. They’re capable of burrowing through hard limestone and granite, among other minerals in the crust. This is how we’ve been able to travel so far, so fast. The crushers ingest the material and excrete oxygen and neon, creating more space and breathable air for the Beimeni zone.”


  The neophytes’ faces flashed when silver phosphorescence emitted from the glove over the boulder, followed by an orange burst. When the illumination faded, the boulder had disappeared. The neophytes, less Gwen, applauded.


  “We must, must, must be cautious!” Damy’s stern demeanor turned them stoic. “This is delicate work. This particular synism must be programmed and controlled by professional technicians.”


  “Why?” Gwen said.


  “The last thing we need are for mineral crushers to dig uncontrollably to the surface and allow a contamination breach.”


  The neophytes heaved and wheezed at the mention of that possibility never spoken: for Reassortment to slither its way into the Beimeni zone of the underground, an area of the Earth purposely cleared of any trace of nitrogen gas. All Beimenians knew that Reassortment attached to nitrogen in ways not natural, using it to produce energy and spread throughout the Earth’s atmosphere and bedrock. Strict protocol, including gamma-ray bombardment, was employed in the parts of the commonwealth connected to the surface. These included carbyne piping used to release pressure from the commonwealth and pull in arctic water from the bay near Area 55 and Area 51, the maglev tube that led from Reassortment Hall to the Island of Reverie, and the launch silos in Area 55 in Boreas Territory and Mission Control in Peanowera Territory.


  “Don’t be frightened,” Damy continued, “as you see, the scientist activated the crushers with ultraviolet rays and carbon dioxide, then deactivated them with gamma radiation.”


  “Why can’t you program something to consume Reassortment,” Gwen said, “the way you’ve done with limestone and granite?”


  Damy pondered the comment. Brody had attempted that method because she had suggested it, long ago when they’d worked together. The procedure had failed, for Reassortment’s outer layers mutated and reformed as quickly as they were destroyed. That dynamic capability hadn’t changed as far as Damy understood. Reassortment had a nasty way of advancing as quickly as humanity’s technology.


  “The brightest minds in the RDD work tirelessly on Reassortment,” Damy said, “and anything a neophyte thinks of has been attempted, this I can assure you.”


  Gwen turned and walked closer to the glass where the scientist operated the crushers. Damy waved the group to another hallway, and the neophytes streamed around her. She waited for Gwen to catch up, then looked back at the group.


  No, Damy thought, wrong way, don’t go there, no, no, no, I can’t deal with this today.


  They were already glued to the glass. Damy clumped her hair in a fist.


  “Who’s that?” said one of the women. “Let me see!” said another, while a man bellowed, “Get off my back!”


  “This … is …” Damy began. “Excuse me, this is the Regenesis Chamber.”


  They scrambled for a view of the shadow of a man, his arms by his sides, eyes shut, head shaved, his body naked for all they knew.


  Gwen paced behind the neophytes, arms folded, eyes squinting. “Isn’t that Dr. Kole Shrader?”


  The neophytes turned. Damy scowled. “How do you know his name?”


  “We’ve all heard about the Legend,” Gwen said, speaking now with a heavy Palaestran accent. “The man who was frozen near absolute zero is the man who may be immune to Reassortment.” She laughed with the other neophytes.


  Damy’s bronze skin turned a deep shade of red.


  “Isn’t this Captain Barão’s project?” Gwen added.


  And as fast as Damy’s face had flushed, it now lost all its color. While the commonwealth knew Brody’s team worked on Reassortment, no neophyte should have been privy to his Regenesis assignment. Damy’s mind churned. She took controlled breaths, paralyzed by thoughts of the scientists she and Brody had killed. She recited her mantra: The negativity is your enemy. The enemy is your negativity. Ignore the negativity and defeat your enemy. Wise counsel she had learned from her developer, the Lady Parthenia.


  Damy found her voice. “All right,” she said. She cleared her mind and peered at the holographic clock on her wrist. “Looks like we’re finished for today.”


  “What about Dr. Shrader?” Gwen said.


  “Before our tour of the Taos Facility tomorrow morning, I want you all to think about this.” Damy paused until she had their attention. “You’re about to join the most advanced research and development center the world has ever known. Your work will change the course of natural genomic evolution. Your work will lead to proper and significant conversions, which will ensure your survival in this department, and the world.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Outer Boundary Village


   



  Peanowera, Underground East


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “We should abort the mission,” Verena said.


  She and Brody stood near the entrance to Peanowera’s great Rifkertynen Hall amid a row of marble archways. Mirrors, rather than Granville syntech, on either side created an appearance of infinite depth. Golden banners swayed in a cool breeze that wafted into the hall, air sweet with the smell of figs in Peanowera Territory, “the place of exploration.” The banners marked successful commonwealth missions of decades past: Team Hurven’s Mission to the Oceanic Crust, Team Holcombe’s Mission to Jupiter, Team Barão’s Mission to Mars, Team Garznez’s Mission to the Sun.


  “Absolutely not,” Brody said, his voice low. He turned from the banner marking his team’s mission to Mars to a division of Janzers. They marched by, their synsuits reflected in the marble ground, polished archways, and mirrored walls. Brody nodded and smiled to them. He and Verena moved to the other side of a pillar.


  Nero emerged from behind a pillar at the hall’s far end.


  “There’s more at stake than our standing, Captain. The teams—”


  “Are now sworn to the commonwealth,” Brody said. He looked up, to the eye in the sky. He didn’t carry his recaller on commonwealth missions. “When I was appointed by the ministry and confirmed by the board to Reassortment, we joined with the commonwealth. We must honor—”


  “There’s no time for politics. They send us to this exoplanet when Antosha is returning to the Beimeni zone. He could be the supreme scientist covering Reassortment before we even come back!” Her whispers spread through the hall. “Never after the confirmation did we vow idiocy in place of intelligence! The teams shouldn’t be used in this manner! We’re being deposed!”


  “We don’t know that—”


  “I know it!”


  Brody clasped the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. “I don’t trust Antosha, obviously, but without significant conversion we have no leverage. With the Marks of Masimovian, not even the chancellor could deny us Project Reassortment.”


  Chancellor Masimovian consolidated much power to his office in Phanes, to be sure, but Brody knew he didn’t hold the chancellorship for two hundred years by denying the will of his people, who were represented by the ministry. And the board, which assigned the Mark, was appointed by the ministry.


  “The chancellor is sending us to our deaths or to our demotions,” Verena said. She looked upon Brody dubiously. “Either way, we lose.”


  Nero strode up between the pillars with the confidence of a striker, a pair of Janzers behind him. “On to Vigna,” he declared with a grin wider than a Granville panel.


  Brody nodded. “Let’s go.”


  Verena huffed and joined the Janzers on their approach to the military transport destined for Mission Control.


  Brody felt far less confident about the decision to launch than he let on. Fifteen years ago, the ministry had voted with overwhelming support to exile Antosha Zereoue to the Lower Level after Prime Minister Decca proved he’d taken the lives of seventy-four RDD scientists with his experiments. It had taken all of Brody’s strength in the ZPF to subdue Antosha, even after Lady Isabelle weakened him. His former apprentice might have aged physically in the Lower Level, but Antosha wouldn’t let his mind dull, no matter the circumstance. He was as skilled as Brody—and most developers—in using the CRISPR system and recombinases to alter transhuman DNA: he’d be up to his old tricks as soon as his feet touched Beimeni bedrock.


  Now the Janzers escorted the Barão Strike Team from the transport to a hollowed cove labeled OUTFITTING, where Janzers and medical bots readied their interstellar synsuits. The synisms used in these suits emitted a magnetic shield that deflected radiation—in essence, the synsuits would protect the Barão Strike Team from the barrage of protons and electrons they would encounter when they entered and exited the exotic portals at the Lagrange points.


  “Left leg,” the Janzers said in unison.


  Brody and Verena and Nero lifted their left legs, then their right legs, with their arms extended at their sides. The Janzers attached the chest, back, torso, abdomen, arm, and neck plates. The boots followed. After the loud clicks and clacks and the grind of drill bits, the team looked much like Janzers.


  “Helmets,” a Janzer ordered, and three of his comrades lifted the egg-like transparent helmets from the medical bots. The helmets differed from Janzer visors. They were designed by the Mosaic Consortium, equipped with synisms that separated carbon from oxygen and fostered a closed atmosphere suitable for transhumans.


  A different Janzer escorted the team into Mission Control. Behind a thick layer of graphene sat the space engineers. Fabian Mariner, the Beimeni Commonwealth space general, rambled around the spherical aisles. He spewed orders, and his engineers telepathically adjusted the controls within the holograms above their workstations.


  “Welcome, Captain,” Mariner said.


  “Pleasure, General.” Brody bowed slightly, as did Nero and Verena. The Cassiopeia, its sharp edges, its dark skin made of carbyne, stood on the other side of a glass enclosure, its nose pointed toward the airlock.


  The space engineers, arranged in concentric layers, one higher than the next, shouted commands, and the Cassiopeia materialized over a holographic pad at the bottommost layer. The engineers sent signals to the pad, and depending on the system checked, a different part of the ship lit up. Then the hologram transformed into the silo above the shuttle, leading to the surface.


  A doorway cleared.


  Heywood entered. He shook Nero’s and Brody’s hands, but when he extended for Verena’s, she didn’t accept. “Something I did?” Heywood said.


  Verena cocked her fist. Brody slid between them. “We’re good,” he said, “ready to make history.”


  Verena leaned on her left leg to get a better view of Heywood. “Why send us away now?”


  Heywood crossed his arms and pressed his lips together tightly. “To explore an exoplanet that might prove habitable and research a new species that might aid your captain in his fight against Reassortment—”


  “I think you’re lying.” Verena brushed Brody to the side with her hip and clutched Heywood’s transparent lab coat. She pulled his face to hers. “What did they tell you about this mission?”


  Mariner hand-signaled a pair of Janzers to restrain her. Nero grabbed one by the arm, flipped him, and elbowed the other, shattering his visor. Two more divisions burst into Mission Control and surrounded the team, Reassortment batons and pulse weapons at the ready.


  Blue light emitted by the Janzer weaponry engulfed Brody’s team.


  Mariner’s lip was bleeding.


  Medical bots cleaned Mariner’s face and injected him with uficilin. “I’ll ignore your violation of the chancellor’s precepts this day,” he said to Verena, “if your captain assures me this tantrum won’t prevent significant conversion on Vigna.” He glared at Brody.


  “We will not be treated like tenehounds,” Brody said. “Call off these Janzers.”


  Mariner hand-signaled the Janzers, then nodded toward the exit. They disengaged from Brody’s strike team.


  The engineers peeked around their workstations.


  Brody kept a hand on Verena’s shoulder. “You’re sending us forty thousand light years from Earth in a weaponless shuttle to retrieve a liquid sample we don’t understand, under duress from a Warning we didn’t deserve—”


  “This is where you’re mistaken,” Heywood said. “We’re sending a powerful weapon to Vigna.” He shook his head. “Yes! You’ve only forgotten your strength—”


  “I have not, and neither has my team.”


  Brody eyed Heywood warily. He would never forget the scientists frozen near absolute zero, killed by him and Damy for relying too much on his skill with the ZPF, and Heywood knew it. He had been there that day. So were Antosha and Haleya. After a failed terrorist attack, they’d executed the Regenesis procedure to awaken one of the scientists. Brody thought they’d all learned a lesson in humility after the research team failed to plan for or react properly to malfunctions in the stasis tanks. Now he wasn’t so sure.


  “Unlike so many decisions in scientific research,” Heywood said, “the choice here is simple. If you don’t achieve significant conversion on this mission, I shudder to think what the board and ministry might do—”


  “We’re ready, General,” a Janzer’s voice blared over the speakers. “Live feed to the Valley of Masimovian in thirty seconds.”


  Verena put her nose across from Heywood’s. “We’ll go to Vigna, and we’ll find that liquid and retrieve a sample of it, but don’t think for a microscopic second that we’re dumb enough to believe a word you say, or that we shudder with fear of punishment from the ministry, not after all we’ve accomplished.” She pushed past him.


  Brody and Nero followed. Nero smirked at Heywood as he passed.


  “Transmitting view of Mission Control,” said the Janzer voice.


  Inside the Cassiopeia’s massive hull stood three columns: the captain’s column positioned a bit behind the striker column on the left and the strategist column on the right. A Janzer latched in the team while Brody connected his consciousness to the shuttle’s artificial intelligence. He activated the control center beneath a Granville sphere connected to the ceiling, high above.


  Shuttle Captain to Cassiopeia, do you copy? Brody’s telepathic message looked like red neon lettering, which rotated in circles in front of him and his team, as did the reply.


  Copy, Shuttle Captain, Cassiopeia’s womanly voice sent, all systems are ready for launch, over.


  Brody brought up a view of Mission Control. Heywood pointed to the holograms where the Cassiopeia hung. The shuttle disappeared, replaced by a view of the Earth, the sun, and the moon. The general waved his arms, spewed orders to his engineers. At the end, Brody heard, “On to Vigna!” and the engineers replied together, “On to Vigna!”


  Brody took hold of Nero’s and Verena’s hands. They nodded to him, and to each other. Brody prayed this marked the end of their battle and the beginning of their significant conversion. The hull vibrated. The airlocks—gamma-ray shielded to protect from Reassortment seepage—opened, as loud as thunder. A message from Mission Control appeared.


   



  
    Barão Strike Team, you will launch into the infinite universe.

  


  
    You will use the zeropoint field to traverse the intergalactic system to Vigna. This journey marks an important milestone for man.

  


  
    Remember that you’re Beimeni’s representatives and you represent Earth. Do us proud.

  


  
    Serve Beimeni. Live forever.

  


   



  Brody squeezed Nero’s and Verena’s hands tighter. This won’t be our final mission together, he thought.


  The Cassiopeia reached the surface.


  The Granville syntech that constituted the inner walls, flooring, and ceiling of the Cassiopeia rendered the outside view of a valley surrounded by a forest and, in the distance, evergreen mountains.


  Stage 1.


  The rockets beside the Cassiopeia spewed fire and smoke that disrupted the view of sunrise in the valley.


  Stage 2.


  Try as he did, Brody couldn’t push thoughts of Damy out of his mind. Last night, she’d ordered Merrell to cook bouillabaisse with Piscatorian oysters and glazed Vivoan pork cheek, then taken Brody to bed for a lingering, sleepless night—and cried all morning. He sent her a message over the ZPF. She wouldn’t receive it until after the launch, courtesy of Marstone, but he wanted her to hear his voice one last time.


  Stage 3.


  The Cassiopeia escaped Earth’s gravity. Its depleted rockets fell into the thermosphere. The shuttle’s Granville panels filtered the sun’s radiance and projected the outside view. Brody felt like a bird, floating in the void. He saw swirls of clouds, a storm over the ocean, and lifeless mountains. He imagined what Beimeni would look like aboveground from this height, in a world without Reassortment, and it was beautiful.


  Stage 4.


  The Cassiopeia sped toward Lagrange point one between the Earth and the sun. When it neared the point of gravitational stability, the Barão Strike Team heard, Mission Control to Cassiopeia, you now have command.


  Copy, Mission Control, Brody transmitted. He turned to his striker. “Release the exotic matter.”


  Nero nodded. A small rocket carrying an exotic matter pellet launched from the shuttle.


  When it reached a distance of one thousand kilometers, the rocket exploded, showering the void with light and flame. The Barão Strike Team shielded their eyes, placing their arms across their helmets.


  When the phosphorescence dimmed, Brody beckoned Nero and Verena to look up. Where the dense exotic matter of the portal ended and the mixture of space and normal matter began, a dark violet circle marked the boundary. The circular boundary shimmered in a band radiating away from the center of the portal, changing from violet to dark blue at the outermost edge. Even at nearly one point five million kilometers from Earth, it formed a disk large enough to illuminate the planet’s sky, not unlike a small moon. When the exotic portal took full form, it looked less like a disk and more like a three-dimensional hole through space.


  Stage 5.


  Brody connected to the shuttle’s artificial intelligence, then to the ZPF in a manner he’d never done before, projecting his consciousness thousands of light years into space.


  He felt the artery in his neck pulsate with his heartbeat and heard a drumbeat in his head, louder, louder; and he understood that this noise was the heartbeat of the universe beating inside him as he pushed further, further; and he manipulated the field, stronger, stronger; and darkness and light alternated in his vision, brighter, darker; and he couldn’t hear any longer and he collapsed the wavefunction of the exotic matter to connect the portal in Earth’s solar system with a star system two thousand light years away—


  Cassiopeia flew into the exotic portal and it, along with the shuttle, disappeared.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Mantlestone Village


   



  Ope, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Look at this,” Murray said.


  Connor looked.


  Captain Barão was about to launch into outer space from Outer Boundary Village, where the Granville sun rose upon the horizon. It was still dark in Mantlestone Village, an area made of aluminous peridotite and garnet, mantle rock pushed into the crust, hollowed out with mineral crushers by the Janzers, layered with moss, wintergreen vines, and lichen. Moonlight streaked through the skylight windows of House Tremadoci’s main dome, a safe house along the Underground Passage. The Tremadocis gathered presently with the rest of the village in Sheinstone Square.


  The chancellor had declared a commonwealth holiday in honor of the launch, a tradition Connor didn’t understand. What difference did it make if the people gathered and watched the chancellor in the Valley of Masimovian? The stupid speeches all ended the same, with chants for the chancellor and an immortal life of service he never believed in.


  He turned back to Murray. “I don’t care about commonwealth missions. I don’t care about the commonwealth—”


  “This isn’t just any mission,” Murray said. He sat next to Connor at a glass table. Prior to the launch, he’d been manipulating a three-dimensional map above a Granville sphere at the center of the table, working out their next move on the journey to the East. “Much as I hate this man,” Murray continued, “it might be he’ll discover a new planet for us all, where we could live on the surface again and start over.”


  Start over. Connor liked that idea. Start over with his family intact, on a planet where he didn’t have to hide and run and have nightmares, where he could link to the ZPF and not fear his connection would attract a tenehound. He felt the back of his scalp where the stubble grew and pressed his fingers across the healed skin where the medical bot had removed his neurochip. It itched now more than it had at first, many days ago when he’d awoken up in Portage Citadel. He and Murray had feasted that morning on grilled polenta topped with spinach, poached eggs, and hollandaise sauce, Jurinarian potato pancakes with Haurachesan salmon and mascarpone-chive cream, wild mushrooms, taleggio, and truffle butter. Connor could hardly move afterward. After breakfast, Murray had offered Connor some fluid from an eyedropper, called Vitamin T, that he said would help mask any residual scents, genetic or other, from the tenehounds. He’d let Murray dab one drop into each of his eyes. The liquid had burned, then cooled, then burned again. Occasionally, it still itched, too.


  “Don’t scratch,” Murray said, swatting at Connor’s hand.


  The two Beimeni Polemon were dressed as father and son in tanned, hooded capes. Beneath the capes, they wore bodysuits to hide their animated tattoos projected by synisms in their skin cells.


  Connor had lost much of his muscle to the journey. He doubted he could still lift sharks on the fishermen’s Block, a thought that made him angry. “Why do you hate the People’s Captain?”


  Murray deactivated then reactivated the Granville sphere. Above it, he rendered images of a sullied infirmary in Jurinar Territory, a mass grave in Lovereal, a Janzer strike in Yeuron, a Janzer search in Nexirenna, another Janzer strike in Cineris, Janzers lined behind Lady Isabelle, her diamond sword in hand, a cape covered with a phoenix fluttering around her. “This is what the People’s Captain condones. It’s what he serves—”


  “I don’t think he knows,” Connor said. “I met him once, on the Block.” Connor envisioned the scene. Captain Barão had seemed so grand, so kind, so perceptive with the way he moved, the softness to his voice, his genuine interest in Piscatorian issues. “He shook my hand that day. He told us how important our role was in the commonwealth, our supply of fish for the transhuman diet and all, how he hoped one day to lead us to the surface where we’d be free to explore the true shores—”


  “You believed him?”


  Connor had, though the fury in Murray’s voice checked him. He’d never heard or seen Murray this way, not even in Ypresia Village, where the Janzers had first captured them, or in the Valley of Masimovian when the tenehounds gave chase. It struck him that Murray had missed his shift on the Block the day Captain Barão visited.


  “I want to see the true shores,” Connor said. “I want to emerge on the surface in the Gulf of Yeuron. I want to walk over the shores, the beach, and wiggle my toes in the true sands and catch fish the way men did Before Reassortment, in ships with sails that touch the true sky.”


  “I dreamed like you do when I was an adolescent.” The hologram of Cineris City disappeared, replaced by the Island of Reverie. Murray rolled his hands forward as if he presented a great and horrid show. “Captain Barão’s latest cure failed to keep Reassortment from ripping your brother’s neurons apart. The organism ate his nervous system and altered the part of the brain that regulates pain and sent signals through his body no living transhuman has ever known.”


  Connor didn’t know what to say. He knew he should hate Captain Barão as much as he did Lady Isabelle and her Janzers. The Janzers had killed his mother during a surgical strike when Connor was less than a true year old on direct orders from Isabelle, and Isabelle herself had captured his brother Hans. If she’d just left his family alone, Solstice and Hans would be alive, his father wouldn’t be held prisoner, and his eldest brother, Zorian, wouldn’t be estranged.


  Connor just didn’t equate the captain with the commonwealth. He did despise Portagens, though, and Captain Barão was native to Portage.


  “If the captain’s truly as vile as you say, why was he so kind with us in the South?” Connor asked.


  “Words are only as true as the actions that follow them, Connor. The captain’s ambition is the reason your father and I lost our Palaestran citizenship. He’s the reason the commonwealth wants you dead.”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “You deserve the truth, for once.”


  Yes, I do, Connor thought, and when his developer sat silent, he prodded. “Murray?”


  “Your father wooed Captain Barão into joining his Reassortment research team. Jeremiah called him brilliant, imaginative, and diligent. It was none of these traits that forced his hand. It was politics.”


  “Explain.”


  “The strike teams were noble protectors of transhumans before the commonwealth existed, independent of the central government in the Livelle city-state and the scattered populace in the surrounding Underground Realm. They wore specialized, synthetic suits that protected them from the Earth’s heat and pressure, and the Reassortment bane. They responded to Reassortment breaches and structural collapses. Sometimes the suits failed, and they would die of Reassortment exposure, screaming louder than the gods, if the historians are to be believed. Before Atticus Masimovian rose to the chancellorship, humanity dwelled at depths near three hundred meters, but still the Reassortment scares continued. The strain seeped through the Earth’s bedrock. As a powerful minister, Masimovian forced the people as deep as the transhuman genome and technology then permitted, down to two thousand to two thousand five hundred meters inside the Earth.”


  “Has there been a Reassortment scare since then?”


  “No.”


  “What does this have to do with the teams, and Captain Barão, and my father?”


  “The chancellor didn’t trust the teams. He accelerated the creation of a new guard, one that would respond to his commands—”


  “The Janzers.”


  Murray nodded. “And Vastar Alalia, the strike team commander, didn’t want a war with the commonwealth. As Masimovian’s power grew, and the commonwealth’s territory expanded, Vastar ceded more and more control over the teams to the commonwealth, until his death in the year 273.”


  “How did the commander die?”


  “Chief Justice Carmen ruled it an accident, a biomat failure during a surface excursion.”


  “You don’t sound like you believe it.”


  “Do you?”


  Connor didn’t know what to believe anymore. “Why didn’t the chancellor eliminate the teams after Vastar’s death?”


  “Atticus Masimovian has controlled humanity inside a phantom Earth for two hundred years. For very good reason: he understands the importance of advancement, but also of traditions, and the teams held sway with the people. And the teams loved Broden Barão from the day Vastar named him a strike team captain.” Murray swiped his unshaved face. “The way you do.”


  Connor chewed his lip but didn’t respond. He turned toward the imagery of the Valley of Masimovian in Beimeni City, where the crowd cheered the ascent of the Cassiopeia through the silo.


  Murray deactivated the panel. He rendered into view a meeting with Father and the Barão Strike Team in Palaestra Citadel, full of marble and onyx statues and light and life. The illusion surrounded them. Captain Barão, Strategist Iglehart, and Striker Silvana shook Father’s hand, one after another. “Your father’s recruitment of Captain Barão and his strike team after Vastar’s death was meant to align the teams with the commonwealth forever.” The meeting in Palaestra disappeared.


  “Captain Barão betrayed your father.” Murray paused. “He turned Jeremiah in to Lady Isabelle and took over the Reassortment project.” Connor twisted his face, breathing hard. Murray leaned closer to him. “Captain Barão banished the legacy Reassortment research team from Underground Northeast, including me.”


  Connor let his arm sag against the table. This was a lot to take in. Father the supreme scientist for Reassortment? Betrayed by Captain Barão? How could it be? But why would Murray lie? Connor wasn’t sure he wanted to know the truth anymore. He just wanted to go home and life to be as it had been on the Shore, the Block, and the Gulf of Yeuron with his submarine and Hans and Arturo, his foster father.


  “What do we do now?” Connor heard himself say.


  “Events have moved beyond our control in Underground West and South. Lady Isabelle is destroying the Front.” Murray unsheathed a diamond dagger and tested its edge, sharp enough to make his forefinger bleed. “We will need a skilled telepath on the inside—”


  BOOM!


  The hall’s mantle-stone walls burst apart, shaking the ground beneath their feet, shattering the glass table, sending them airborne.


  Owoooo, owoooo, owoooooooooo.


  Tenehounds, Connor thought. He coughed and pushed his hands beneath him, the rough garnet ground cold to the touch. He turned. Through the main hall’s broken stone wall appeared the shadow of a man, flanked by tenehounds.


  The smoke cleared and revealed Lieutenant Arnao. His chameleon fatigues changed shades to match the surroundings.


  Murray, on his hands and knees, grimaced and coughed. “Get out of here!” he said. Connor hesitated. “Don’t look back!”


  Owoooo, owoooo, owoooooooooo.


  Connor fled, his head low, rushing upstairs, past the house’s coolant falls.


  Up and around, up and around, up and around, the stairs coiled to a skywalk at the house’s highest point.


  Connor stepped out. The Granville stars and moon showed his way, but he dared not look down, so far down, to where he could hear tenehounds and Janzers searching, people screaming, sights and sounds that reminded Connor of Ypresia Village on the day Lady Isabelle found them. He recalled Minister Kaspasparon’s words: Have no doubt, she will hunt you. Could she be here along with her lieutenant? No, for he’d seen her on the panel at the launch celebration. Or had he?


  Connor dashed along the garnet skywalks in the village proper, where Opeans traveled during morning rush hour to the transport station, bound for one of the cities.


  He weaved through a colorful sea of lab coats, tunics, capes, and bodysuits, keeping his gaze lowered, out to the village exterior, where it was all vines and bushes.


  He pushed through the undergrowth, sought a way through the labyrinth of stone. If he could make it past the north cliffs, the wharf, and finally the bridges across the river, there was a trench he might reach in time, leading to the Polemon passageways.


  The sun began to rise behind him. He was traveling west, not north. He turned right and continued through the bramble, but a tenehound pounced in front of him, its sapphire, gray, and ultramarine fur raised over its back, its eyes like smoldering coals.


  It raised its nose and howled, as loud and terrifying as he remembered. No more tears, he thought, no more hiding.


  He grabbed a stone and flung it at the hound, then dashed through the vines to his left and took the skywalk to his right, northbound through a village building to the cliffs. The tenehound followed. Connor climbed the vines to the next level. The hound appeared below and jumped. It soared up and bit at his heels, but he managed to swing off to the side. He climbed faster. The hound sat and howled its dismay. When Connor reached the top, he ran toward the Archimedes. He could smell the river and the oak wood in the wharf below. He turned south. House Tremadoci’s garnet dome belched fire and smoke. Here and there shot spotlights, maroon and white.


  He climbed along a mossy ledge and onto a cobblestone walk that arced toward scores of bridges leading over the river, layered at various heights. Janzers awaited on the river’s far shore and in gunboats below. He saw a tenehound at the entrance to one bridge, then another, then another. The bridge closest to him appeared empty.


  “HALT, TRAITOR,” a Janzer shouted over loudspeakers.


  He’d been spotted.


  Connor dashed over the bridge. Midway across, he looked down. Water rippled from the Janzer gunboats, and with the mixture of moonlight and sunlight at the end of night, it seemed like a portal to another land, not a river at all. On either side of him, green mantle-stone bridges reflected the rising sun.


  Janzers and hounds neared on either end of the bridge.


  He jumped off the side. Darkness and bubbles consumed him. Gunboats passed over, or were they fish? He kicked off his shoes and swam underwater until he couldn’t any longer, gulped a breath, and descended again down into the warm, murky river.


  Gunboats circled still, and spotlights dotted the river close behind. He’d managed to get just downstream.


  The hounds jumped in.


  Connor found an outlet, a curved cave he hoped the hounds and Janzers couldn’t see. He curled as far back against the mossy wall as he could. He shivered, and his heart pounded. He was so thirsty.


  A gunboat cruised nearby. He pressed himself farther back, slipped, and rolled down a muddy slope. When he looked up, he saw a beam of sunlight in the entrance above. Darkness lay beyond him.


  He checked his pocket for Hans’s z-disk, which held information that could lead the BP to his father, Jeremiah Selendia. He instead found the Granville sphere Hans had given him last year—the one that could project his mother’s hologram. He held it in front of him. He wished he could activate it. He pushed his other hand down into several pockets in his bodysuit until he felt the small case in which Minister Kaspasparon had secured the z-disk. He smiled and exhaled.


  Connor heard tenehounds howl and turned up toward the opening in the cave. Shadows flitted across the sunlight.


  Quickly, he secured his mother’s sphere in his bodysuit, then moved over the stone, step by step, until he couldn’t see his arms and legs. He kept on, bumping and scraping against outcroppings. The mantle rock took many patches of his skin, no matter how much care he took. Exhaustion was creeping up on him, but fear was stronger. He kept walking. He didn’t know how long he’d been treading through the cave when he saw a shard of sunlight break through, revealing a tangle of moss and earth.


  He crawled toward it but fell asleep before he reached it.


  When he awoke, he didn’t know what had happened or why he lay over warm stone. His mouth was so dry. He reached for the patch of light that slit into the cave and pulled away a handful of waterlogged rock. Then he remembered. He searched his pockets until he found the z-disk and his sphere. He exhaled. He sat up and pried a chunk of stone from the wall, as soft as clay in this part of the cavern. Soon he’d made an opening wide enough to see through.


  The cave let out onto the wide Archimedes River. Water slipped gently against the wharf on the far side, where ships docked and traders set up tents for a bazaar. He looked out and saw pillars, domes, bridges, skywalks, seagulls, and the river filled with cargo ships and rafts, blue and green bioluminescence at its banks.


  Connor picked up a chunk of moss and brought it to his nose. It smelled like the sea. He cupped some water at the cave’s base and sipped it. The taste was mineral-like, but it would have to do. Now he heard rhythmic sounds, a guitar, and a man singing.


  A hallucination? Connor pondered.


  The song ended, and Connor heard, “Must be hot in there, no?”


  He scrabbled away from the opening and pushed his back against the clay. He waited for the howl of tenehounds, hardly daring to breathe. Nothing happened. He waited some more. Finally, he peeked out. A man sat upon a wooden catamaran, adrift. He wore beads in his hair. The look of his stubble beard and the way he set his hand on his knee reminded Connor of Hans.


  The man had anchored his catamaran, judging by the bits of moss and lichen that passed around him with the downstream current. The green sail fluttered in the artificial winds, but the catamaran persisted in its position. Benari coins flew from a passing boat into a gigantic fedora secured to the cross plank. Some coins splashed into the river, but the man would telekinetically retrieve them. When another ship passed into view, Connor could’ve sworn the man winked at him. Then he started a new song.


  It was “At the Shore,” a melody Connor heard often in the taverns near the Block, though, he recalled, never when the Janzers patrolled. He had no idea how much time had passed inside the cave. He remembered eating handfuls of moss and feeling woozy. It was possible the moss had been hallucinogenic, like the mushrooms Hans told him about in Vivo, or he might have passed out from exhaustion. He hadn’t slept well since the Jubilee. Either way, he was vulnerable, and he couldn’t risk losing Hans’s z-disk to Lady Isabelle should this singer prove a commonwealth agent.


  No more tears, Connor thought again, no more hiding.


  The guitarist sang another Southern song, “The Fish and the Filly,” and a Western song called “When the Steam Rises.” More benari coins dropped from passing boats.


  A foe would’ve already seized me by now, Connor thought.


  This man didn’t have the look of a Southerner, or the accent, and his skin wasn’t dark like the Portagens. There was something familiar about him.


  Connor pushed his way through the opening in the clay and fell into the Archimedes. The water felt much colder than the morning he’d escaped.


  The singer set down his guitar, pulled up the anchor, adjusted the sail, and the catamaran sped furiously to the riverbank. He helped Connor aboard, then threw a blanket about Connor’s shoulders. “Quick now, bub, wrap this around.”


  Connor looked down. He couldn’t see his own arms or legs. “What?” he said.


  The guitarist smiled. “Handy, eh, Connor? Keeps the unfriendly eyes at sea, so to speak.” Connor’s body went rigid. “No good,” the man continued. “I’ve got you at a disadvantage. I know you, but you don’t know me. I’ve got a few names I go by, but those who know me best call me Luke, Luke Locke, of Gaia, friend o’ your father’s and o’ the Front, here to see you on to the Great Falls.” He bowed, then lifted his guitar and sat again in his wooden chair. He strummed the chords for another tune.


  Connor tucked the blanket over his head. “How did you find me? What happened to Murray, and to the lady and lord of House Tremadoci?”


  “No time, bub, you wrap in that blanket, good and whole, and you’ll stop shaking.”


  Luke finished his verse and let the song settle. Another raft floated by, followed by a shower of benaris.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Piscator Shore


   



  Piscator, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  A military transport painted with a phoenix feather slowed into Shore Station. The entrance cleared, and Lady Isabelle and a Janzer pair strutted out. The illusion of a hard coral reef surrounded them, visions of algae and sea grass with jellyfish, crustaceans, sea turtles, snakes, stars, limestone skeletons, and remnants from elk horn and brain coral. Her peplum dress, infused with chameleon synisms, adjusted to make her blend in with the scenery, while her Piscatorian-designed silk scarf fluttered in a gentle breeze.


  The Piscatorians parted from them as if they were a disease.


  I didn’t miss this place, Isabelle thought. Her last visit here had been when she’d led the assault on the BP enclave in Haurachesa Territory. Sometime in the years between 305 AR and 315 AR, the BP had built a stronghold beneath Hautervian City, sucking resources from the territory, endangering the settlers in that city, and also in Port Newland. Lady Isabelle destroyed and flooded the substructure, ensuring the survival of Haurachesa—and sending a message to the BP in other territories to never consider stealing precious resources from the commonwealth. The fact that her intelligence reports and mining of Marstone’s Database suggested they’d procured a new stronghold called Blackeye Cavern angered her more than Chancellor Masimovian ever could. Didn’t these vile BP care about the Beimenians who followed the rules, and wanted to live long enough to see the Earth’s surface? Would the BP let the majority perish so that their wretched way of life might survive?


  Isabelle wouldn’t allow the BP to destroy the world.


  Ten Janzer divisions arrived in additional military transports and set themselves into rows behind her. She rested one hand on the hilt of a diamond sword, the other on her Reassortment baton, which were holstered into her belt on either side of her waist. One of the Janzers whispered in her ear, “Up there, my lady.”


  Above the reef and a school of damselfish, two tattooed Piscatorians poked their heads from a hole in the Granville panels. They chatted, softly and excitedly, then disappeared.


  “Piscos,” Isabelle swore. How they disgusted her, their tattoos, their stench, their implicit support of the former BP enclave beneath Hautervian City across the Gulf of Yeuron. She held her fist in the air and hand-signaled to the Janzers, clad in their synsuits. “Forward!”


  She led them along a burnished limestone promenade toward the Block. The Janzers smashed their boots in a drumbeat, left, right, left, right, left. Knees high, chests out, batons attached to their belts. They held activated pulse guns, with diamond swords lashed across their backs.


  Isabelle raised her left hand and flapped it. The Janzers methodically slammed the ground and stopped. The walls here didn’t display the undersea illusion. Instead they displayed holographic advertisements, and in some stones bioluminescent synisms displayed the Second Precept, designed to encourage economic output: SUFFERING IS QUESTIONING. QUESTIONING IS DESTRUCTIVE. DESTRUCTION IS NEVER INEVITABLE.


  The destruction of the BP is inevitable, Isabelle thought. She ambled to the Janzers guarding the Block’s entrance.


  We’re here to meet with Icarian, she sent. The milky glass entrance cleared.


  The fishermen stopped their work when they saw her. Conversations silenced. Icarian, who had slurred his instructions for a recent landing in one of the docks, lifted his gut and slipped a flask into his muddied trousers. Isabelle approached him. The seaweed stench nauseated her. She could feel the eyes that followed her. A dock shield opened, and water from inside the containment unit flooded out. A flapping tuna rolled over her boot. She hissed and kicked it under the Block, the arced stone on which the fishermen prepared the meat for the commonwealth’s markets.


  “Good day, my lady,” Icarian said. He bowed deeply. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?”


  “To Reassortment with your courtesies,” Isabelle swore. She placed her hands on the base of Icarian’s workstation. Above it, holographic images of the docks, submarines, Piscator Reef, Gulf of Yeuron, and Homeria Sea fizzled. “Give me your hand.” His fingers warmed hers, but he stank of the sea, a rotting sea.


  I’m interested in the activities of Zorian, Johann, Arturo, Murray, and Connor, fishermen of Piscator.


  I don’t know who they are.


  You will tell me what you know, or I won’t hesitate to arrest every man and woman in Piscator.


  Icarian gasped. I don’t know. I swear it! He telepathically searched file after file, the images forming and disappearing above his workstation. He burped. She smelled the booze on his breath. Perspiration dripped down his long forehead into his eyes.


  Let’s talk about Johann of Piscator, the last volunteer for our Jubilee. Who’d he associate with on the Block? Isabelle transmitted Hans’s image to Icarian’s extended consciousness, and impulses in his brain flashed, like the night sky during a storm.


  “I don’t know, my lady,” Icarian said, slurring.


  You’re a lying, sniveling, traitorous coward. I don’t know why they ever let you in the RDD, and the arrests are on you, you forced this, you caused this—


  “Wait!”


  Icarian copied Hans’s image and dragged it to his application for the registration data of the Block. Images popped up, and a red slash appeared across the face of every nonmatch. Tens of thousands of photos flashed and slashed and blinked and departed. No matches. Now he frowned at the appearance of a green check mark next to TEAM 451. He put his head down. Team 451. The top team on the Block, my lady.


  “Show me.”


  Hans, Connor, Zorian, Murray, and Arturo’s images materialized, with the names:


   



  
    FARKAI CROWENER

  


  
    ALLESANDRO ARMOND

  


  
    JONYN XEENO

  


  
    NORMANO OREANERYS

  


  
    PULTE FRUISER

  


   



  Icarian requested a visual. Above his workstation, the arced Block with its undersea docks built into the Earth’s bedrock where it met the ocean rotated and zoomed into Team 451’s location.


  Empty.


  Aliases, my lady, they used aliases, and they aren’t here, and I didn’t lie, and you must believe me. Mercy! I beg you! Mercy for the Block! Mercy for Piscator!


  Isabelle extended her consciousness, examined the holograms, and transmitted data, requesting Marstone’s aid. She discovered brain impulses that suggested Icarian knew the BP had penetrated the Block. She dropped Icarian’s hand and stepped away from him, then unsheathed her diamond sword and held its tip beneath his chin.


  “No! I’ve … I’ve given you … please …”


  His voice gave out when the flask popped out of his belt and bounced along the ground. He now begged Isabelle’s forgiveness, his words incomprehensible. Isabelle lowered her sword and he coughed. He cleared his throat and spit. She gave a hand signal, and a Janzer stepped forward with shackles in his grasp. He latched them around Icarian’s wrists and ankles.


  The Piscatorians swooned and mumbled.


  Isabelle heard their thoughts and sensed their dismay that Icarian, their leader, their friend, was likely about to be shipped off to Farino Prison, from which no one ever escaped, as she made sure the commonwealth knew.


  A deep-voiced laugh made her start. She sheathed her sword and drew her pulse gun.


  She knew that laugh. It came from a man who had called himself Jonyn but whom Cornelius Selendia’s mind had revealed to her as Zorian Selendia. She tried to enter his mind, but he impeded her. She saw him, down along the Block. Tall and muscular, he moved like a shark, swaying, searching. Tattoos swirled over his porcelain skin. The alloy chains attached to his belt and boots jingled. He smoked synthetic leaf, and the cloud obstructed Isabelle’s view of his face, but not his voice.


  I thought you might come here, Zorian sent.


  “Get out of here!” Icarian said.


  His slur had disappeared. Isabelle punched him in the gut and he puked. She turned. Her blood quickened, for Zorian had genetically poisoned Jeremiah for her, enabling his capture in Piscator Square. He might be of some use now. She took long, cautious strides. He was, like his brother Hans, as powerful as Jeremiah in the ZPF in some ways, less so in others. Unlike Hans, she’d not yet discovered Zorian’s weakness.


  His face took form after the smoke cleared, his aquiline nose and narrow forehead. He waved his colorful arms artfully, then took one knee on the wet ground, revealing the silver and teal tattoo of a spear around his neck. He looked at her knowingly, lowering his guard in the ZPF.


  Isabelle plunged into Zorian’s mind, where she searched and located his secrets with relative ease, but she questioned, for the first time, who deceived whom in this relationship.


  I can help you find them, Zorian transmitted, if you’ll allow me to.


  She holstered her pulse gun. “Cuff him.”


   



   



  Piscator City


  Piscator, Underground South


   



  Isabelle’s military transport eased into Katian Station. A Piscatorian couple with matted hair and crooked teeth held hands. They covered their eyes when dust lifted around the transport. The man yelled in the woman’s ear, and they scurried to the exit. Other Piscatorians turned away from Isabelle.


  Good, fear me, but respect me, and serve, serve the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, she thought.


  Granville illusions to her left, reeds and cypress trees and water lilies; and to her right, a lake surrounded by thickets at twilight. She already felt the sweat on her back. The Piscatorians didn’t maintain as robust a coolant system as they should have, though not for lack of benaris—Phanes supported all the thirty territories. Isabelle assumed Minister Blaylock might be as corrupt as his predecessor, skimming funds. If so, she’d see him sent to the Lower Level. She sighed.


  They arrived at the Sixth Ward. “This will be a surgical search,” she told her Janzers. “Use tranquilizer darts. We need them alive.”


  The Janzers nodded.


  Isabelle despised visiting the shanty wards in the South; this one was no different. Half the structures looked like they might crumble, and while the Granville syntech functioned at the station, the night sky here didn’t have many stars. Synthetic torchlight danced along the walls. Zorian’s information directed her to the stone entrance of a clandestine apartment unit. She touched the DNA scanner on a stone pad beside it. ACCESS DENIED flashed. Isabelle requested a manual override and entered her universal access code. The unit’s opaque entrance cleared.


  The stench struck her, and she nearly collapsed.


  She covered her mouth and nose with her silk scarf and ordered her Janzers inside.


  In the center of the unit, a woman hung from a wooden ceiling fan, her body decayed. Isabelle stepped in. With one hand, she held her scarf tight around her face. With the other, she touched the woman’s dress and noted the smooth texture, the style, weaved with the finest Phanean designs, though this gown was Palaestran, as it puffed from the waist down, stitched with orange and brown boxes.


  A Janzer turned the body. Maggots crawled out of the woman’s mouth and slipped down the gown. Isabelle recognized her from Connor’s interrogation. She searched Marstone’s Database until a match appeared.


   



  
    MARIBEL HUNTER

  


   



  Prior to the interrogation, the database had suggested she’d perished in the year 347 AR. Someone in the BP had forged her file.


  “She was a Polemon,” Isabelle told a Janzer, “with Johann Selendia.”


  “What now, my lady?”


  “Has your team scanned the rest of the unit?”


  “They have.”


  “And?”


  “Nothing, no organic matter, no substructures, it’s empty.”


  “Then we leave,” she said.


  On the way back to the transport, she pondered her approach to her next interrogation with Jeremiah Selendia, and how she might next utilize Zorian Selendia in her effort to locate Blackeye Cavern.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Unknown Time


   



  Unknown Location


   



   



  Red emergency light filled the Cassiopeia’s hull. “Everyone okay?” Brody said.


  Nero and Verena nodded.


  Shuttle Captain to Cassiopeia, do you copy?


  “I’ve no contact with Cassiopeia,” Brody said.


  “Power’s out,” Nero said, “and I haven’t been able to connect to the shuttle since before you collapsed the wavefunction.”


  “Nor have I,” Verena said.


  A century passed in a minute.


  “This isn’t normal,” Nero said.


  “Thanks for stating the obvious,” Verena said.


  Brody said nothing. He stared at the soft red light, lost in thought. Mission protocols would soon require a manual override, though Heywood had implored them to remain latched until they arrived at Planet Vigna. Was the power outage owed to my actions or to a fault in the shuttle? he wondered. For while the Cassiopeia carried ample exotic matter for the journey, how could Brody course correct if the shuttle, rather than he, had malfunctioned?


  He recalled the quantum uncertainty principle, and Heywood’s conclave: Even the best pilot has only limited ability to travel in distance with accuracy. The farther a pilot wishes to travel, the less accurate she can be.


  Where did Brody send them? Could he bring them to Vigna or back to the Earth if he erred?


  The control center didn’t appear beneath the hull’s central Granville sphere, even though he requested it, while the hull’s panels also didn’t project the view outside the shuttle. No electronics functioned on the columns. Vibrations suggested they moved, though how fast, Brody couldn’t tell. They should’ve emerged at a Lagrange point in the CCCCm Q17895745.85-5450425.2 star system instantaneously.


  Brody didn’t know what had gone wrong.


  What’s Damy doing now? he wondered. How long would this time in space be to her?


  “So, is this it, Brodes?” Nero said. “We die … now, out here? Nowhere?” He dropped Brody’s hand.


  Brody didn’t know what to say. If he’d erred in collapsing the wavefunction, or caused damage to the shuttle, Mission Control might attempt a rescue. But with Mariner’s wounded ego, Antosha’s return, the Warning, Heywood’s odd behavior, in short everything going on politically in Beimeni, he wasn’t so sure.


  “We’re fine,” he said. He took steady breaths and guided his emotions in a positive manner. “This is all part of the plan.”


  Nero laughed and swiveled his head. “What if we’re above Earth right now and the traders who called it are drinking and celebrating?” Nero swayed as if transported to the scene. “Can’t you see them going wild in the trading pit, raising their bets on how long it takes for us to see the truth?”


  “Right,” Verena said, “the same traders who’ve been betting on our instant death. I’m sure they’re partying right now, and I’m sure I don’t care—”


  “Should we attempt a manual override?” Brody said to her.


  “Protocols say you must in twelve Earth hours,” Verena said.


  “Love,” Nero said, “how’re we supposed to know how much time’s passed when not even our wristbands function—”


  “Oh, I forgot, there’s never a serious moment in Nero’s world—”


  “It’d sure be a better world if I was running it, or at least if I was a lord—”


  “Maybe if you’d work more instead of going to lounges and smoking leaves, we’d make progress on Reassortment!”


  “Maybe you need to chill out more!”


  “Shut up!” Brody said. “Now I’m sick of this, the serum failed, not our research. When Reassortment crushes you, you can’t back down, you can’t crumble, you can’t turn on those you love, you have to fight. We’re not dead. We’re not near Earth.” Brody thought about the exotic matter. “You felt what I had to do to collapse the wavefunction.” He thought about the way his heart had pounded and how his sense of reality had shifted in unexpected ways. “The intensity and concentration necessary to eliminate the randomness in the quantum field and send us to the next star system compared only to—”


  “Using the CRISPR system to treat a transhuman exposed to Reassortment,” Verena said.


  “Yes,” Brody admitted. He swallowed the painful thoughts of the last Jubilee. “But I was thinking about the ansible on Mars and instantaneous intergalactic communications.” He remembered bits of his conversations with Antosha there, unable, or perhaps unwilling, to grasp his memories from that time in his life. “I was thinking about the Lorum.” Part of Brody hoped the Lorum survived, somehow, and part of him wished they were dead with justice served upon them for what they did to his former friend. He closed his eyes and, using the ZPF, pushed his consciousness out into space. “We’re truly not near Earth,” he repeated. He bit his lower lip. “I can’t sense our people, or Marstone, or …” He couldn’t bring himself to say Reassortment.


  “Fair enough,” Nero said. “I can’t sense them either.”


  “Okay.” Verena nodded. “So what’s our next move?”


  “We didn’t ask for the Reassortment Strain, but we must rise above, meet the great challenge of our time—”


  “I meant here, now—”


  Suddenly the Cassiopeia’s power returned.


  The Granville panels lining the shuttle revealed a portrait of a world Captain Broden Barão wouldn’t soon forget: the first world he, or any transhuman beside his team, had traveled to outside the solar system.


  “Well then,” Nero said, “I guess we proved the traders wrong.”


  “Oh my,” Verena said, “would you look at that …”


  The Cassiopeia orbited a faint red star in CCCCm Q17895745.85-5450425.2 beside a cold Neptune, an exoplanet with a mass about eighteen times the Earth’s. Seven moons and a colorful band of rings revolved around the exoplanet. The red star loomed in the distance, as did what Brody assumed were two additional exoplanets. The team floated awhile.


  Brody conducted a diagnostic with Cassiopeia. “I figured out what caused the power outage,” he said. He broke his strategist and striker’s spacedream. They turned to him. “A strong stellar storm at the coordinates we jumped to, Cassiopeia reports, high energy particles streamed from the star, disrupting the electronics in the shuttle.”


  “We’ll have to be more careful going forward,” Verena said.


  Nero agreed.


  Brody found the next Lagrange point. “Damn it.”


  “What now?” Verena asked.


  “The viable Lagrange point is two Earth days away. We’re going to have to be more precise, or this trip is going to take a lot longer than fifty days.”


  When they finally neared the Lagrange point, Brody said, “Release the missile.”


  Nero connected to the Cassiopeia, and a small rocket fired from the shuttle. The process repeated, with Brody focusing his mind on collapsing the wavefunction at CCCCm Q17895745.85-5450425.2 and the next star system, and the next, and the next, with the team operating in perfect synchronization with each other, the Cassiopeia, and the quantum universe: Verena confirmed the quantum particle locations and wavefunction calculations; Nero executed the formation of the exotic portal; Brody connected his mind to the ZPF, collapsing the wavefunction; and the Barão Strike Team traveled through space-time at faster-than-light speeds unprecedented in the history of mankind.


  Along the way, they passed an exoplanet with bubbling blue clouds and sea-green landmasses hanging between blue and orange stars; a world with a deep azure hue, the result of molten silicate glass rain in the atmosphere, which scatters blue light; an Earth-like world with copper-colored clouds; a super Jupiter with twenty moons; exoplanets in singular, binary, and multiple star systems, some embedded within flattened disks of gas and dust where exoplanets formed or where exoplanets collided; white, blue, yellow, orange, and red stars.


  Now the shuttle hovered at the Lagrange point beside a hot Jupiter in the CCCCm E49725674.57-8731594.7 star system, approximately twenty thousand light years from the Earth and from Planet Vigna. Brody estimated roughly fifteen days had passed on the Earth. He’d have to quicken his pace going forward, if he could keep his eyes open. He’d barely slept along the way.


  “Captain?” Nero said, awaiting the command for the next rocket launch.


  When Brody bobbed his head and closed and opened his eyes slowly, Nero added, “Brodes, I’m ready when you are.”


  “Hold on.” He stared at the hot Jupiter. The exoplanet’s atmosphere twisted and turned, resembling the way Brody’s mind and body felt.


  Verena could tell. “He’s fatigued,” she said to Nero. “Captain, you need rest, you need sleep.”


  Brody tried not to laugh. He hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in decades. “No,” he said, “we must continue, we must retrieve the sample and—”


  “Mission protocols—” Verena said.


  “Aren’t relevant in this case,” Brody said. “Not when Antosha will soon be in the common—”


  “Brodes,” Nero said, and when Brody turned to him, looking through bloodshot eyes, “she’s right.”


  Brody groaned. It might’ve been the first time his strategist and striker agreed on anything since they had launched. Overruled, he ordered the Cassiopeia to initiate the dream sequence. The team’s columns moved parallel to the hull, and an outer casing closed over them, like a clamshell. Brody closed his eyes and felt an injection of slumber-inducing synisms. But pharmaceuticals in space worked no better than in the commonwealth, it seemed; his lethargic mind wouldn’t shut down.


  His musings, safe from Marstone’s reach, shifted from thoughts of Damy to the Reassortment and Regenesis projects, to the strike teams in the solar system, to the Warning, and of course, to Antosha’s return to the commonwealth. Nothing occurred in Beimeni without reason in Brody’s experience. The laws governing the commonwealth, derived from the Formation document and Masimovian’s precepts, behaved much like the laws of nature: they applied to all transhumankind, typically in unforgiving ways.


  How then could Antosha find his way back to the Beimeni zone from the Lower Level? Why would the chancellor risk losing the teams by censuring the Barão Strike Team? Was Masimovian truly intrigued by the possibilities of Vigna, the first up-close encounter with life outside the solar system, the potential for a new Earth? Or was the mission a distraction to ease Antosha’s promotion to Project Reassortment?


  Brody would not find the solutions here, now, twenty thousand light years from the Earth, he decided. All he could do was secure the sample of life from Vigna and demand a conclave. He closed his eyes. He didn’t know if he’d slept or how much time had passed when the dream sequence ended. He felt icy liquids enter his veins on his arms and legs; amphetamines, sustenance, and intravenous fluids. He heard Nero and Verena moaning awake. The columns that held the team rotated to their perpendicular positioning with the floor.


  “Rise and shine,” Brody said. Verena and Nero yawned. “I guess sleep is the only way to keep you two quiet.” He smirked, as did his strategist and striker. “When you’re ready,” he said to Nero, “check the integrity of the exotic matter and condition of the missiles.” And to Verena: “Conduct a diagnostic on my calculations for the wavefunction of the next ten worlds, including Vigna. One mistake—”


  “—and we end up anywhere,” Verena said.


  “Or not close enough to the relevant Lagrange point, which could delay us—”


  “—and give Antosha time enough to campaign for his appointment to Project Reassortment,” Nero said.


  “We can’t let that happen,” Brody said.


  Verena and Nero nodded agreement, then their eyes moved up and down in quick repetitions as they examined data readouts in their extended consciousnesses.


  Brody connected to the shuttle, activating the Granville syntech. The opaque walls, floor, and ceiling adjusted, revealing the view outside. Brody squinted. Cassiopeia, he sent, filter the light and bring up the map of the galaxy and our positioning.


  The blue starlight dimmed. On one side of the shuttle, the hot Jupiter’s colorful gases churned in its atmosphere as if part of a rolling tide. On the other side, the blue star loomed like a gigantic eye, ominously bursting with solar flares as if to say, You’re not wanted here. Brody would gladly oblige, for while the hot Jupiter whipped around its star every five Earth days, he had no plans on remaining here that long.


  The Cassiopeia rendered the Milky Way Galaxy on Brody’s command. It dangled in the middle of the hull with its arms spinning around the supermassive black hole at the center like a celestial hurricane. Planet Vigna and its three stars lay in the Carina-Sagittarius arm, twenty thousand light years from the CCCCm E49725674.57-8731594.7 star system.


  Ten arced red lines formed from planetary system to planetary system, representing the ten jumps through space-time Brody would execute to reach Vigna, with an average of two thousand light years per jump. He focused upon the Vigna system, pondering if life there could lead to a renewal of life on the Earth’s surface. How much time had passed on Earth? How was Damy doing? Did she resurrect life necessary for Project Silkscape? Brody cleared these thoughts and others, focusing on the wavefunction in the next star system, CCCCm X46782167.67-2179452.2.


  He turned to Nero. “Release the exotic—”


  “You’re not ready yet, Captain,” Verena said. “Mission protocols require you to rest for—”


  “I’ve had enough rest,” Brody said, in a tone he hoped would ensure agreement. When Nero hesitated, he said, “Striker, fire the missile.” To Verena, he added, “Make sure you’re ready for the next ten jumps.”


  Nero looked to Verena, who shrugged.


  “Executing,” Nero said.


  The missile streaked from the Cassiopeia to a distance of one thousand kilometers and exploded, forcing the exotic matter into a dense pellet. The exotic portal formed, dark but for its colorful rim where exotic matter ended and normal matter—


  Boom!


  A solar flare burst from the blue star like a lash from a whip.


  Brody felt his heart race. He concentrated his mind-body-cosmos connection and manipulated the ZPF, creating a telekinetic shield around the exotic portal. He simultaneously focused upon the wavefunctions at the Lagrange points in CCCCm E49725674.57-8731594.7, which held the hot Jupiter, and at CCCCm X46782167.67-2179452.2, the next star system on their itinerary.


  Steady, steady—


  “Captain!” Verena yelled. “There’s too much radiation, the temperature around the portal’s too hot for the shuttle, we must divert—”


  Nero forced the shuttle into an evasive maneuver, and it swerved below the exotic portal.


  Brody lost his concentration, and the solar flare slapped the exotic portal, destroying it.


  The explosion sent the Cassiopeia spinning uncontrollably through space, away from the Lagrange point, the blue star, and the hot Jupiter.


  End over end they tumbled, so fast that Brody thought the sustenance he’d consumed intravenously would find a way to escape from his mouth.


  He manipulated the vacuum in space with the ZPF, aiding Nero to steady the shuttle.


  They again settled in the void, pointed away from the angry blue star.


  “Everyone okay?” Brody asked, catching his breath.


  Verena and Nero raised and lowered their heads. Beneath their egg-shaped helmets, their faces looked as ill as Brody felt, their bronze skin as pale as white stars and slick with sweat.


  “Well that was exciting, wasn’t it?” Nero said with a relieved grin. “Why don’t we try again, perhaps this time without burning or crashing,” and when Verena raised her brow, “I’d like to live to smoke leaves another day.”


  Brody laughed. Verena rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the smile from her face. Nero brought up the coordinates for two more Lagrange points, one of which lay on the dark side of the exoplanet. Brody requested Cassiopeia take them there.


  When they finally arrived, Brody turned to Nero. “Ready when you are.” Nero fired another missile filled with exotic matter. Brody pushed his consciousness outward into the galaxy, and collapsed the wavefunction at the Lagrange point near CCCCm X46782167.67-2179452.2.


  The exotic portal formed, and this time the shuttle entered unimpeded as the quantum particles of the Cassiopeia and the strike team at CCCCm E49725674.57-8731594.7 joined with the particles at CCCCm X46782167.67-2179452.2. On and on they went, star system to star system, and along the way Brody found his strength in the anticipation of the arrival to Vigna. The massive exoplanet would be the most unique of all the worlds they’d see on this cosmic road trip.


  At the star system prior to Vigna, CCCCm A57914678.37-1794256.2, Nero settled the shuttle in a stable orbit at the Lagrange point beside an Earth-like exoplanet. The exoplanet orbited too far from its yellow star to harbor advanced life, its surface covered entirely by ice, its atmosphere a jumble of bright light-yellow clouds, its poles colored reddish-silver.


  When Brody hesitated to issue the launch order to Nero, Verena said, “Captain, what’s wrong?”


  “No matter what happens at Vigna,” Brody said, “I want the two of you to know I won’t let us lose the war with Reassortment, and I won’t let the teams fall into obscurity.” He reached for their hands and squeezed. “Together, my friends, we’re going to lead humanity back to the surface of the Earth.”


  “Yes,” Nero said.


  “Yes,” Verena agreed.


  “When we exit this last portal at Vigna,” Brody continued, “we must act swiftly, retrieve the sample and leave before—” He grimaced, for a soft, yet piercing signal drummed his head. “Did you hear that?”


  “Hear what?” Verena asked.


  Nero shook his head no. He examined readouts from the Cassiopeia in his extended consciousness.


  The signal rushed into Brody stronger now, jolting him like lightning. It happened two more times.


  The shuttle lingered in the void.


  Nero broke the silence. “It’s a pulsar,” he said, “not a light year from here.”


  Brody narrowed his eyes.


  Verena turned from Nero to Brody. “You don’t think so, do you?”


  “I think it’s time for us to go,” Brody said. “Nero, launch the missile.” Brody pushed his head against his column, exhaled, and closed his eyes, again fixating upon the wavefunction in the present star system and the Vigna system.


  The exotic portal formed and the Cassiopeia shot for it like a dark arrow through space.


  At a distance of five hundred meters to the portal, the signal again interrupted Brody’s connection to the ZPF.


  For a heartbeat he lost his concentration on the quantum particles near Vigna.


  “It’s not a pulsar.” Brody’s blood quickened.


  “What is it?” Nero asked.


  “Or maybe it is, but, it’s being used by … a consciousness.” Brody channeled his mind through the ZPF, refocusing upon the Lagrange point at the Vigna system—


  The Cassiopeia lost power, again. Darkness covered the hull as methodically and completely as an eclipse.


  “I have no access to Cassiopeia!” Nero said.


  “We must abort!” Verena said.


  “It’s too late!” Brody said. He collapsed the wavefunction as the Cassiopeia entered the portal.
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  Damy fled the transport outside the cylindrical Nicola Facility.


  “Wait!” Verne said.


  She glared back and saw him chasing her, the gold buttons on his shirt glinting beneath his transparent lab coat. His neatly creased slacks looked like he’d picked them up from the syncleaners that morning. He didn’t even dress like a scientist.


  “Damy, please.”


  She ran past the Nicola Café, toward the building’s side entrance. Several faces looked up from their morning coffee and media download as she passed. Near the entryway, more scientists in colorful lab coats stared.


  “Damy!” Verne grabbed her elbow. “I’ve never traded mortality contracts! I swear on my honor as a Variscan candidate!”


  She shook him off, staring at his brown-and-yellow striped suspenders. “You’re a filthy, heartless snoop of a trader. That’s what you are! How dare you talk to me about honor?”


  His eyes looked watery. Damy felt a knot in her chest. That Verne seemed as if he might cry didn’t change anything.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “I don’t care, I don’t want to talk to you anymore. What happened to my parents is absolutely none of your business, as you should damn well know. Or did the Variscans forget to teach you common courtesy? Gods, if only I’d known what you really are before I requested you last trimester.”


  “Didn’t you know I was a trader?” he said. “Didn’t they tell you?” He searched her face. “The Registration Department didn’t tell you, did they? Someone in Nicola did after I performed so well …”


  The sink to his lips and eyes made her chest even tighter. She steeled herself. “It’s all about you, isn’t it? Verne, Verne, Verne. Well I’ve had about enough of Verne. There are plenty of fresh recruits coming in, one in particular who possesses that rare combination of talent and humility that you completely lack.”


  Verne stepped back. Damy relished the look of growing concern on his face.


  “It’s my team, Vernon. Perhaps you’d forgotten?”


  He offered no comeback, no snarky retort. He just stood there, his blue-gray eyes more vulnerable than she’d ever seen. Was this the real Verne, or an imposter?


  She crossed her arms. “What would you do if you were me?”


  “I don’t know what I was thinking, Damy. I should have realized it was a sensitive subject, your parents I mean. I was just … well, I was shocked when I learned about it.”


  During the transport ride from the Research Superstructure to the facility, he told her he’d conducted research in Palaestra City’s archive that morning and discovered a surface excursion led by her parents to the North Pole, plus mortality contracts that traded higher and higher in Navita City prior to their departure and during the mission. The contracts paid aristocratic Beimenians and traders well enough to purchase the rights to entire villages when her parents died from Reassortment exposure.


  An investigation by Lady Isabelle’s department had ruled out either insider trading or foul play, but Damy never believed the DOC report.


  “You know what else is not your business,” Damy said, “me, Brody, the Mission to Vigna. Today’s not the first time you crossed a line.”


  “You’re right, I’m sorry. Look, I … let’s start over, work together. I can be professional.”


  Damy stifled a laugh.


  Verne smiled and drew an X across his chest. “I can! Cross my heart. Besides, it’s the only way we’ll finish Silkscape. And we need to, for both our sakes.”


  That was true enough, for the project had already been delayed longer than the chancellor preferred. More delays could lead to demotion, or worse, a Warning. For while her Mark should protect her, it didn’t seem as if the chancellor was following his own rules any longer, given the censure of the Barão Strike Team.


  “Or,” Verne added, “I could transfer out of your facility—”


  “I never asked for that,” Damy said, more abruptly than she expected. “Why don’t we grab a cappuccino at the café?” After she spoke the words, she couldn’t believe she’d asked him. Part of her hoped he would decline.


  “Sure, I’ll go.”


  Damy squinted and nearly smiled before she plucked one of his suspenders. “You can even wear these in there today.”
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  The Nicola Café was carved from quartz and lined with Granville panels that displayed lake scenery, a spring sun, and evergreens. A mixture of coffee beans and pinecones scented the air. Beimenians overflowed the café. Damy nodded to a group of her researchers sitting at a table near the front counter. Verne ignored them, entranced, it seemed, by the multitude of other visitors to the café on this day.


  Amid a steady hum of conversation and clanking trays and glasses, Damy heard murmurs of the Warning and the commonwealth mission. “I heard the chancellor sent a courier during the debriefing,” came one comment, “so I’d say the captain’s done, for sure.” His friend replied, “I purchased more contracts for Vigna than I did during the Jupiter mission.” And on the other side, “How much did you wager?” said a man with a sleeve of animated tattoos. A woman, also tattooed, replied, “Five hundred benaris,” and he answered, “Damn! You crazy, crazy, but I love it! I love it!” Then they kissed.


  Damy felt as if she might vomit. Verne didn’t seem any better.


  “Verne, what is it?” she asked.


  His mouth was wide, but he didn’t speak.


  “Verne?”


  Now he looked the way he had when they’d discovered a new breakthrough in their synbio research, that trader’s grin that Damy hated, a fascination out of place for a visit to the café.


  “Verne—”


  “What’s happening here?” Verne said.


  “Looks like a coffee break to me.”


  “Most Palaestrans wear lab coats, have dark skin, and act more like the bots than transhumans. But today … is … different …”


  Verne and Damy glanced around the café. Women’s chests and backs were covered with animated tattoos of swaying seaweed and fish, their hair flipped and styled, not secured by plastic caps as usual, and the men, most also splayed with colorful animated synisms, wore tank tops, their hair spiked or greased to the sides.


  “Where did these Palaestrans come from?” Verne said.


  Damy accepted an iced cappuccino from a waiter bot and paid. “You didn’t see the South at all before you came here, I take it.”


  Verne gawked at a woman near the counter. An aquamarine shark and glowing dove lined her upper back; her sea blue breasts bounced while she argued with a waiter bot.


  “And I guess you missed the last open house,” Damy said.


  “Open what?”


  “It’s called an open house. These are tourists from other territories, mostly from Piscator and Jurinar and Haurachesa by the looks of them, foul beings they are—”


  “Oh … no … I haven’t seen … I’d recall people like this.”


  “It’s been a while since the board allowed tourists into the department, but the Palaestran economy needs it.”


  Verne seemed intoxicated. “The atmosphere’s uplifting, more real with the tourists … more like—”


  “Home.”


  Verne agreed and swallowed nervously. “You hate all Navitans, don’t you?”


  “I never said that—”


  “Didn’t have to.” Verne grabbed his iced cappuccino. “You want to get out of here—”


  A woman at the table to their left made a loud comment about Brody’s odds of survival. The group laughed. Damy recoiled. “Gods, what is with them?”


  “—take a transport to the lake?” Verne said.


  Damy hesitated. She glanced to the lake scene in the café. She was about to tell him no when Verne said, “I’d understand if you’d rather stay here, meet with the team—”


  “I think I’d prefer to escape from the Piscos for a little bit.” In fact, she sought to escape her team, and Project Silkscape, if only for a while, not the Piscos, but she didn’t want Verne to know this. “It’ll give you an excuse to get out of those ghastly suspenders.”


  Verne smiled, plucked his suspenders with his thumbs, and bounced on the balls of his feet. “I thought you said—”


  “C’mon, I have something in my office you can wear.”


   



   



  Palaestra Lake


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  Damy wore a prim violet silk dress and strapped sandals, while Verne dressed in a pair of Brody’s charcoal shorts and a gray cutoff T-shirt with the commonly recited strike team vows—FIDELITY WITH HONOR. LOYALTY AND PROTECTION—sewed into the back. Damy could tell Verne felt awkward in the baggy clothes, but she preferred this to his suspenders. Verne had seemed shy changing at her office, in her private bathroom. She found his modesty a bit surprising, and endearing.


  They stepped out onto the boardwalk. The lake crawled with Palaestrans. Perfect bodies, styled hair, manicured and pedicured nails. Damy frowned when she overheard more ruminations over the mission, Beimenians who suggested Brody and his team would be sent to the Lower Level, who discussed their trades, who even hinted that Brody and Verena were sleeping together. She couldn’t escape, not even here!


  She blocked them out, took controlled breaths, and thought: The negativity is your enemy. The enemy is your negativity. Ignore the negativity and defeat your enemy. She couldn’t lose her temper over rumors and innuendo, not without breaking a precept of the chancellor and her oath to the RDD, not without hurting Brody.


  She found herself holding Verne’s hand, wishing it was Brody’s.


  He looked at her through the corners of his eyes.


  Damy felt his stare. She dropped his hand. They removed their sandals, then dipped their bare feet in the latte-colored sand, warm and lenitive, and Damy breathed in the salty air, remembering how much she loved Palaestra Lake, held above them by diamond and carbyne—the deepest man-made lake ever designed. She couldn’t recall when Brody last took her here, he was so busy with Reassortment and Regenesis, she with Project Silkscape.


  Verne haggled with the keeper bots at the rental booth. He pointed to Damy, whose dress fluttered in the wind beneath her arms. She held their iced cappuccinos. She heard him say she was a nonresident and his guest. The bots said they had to charge more for them to bring the drinks. Another asked him to confirm his ward, and Verne touched his finger to the DNA scanner. When Verne was accepted, a bot snatched a twenty-benari coin from him, while another emerged from the back with their chairs.


  Flanked by one of the bots, Damy and Verne walked beneath the lake. She admired it, the rush above, the peace below, the pillars, the forever Granville sunset that spread shades of yellow, red, blue, and violet over the sand.


  They ambled over a quartzite path. Forever young golden palm trees shorter than Damy swayed around them. Verne found an unoccupied dune on an unoccupied sandlot near a bed of seaside goldenrod.


  The bot set down their chairs and said, “You have two hours. Enjoy your visit.”


  They thanked the bot. Damy sat and glanced up to the lake, its blue bioluminescence, the blurred image of the true sun, its rays distorted through thousands of meters of water molecules, turned inside out as if part of a kaleidoscope. The view beneath Palaestra Lake was the only true view of the surface from Beimeni. It was strategically placed between the Earth’s five Great Canyons, formerly called Great Lakes. They had dried up before the Second Hundred Years’ War.


  Verne sipped his iced cappuccino and looked up. The bioluminescence turned green, and the seaweed lifted where fish swam to and fro. The lake was bombarded with radiation to protect from Reassortment seepage; the life inside it was created by Granville spheres scattered about.


  “What do you think it would be like to sleep for a few hundred years,” Damy said, “and wake up in Beimeni?”


  “You mean, what would I do if I was Dr. Kole Shrader and awakened to,” Verne spun his forefinger in the air, “all this?” He smiled sadly. “It’d be worse than any nightmare, any hell, any abyss imaginable, at least for me.”


  “Do you believe in the Legend?”


  “I believe what I must, that this Dr. Shrader, whoever he is, was put in that mechanism for a reason, and I want to hope that whoever put him there had good reason.”


  “Do you think he’s immune?”


  “Don’t know. Don’t care.”


  “You sound like you care.”


  “You know, you and I, beautiful Damosel, we’re not all that different.”


  He paused, and Damy was curious where he was taking this, for she thought herself as opposite him as Jupiter to Mars. And he’d never called her beautiful before.


  Verne pushed the sand around with a twig. “Sure, you’re Phanean and I’m Navitan.” The way he said Phanean made it sound like a curse. He leaned closer to Damy now, and she met his gaze. “You might be able to hide your feelings about this place from Marstone … but not from me.”


  “I never said—”


  “For a while I loved it too.” Verne plucked a few goldenrods and waved them around like wands, then handed them to Damy. “The sights and the sounds and the territories, Navita’s parades, Palaestra’s synism silos, the Fountain of Youth in Phanes. Serve Beimeni, live forever, they say. Well I say sure, I’ll live forever, problem is … all this,” Verne motioned his chin to the lake, “it’s all fake … you know it, and I think you loathe underground living as much as I do.”


  Damy sniffed the goldenrod and feigned disinterest in his comments. She tried to remember the last time Brody had offered her a bouquet of any kind. Why was it so hard to find the time for each other when they shared a home and a bed?


  “We were never meant to be so confined,” Verne added, “so controlled.” A seagull chick landed on the sand nearby. It twitched its wings and beak, and Verne smiled. Then it flew away. “We’re designed to expand, to explore, to advance, to love, to be loved … we’ll never have any of that down here—”


  “We’ve failed in some ways,” Damy said, “but there have been successes. There has been conversion. There is hope still in the commonwealth and beyond. We’ve seen other planets. Brody’s team will lead us out—”


  “Where, to the Earth’s surface, to death by Reassortment in horrific pain … no thanks, sister, I’d rather rot down here.” A gust kicked up, and Verne’s hair blew into his face. He pushed it aside. “So, you’ve been touring with the neophytes, what can you tell me about the RDD’s next victims?”


  Damy laughed, for the first time with Vernon Lebrizzi. “They’re impressive,” she said. “There’s the one I mentioned, who interests me particularly.” Damy sipped her iced cappuccino and peered back up to the lake, hoping that Gwen wasn’t Noria’s daughter.


  “What’s his name?” Verne said.


  “Her name is Gwendolyn Horvearth, and I think she’s just the talent we need to get us through opening day.”


  “What percentile did she perform in?”


  Damy hadn’t yet conducted due diligence on Gwen, but she would not make the same mistake she had with Verne. “I’m not sure. Why don’t you check it out?”


  Verne connected to the RDD’s and Marstone’s databases. Information normally restricted in Marstone’s Database was declassified for purchased Harpoon candidates. His eyes moved back and forth as he flipped through hundreds of thousands of pages of electronic data. “You’re sure her name’s Gwendolyn Horvearth?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Here we go then,” Verne said, “birth year in 367, birthplace Seventh Ward, Transport City, Portage, Underground—”


  “Central,” Damy said. Brody’s home territory and region.


  “There’s more,” Verne said. “Gwen was left by her parents on the steps of a government building in Transport City with a cryptor that transmitted a message, Please take care of her. The administrators of Transport City sent her to the Portage Citadel, where Minister Kaspasparon sent a request to the developers at House Variscan, who—”


  “Accept orphans,” Damy said, “and they developed her, the same as they did with—”


  “Me,” Verne said.


  And Brody and Nero, Damy thought. Nero was also abandoned by his parents, something which Damy knew bothered him still, all these decades later.


  “She was the champion, just like …” Vernon looked up, and they both said, “Brody.” Verne closed the file. “Do you think there’s anything to the commonalities? Or is someone just fucking with you?”


  “Charming,” Damy said. She wanted to say that she wasn’t sure, that there was something about Gwen that seemed … off. But she held back. She’d given Verne plenty of reason to dislike Gwen by comparing them this morning. It was wisest to avoid handing him ammunition against her.


  At least she isn’t Noria’s, Damy thought. She recalled Gwen’s leadership, her enthusiasm, her persistence, her intelligence, and her arrogance during the tour. Just like Verne. And herself. Damy pondered the conversions she could achieve with Gwen and Verne on her team. Then another idea struck her.


  Brody’s success on Vigna should ensure more time, but not endless time for his team, and a resource like Gwen, obsessed with terraforming, might be just what his team needed to send humanity back to the surface.


  “I assume we’ll request her placement on Project Silkscape?” Verne said.


  “No,” Damy said in a tone that bit, “the Reassortment team needs her more than we do.”


  “Don’t they have enough?”


  “Reassortment is the great challenge of our time, not Silkscape—”


  “We’re behind schedule!”


  “Submit a request for Gwen’s placement on Reassortment. This is my command, my decision, and it’s final.”


  Verne gave her a long look, and complied.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Lady Isabelle stood within the hollowed dome of Marstone’s Cerebral Core. Sixty black bots surrounded her, inert, the Core’s laser security grid deactivated. She raised her arms and connected to the ZPF. The dome filled with galaxies and nebulae. The Milky Way spiraled above, then the solar system. The view blurred when she focused on Earth, sending her consciousness deep inside, four thousand meters deep, to the Lower Level—and her sweet Antosha’s mind.


  When will I find myself outside the boundaries of this Lower Level, Antosha sent, back in Phanes where I should be, with you?


  Not soon enough. Isabelle’s speeding heart calmed. She felt warm and beautiful, hearing Antosha’s voice. It had been two trimesters since they had last spoken. Why hasn’t the Controller allowed you access to the zeropoint field?


  Part of Antosha’s sentencing included routine injections of E. barrier, a synism that disrupted the transhuman mind-body-cosmos connection. But Isabelle paid the Controller tens of thousands of benaris for his cooperation—and agreement that he miss injections now and then—assuring him that her conversations with Antosha were a matter of national security regarding the campaign against the Beimeni Polemon. She promised the Controller she’d force Chancellor Masimovian to allow his return after they won the war, one of many lies she’d told him over the years. If he continued to disobey her, she might have to find another catspaw to run the Lower Level.


  The Controller thinks he works for the good of transhumans and the commonwealth. Antosha’s voice softened. He mistakenly believes his power is granted by the chancellor. The great fool doesn’t understand where true power is derived—


  The genes. Isabelle finished his thought, as she often did.


  I long to return to Beimeni, complete my work, and lead the people back to the surface with you.


  Isabelle placed her hand against her chest, over her golden phoenix. As the gods intended. She didn’t believe in the Twin Gods, for they’d never answered her prayers. But she knew Antosha held faith in them. He’d visited the Spa of Delphi often when he lived in the Beimeni zone.


  What news from the commonwealth?


  Heywood sent the Barão Strike Team to Vigna. Isabelle twisted one of her golden rings, then held up her forefingers, examining her nails and rings.


  I thought we agreed that might not be wise.


  Isabelle dropped her hands to her sides. To achieve perfection we must have the Lorum. You admitted so—


  I told you we need the Lorum’s DNA. Antosha paused. Though I yearn for the Barão Strike Team to suffer, slowly and painfully, either during a failed jump through space-time or at the hands of the Lorum, I would have preferred to study the alien from a safe distance, from Mars, to fully assess its weaknesses, to develop my skills in transmigration and translate its chromosomes—


  I had no choice.


  With close contact, the Lorum may now learn our flaws.


  The transmissions disappeared from Candor Chasma!


  This is fraught with risk.


  I had to adjust when the chancellor delayed your return. Isabelle put her hands on her hips. And the Barão Strike Team’s continued failure with Reassortment and Regenesis cannot go unpunished!


  It won’t. What of Jeremiah Selendia?


  Secure in my new prison, soon to be joined by his sons.


  Isabelle received a Marstone summons from Chancellor Masimovian. She ignored him.


  Tell me about Jeremiah’s capture, tell me about … his sons?


  Much has happened since we last spoke, my love. Jeremiah has three illegal heirs. The eldest, Zorian, was the Polemon named Jonyn I told you about. The fool thinks I’ll grant him clemency for cooperation. He infected his father with E. barrier for me. You should’ve seen Jeremiah when we surrounded him and he couldn’t access the field.


  I could only imagine.


  The middle son, Johann, I apprehended along with the youngest, Cornelius, in Ypresia Village. But they somehow escaped from the DOP. We reacquired Johann, but Cornelius escaped with Murray Olyorna.


  Murray …


  A former Reassortment research scientist on Jeremiah’s team, the BP’s developer according to my intel.


  Where is Johann now?


  A corpse in quarantine. I sent him to the surface, but Cornelius and Murray elude me still. The youngest Selendia is underdeveloped. He won’t survive for long.


  I’d like to meet this Zorian.


  You might get the chance. He’s in Masimovian Tower as we speak.


  Splendid. You might consider keeping him around awhile longer. Antosha paused. Jeremiah grew more careless than we imagined. How could he think we’d not find his heirs? And how could he believe we wouldn’t be able to turn them to our cause? With him gone, I trust the Front is disintegrating, as you assumed?


  Isabelle looked down. Wish that were so. The BP’s influence strengthens by the day, near as fast as the economy weakens. It’s as if some reflexive disease has taken hold.


  Does the chancellor suggest a means to end the war with the BP? When will he grant my release?


  He drinks himself comatose by day and beds his maidens by night. Just thinking about him made Isabelle want to gag. The slob is barely in connection with the Janzers any longer, making my job more difficult. But he assures me he’ll grant your reinstatement. The chancellor expects you to … aid me in my search for the Polemon.


  You are truly a protector of the commonwealth and I would see you above the world rather than beneath it.


  Where humanity belongs. Isabelle blew out a deep breath. My love, I must confess, we have a separate issue. She paused. Miss Damosel didn’t accept Gwendolyn Horvearth to her team, and worse, she recommended our Harpoon Champion to shadow Captain Barão on Reassortment. How can we move forward?


  That’s fine … in fact, that’s even better.


  The chancellor sent another summons through Marstone. Though Isabelle didn’t respond, she sensed his growing agitation through the ZPF.


  I must go. Atticus seems to have sobered long enough to notice my absence.


  Will wonders never cease. Be well, my dove.


  Stay alive. I’ll have you out of there soon.


   



   



  Masimovian Tower


  Beimeni City, Phanes


   



  Isabelle rubbed the soft fabric of her silk scarf as she made her way beneath an archway, her gown sweeping the carbyne floor behind her. Atticus had summoned her to the Library Level. He stood in the reading room, searching the semicircular cases full of holographic books, which glowed with white phosphorescent light. A Janzer stood on either side of him, along with several keeper bots. They bowed to Isabelle upon her approach.


  “You seem pleased with yourself,” he said without looking up. He closed his eyes, disengaging his extended consciousness from the texts, and turned toward her. He was nothing like the man she’d fallen in love with, centuries ago—his breath reeking of alcohol, his eyes bloodshot, his face as full as a warthog’s, his voice full of hate. “Where have you been?”


  “I told you I would search for the whelp this day.”


  He bristled and his entire face twitched. “You sent Icarian to Farino Prison without my approval. And you found Jeremiah’s eldest son, but didn’t tell me!” Atticus closed the distance between them and leaned toward her ear. “What else are you hiding, my lady? Pray tell.”


  She drew back, then slowly orbited him as if she were lecturing in Harpoon class. He stood still and turned his head with hers, like a Harpoon candidate. She ran her forefingers over the back of his neck. “It’s my job to protect the people—”


  He grabbed her wrist, twisting her to him, drawing her face close to his. The smell of booze hung on his breath. “Your job is to please me, Isabelle.”


  She broke free and slapped him, forward and backward, letting her many rings slice his cheeks. He narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth, his tongue on his lower lip.


  “I’m not in the mood,” she said.


  The chancellor swiped his hand toward a keeper bot, which injected him with uficilin, healing his cuts. The bot then wiped his face of blood.


  After it finished, Atticus reached for the pendant around his neck. He sent a command, and the Janzers departed, the bots trailing behind. Isabelle sensed the clash of anger and lust within her eternal partner, enjoying his confusion. Atticus did like it rough.


  Once they were alone, he turned to her. “You left the BP’s most skilled telepath in my tower and kept it to yourself. Do you take me for one of your Harpoon candidates?”


  Isabelle took care to block him from her mind. “I take you for our leader,” she said, her voice as soft as rose petals, “and I thought the apprehension of one of the Polemon’s last commanders would please you.” She raised her hand toward his face, bracelets jangling. He flinched. She smiled and brushed her forefingers over the beads of sweat upon his forehead. “Those maidens can’t handle you the way I can.” His breathing calmed. “Come,” she added, “let us meet with Zorian Selendia, together.”


  She took him by the arm to the Cellar Level, where two Janzer divisions and a pack of tenehounds surrounded Zorian. His wrists were cuffed, his chin and face glowing green from the Converse Collar.


  “Forgive me,” Atticus said, “we sometimes forget our courtesies.” He nodded to a Janzer, who then unlocked the collar, deactivating it.


  Isabelle felt Zorian’s presence in the ZPF immediately. His quantum energy pulsated around her, alarmingly powerful. Her heart drummed.


  “If I wanted to kill you,” Zorian said, “I would have done so already.”


  Isabelle laughed. “Child, you think you’re skilled because your father is Jeremiah Selendia. You think you’ve suffered because you’ve never known life outside a family you never understood, and now loathe.” Zorian pressed his lips together, blinking. He folded his arms. “Oh yes, child, much as you think you’ve seen my mind, I’ve seen yours. I’ve seen your fights with your brother, your hatred for your father, and your love for the commonwealth’s central territories.”


  In truth, Isabelle had seen all this in brief glimpses, when Zorian was bleeding out from tenehound bites. And it wasn’t so much love for Vivo or Nexirenna as it was, she hoped, desire to live a legal life. As soon as she’d injected him with uficilin, he blocked her out again. She couldn’t see him, truly, when he focused. Even now, he evaded her.


  The pillars and cellar flashed. The animated sea-life tattoos upon Zorian’s arms spread as if they had wings, engulfing Isabelle and Atticus. The Janzers activated their pulse weapons and drew their swords, while the tenehounds howled. The Cellar Level disappeared …


  … Replaced by what Isabelle could only construe as construction assembly lines, obscured by geothermal steam. What the terrorists were building, only the gods knew, but it couldn’t bode well for the commonwealth. Men and women raised and lowered hammers. Alloy sparked. The smell of burning oil and minerals filled the air.


  The scene shifted. She, Zorian, and Atticus now stood in a maze of tunnels. Endless tunnels! They snaked up and down and left and right, all throughout the underground, where the BP took care to hide a piping system, which, it seemed, stole cool water from the commonwealth. They somehow avoided detection, though Isabelle would conduct more research into this. Zorian took them deeper, or parallel, to the Beimeni zone. It was hard for Isabelle to keep up with his mind. He stopped and she turned, observing a cavern hidden from the commonwealth with lichen and false limestone. The BP stored synism vials along the riverbanks, beneath the rivers, at the wharfs, within the ships, and through the walls, side by side. It made sense to Isabelle now, how the BP had survived so long, how the war had dragged on for decades. This was the result of the BP’s attacks in the RDD. Isabelle felt nauseated. How could they drain resources from more than three hundred million people? How could they put so many at risk?


  The way of Reassortment with them, she thought.


  The view shifted, blending people and places together and pulling them apart. Zorian led them through the underground from Gaia in the West to Portage and Phanes in Central to Gubertiana in the Northeast, to all thirty territories in the Great Commonwealth—ending in Navita.


  Interesting choice for Zorian to halt, Isabelle reflected.


  Atticus seemed to be struggling to speak. Finally, he managed, “You will lead us to them or you will follow your brother into the afterlife.”


  Zorian disengaged. Once again, the Cellar Level materialized. Isabelle silenced her barking hounds.


  “My chancellor,” Zorian said, “I could lead you to the eastern stronghold and help you destroy it with your Janzers and tenehounds, but more just like it will sprout before we’re finished. For all I know, the caverns in Navita are gone. The same is true of the Polemon passageways.”


  Isabelle sighed. Zorian’s candidness surprised her, but she doubted she could trust him. “Blackeye Cavern,” she said, “you know where it is. Tell us.”


  “No.”


  “Without a homeland, the BP would be forced to surrender—”


  “No.”


  “Tell us, now.”


  “I don’t know where it is!”


  She detected no break, no sense of untruth in his voice or mind. If he deceived them, this was indeed a skilled telepath.


  “Then you’re useless to us,” Atticus said. He turned to Isabelle. “Escort this traitor to Farino Prison—”


  “Pardon, Chancellor.” Atticus frowned but let him speak. “I don’t know Blackeye Cavern’s location, but I can help you, if you let me.”


  “What’re you proposing?” Atticus said.


  Zorian took three steps toward the chancellor, his cape swaying behind him. Atticus stepped back, and the Janzers crossed their swords before him.


  Isabelle stepped in front of Zorian. “I might send you to the East, then, and when you make contact with the BP spies, I will follow them to the stronghold.”


  “The East will not do,” Zorian said. “My lady, let me be your eyes and ears in all your territories, and you will know the Front’s movements even before they do.”


  Isabelle’s heels clacked against the floor as she orbited Zorian. She observed his mind. He allowed her to do so. She sensed this thought, along with its implication, that he might stop her if he chose.


  “Unacceptable.”


  She signaled and a Janzer reattached the Converse Collar around Zorian’s neck.


  “Take him away,” she said.


  Zorian blew her a kiss as they dragged him out of sight.


  When they’d departed, Atticus took her by the arm. He escorted her to the Ballroom Level, with its balustrade, terrace, and southern city views. Masimovian Center and the districts formed the city’s bright skyline. The blue bioluminescent waterfalls in the Fountain of Youth hung in the distance.


  Atticus swept his hand toward the horizon. “We can’t let the BP take this from us.”


  Isabelle ran the nail of her index finger down his neck. “Give me the resources I require to destroy the Polemon, and your people shall live forever.”


  “So that was it.” A slight smile broke through his stubble goatee. “You thought the threat presented by Jeremiah’s traitorous son could convince me to let Antosha return to the commonwealth.”


  “Only the timing of his return is in question.”


  “I think not.”


  She pulled away. “We agreed!”


  “Prime Minister Decca will not allow—”


  “The people will blame you, not Carillon Decca, if we lose this war. You must stop the BP, or all this,” Isabelle waved her hand over the balustrade, “will disappear.”


  Atticus ran his hands through his thick hair. “You truly think Antosha can help us?”


  “I’ve never been so sure of something in my life. He’s more advanced with the zeropoint field, the CRISPR system, and synbio than any living scientist.”


  “What will I tell the people if he should kill again?”


  “The only ones among us who should fear Antosha are the traitors we desperately must terminate, for the survival of the commonwealth and the good of your people.”


  Atticus waved his hand and nodded. He lit a cigar from the lighter in the palm of a keeper bot and puffed. “You told me you searched for the whelp, Cornelius Selendia. Did you find him?”


  “Lieutenant Arnao’s pursuit continues, and I’ve been mining Marstone’s Database.” Isabelle twisted one of her bracelets.


  Atticus puffed his cigar again and narrowed his eyes. He was trying to search her mind, but she would not let him see her.


  “From the time Cornelius escaped our city,” Isabelle said, “I’ve caught bits of information, flashing on and off, though the origin remains in the East … in Navita.” She tapped her lips with her forefinger. Zorian knows where they are, he led us to Navita for a reason. But can I trust him? Perhaps she would chat again with him sooner than she thought.


  “I wonder, my lady,” Atticus said, “did you just unravel the enigma?” He activated a Granville sphere that hung above the terrace, creating the illusion of Navita City, its Great Falls crashing around them.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Unknown Time


   



  Unknown Location


   



   



  I can’t fail, Brody thought, not now.


  The one hundred twenty-one years of his life flashed before him; his illegal birth in Portage City; the Janzer invasion of his apartment unit; his father’s suicide; his and Xylia’s arrest; Minister Kaspasparon and Portage Citadel; the Variscans and development; Nero, Verena, and the Harpoons; Vastar Alalia and his teams; Jeremiah Selendia and his obsession with power and Reassortment; the Gemini; and Damy, his eternal partner who kept up his spirits through decades of death; round and round they went, like the Cassiopeia through space.


  Brody sent out a burst of telekinetic energy around the shuttle, shielding it from the influence of the consciousness he felt far stronger here than at CCCCm A57914678.37-1794256.2 before the Cassiopeia barreled into the exotic portal.


  “Captain Barão,” Verena screamed. With not even the red emergency light in the hull, he couldn’t see her. “We’re moving too fast! We have to steady the shuttle!”


  “I’m trying!” he said.


  He sent out another surge of energy into the ZPF, and this time he kept the consciousness at bay. The Cassiopeia’s red emergency lights flickered before full power returned. He requested equilibrium-inducing synisms from his synsuit to steady his middle ear.


  “Take command of the Cassiopeia,” he said to Verena. And to Nero: “Help her steady our positioning.”


  Brody disengaged from the shuttle’s artificial intelligence, focusing solely on the mysterious consciousness still pushing all around the shuttle. Perspiration poured down his face. He lowered his head and the synisms in his helmet did their best to clear the condensing water vapor, and he expelled his quantum field from his mind until finally, mysteriously, the foreign consciousness disappeared.


  Brody lifted his head and gasped for air.


  Verena and Nero settled the shuttle in the void. The Granville syntech revealed the outside view.


  The gargantuan Planet Vigna sat beneath them. Its atmosphere appeared as shades of blue, red, violet, and orange; a singular continent contained beige, charcoal, white, green, blue, red, and brown landmasses; many layers of clouds implied many atmospheric temperature inversions; icy poles; sinuous waterways. The exoplanet’s three stars simmered in the distance. Of its three moons, the one identified as Cerberus, with its three burnt clay mountains and plateaus, hung closest.


  Verena’s mouth gaped open. “It’s … perfect.”


  “Brodes,” Nero said, “what the heck just happened?”


  “I’m not sure,” Brody said.


  “At the last world, you mentioned a consciousness,” Verena said.


  Brody looked down to his hands. His fingers trembled. He felt sweat streak down his face. “I’m not sure what I felt.” He turned to Nero. “We have no time to waste.”


  “Understood,” the striker said. “Requesting permission to discharge the probes.”


  “Permission granted.”


  “Coordinating the launches …”


  Silver light overtook the shuttle. When it cleared, the hull darkened, leaving not even the emergency red lighting active.


  “My gods,” Verena said, “again?”


  Brody felt his gut pulling toward his throat. “We’re caught in Vigna’s gravity,” he said.


  Or he thought it was Vigna’s gravity until he sensed an impulse wave in the ZPF, a consciousness similar to the one he’d felt at CCCCm A57914678.37-1794256.2 and just now when they’d emerged through space-time from the exotic portal, but far more potent.


  “No, not gravity … we’re under attack.”


  “From what?” Nero said.


  “I can feel it, all around us, penetrating the shuttle, and me, adjusting to my methods in the field.”


  Brody connected to the ZPF in a manner he never expected to again—to protect himself from a quantum field of a quality even more powerful than the one Antosha once used. He felt its energy within him, the sensation as if a million needles tickled him from the inside out. This was the universe’s raw power, without interference from Marstone, and Brody sensed a presence, familiar but foreign, close but distant. He screamed, and his blood rushed through his veins. He held his arms at his sides, palms up.


  He gasped.


  The Granville syntech reignited, and the outside view returned.


  Shuttle captain to Cassiopeia, Brody sent, steady our positioning above Vigna. The shuttle engines ignited, and Brody felt the lift in his body. He breathed deeply and rapidly.


  Verena said, “Captain, let it go, we’re all right … just let it go.”


  Brody shook so violently that the plating on his column vibrated.


  “Captain?” Nero said.


  “It’s here,” Brody said.


  “What’s here?” Verena said.


  “The Lorum.”


  Nero gritted his teeth. “But I thought—”


  “Launch the probes,” Brody said, “you have no idea how difficult this is—”


  “We should abort,” Verena said.


  “Absolutely not,” Brody said. His capillaries surfaced around his eyes and forehead, then disappeared beneath his skin.


  Nero telepathically coordinated the launches with the Cassiopeia.


  The shuttle activated the probes, cylindrical robotics painted with doves that spiraled down over the Vignan surface with their wings extended, reflecting starlight.


  Brody threw his head back. Sweat poured down his face. Water vapor built in his helmet, condensing against the edges, forming quicker than the synisms could absorb.


  Nero reviewed their position as compared to Vigna and the portal. “Love,” he said, “have you conducted a planetary diagnostic?”


  “We should abort—”


  “Just do it, Verena!” Brody said.


  “Launching mapping probes, now,” Nero said.


  Brody gasped, and the hull darkened. The shuttle descended into Vigna’s thermosphere.


  “This is foolish,” Verena said, “we should return to Earth while we still can.”


  “We can’t,” Brody said. He stabilized the shuttle, and the Vigna system again reappeared. “I have the coordinates.”


  He thought about the colorful, liquid alloy. Was it an energy source, a natural feature, or some other technology used by the Lorum? Could the Lorum aid transhumans with Reassortment as Antosha believed? Might the cure be this close?


  Prepare for the drop, Brody sent to Nero. Be quick and we’ll circle with the retrieval hook.


  Nero nodded, activated the magnets in his boots, and unlatched.


  “My gods,” Verena said to Nero, “you can’t—”


  “Love, I’m going.”


  Cassiopeia, Brody transmitted. His eyes were bloodshot. Capillaries bulged on his cheeks and forehead. Activate view from Capricorn probe.


  The Capricorn transmitted to the Cassiopeia. Holograms formed in the center of the hull, a vast area of shaggy weeds and mossy stone near a river with what appeared to be electric sparks, cliffs, broken clouds, geothermal vents, waterfalls, and colorful stones. There were trees as tall as Masimovian Tower, their trunks as wide as transports. Plants sprouted in different directions, reaching for light from different stars, their stems as large as weeping willow trunks, their leaves green, orange and yellow, translucent white, red or pink.


  To Verena, Brody sent, Send me the results of your planetary diagnostic.


  She obeyed his order, and Brody studied the data. He told Nero, Oxygen levels near the surface at forty percent, magnetic field ten times more powerful than Earth’s, temperature inversions detected, surface temperature fifty degrees Celsius, weather patterns normal, northwestern winds at twelve kilometers per Earth hour, barometric pressure low but DO NOT risk exposure. Get in, find the metallic liquid, retrieve the sample, and get out.


  Copy, Nero answered.


  All systems ready for departure, Verena sent.


  Nero knelt and held the handles on the hatch.


  The Cassiopeia plunged through Vigna’s thermosphere and into its mesosphere. Flames engulfed the shuttle’s walls.


  Entering the Vignan stratosphere, Verena sent, seventy thousand meters to the drop point.


  The fires cleared, and they saw the Vignan sky: white star upon the horizon, orange star directly above, and its companion, the distant, gigantic blue star.


  We’re entering the troposphere! Twenty-five thousand meters to the drop point!


  Brody extended his consciousness and viewed Nero’s coordinates rotating around Vigna’s metallic liquid river, which met the aqua river’s waterfalls near mossy cliffs and a temperature inversion.


  Ten thousand meters!


  In the control room’s center, the hologram shifted to the bulbous trees with their geometric leaves and the aqua river whose tributaries rumbled across and over the edge of the cliff formation.


  Five thousand meters to drop point.


  Vigna’s features, the plateaus and mountains and streams and plant life, seemed close enough to touch in Brody’s enhanced vision. He felt the Lorum presence in the ZPF backing off, and he exhaled deeply. His eyes and mind felt heavy with relief.


  The Cassiopeia filled with midnight-blue light, and the team heard, Prepare for departure and the clack, clack, clack of the hatch mechanism adjusting for the drop.


  Three thousand meters!


  The clouds thickened within the temperature inversions, and the Cassiopeia burst through layer after layer of cloud cover.


  Prepare for departure.


  Two thousand meters.


  Prepare for departure.


  One thousand meters.


  Brody sensed another change in the ZPF and was about to request an abort, about to lift the shuttle back to the portal, back to Earth where he’d force Chancellor Masimovian to let his team keep the Reassortment project, when the blue lighting cleared.


  Opening departure hatch, the Cassiopeia sent.


  The hatch opened and closed, and Nero swooped into the Vignan troposphere.


  The Cassiopeia veered and hovered like a hawk.


  Nero was rendered in holographic form before them.


  The Capricorn probe provided a ground–up visual, but the newly swarming clouds in the inversions obscured the top–down visual from the shuttle.


  Adjust ten degrees west, Verena sent to Nero, target should be appearing—


  A flash of silver light that filled the Vignan sky obscured the view inside the shuttle. Brody and Verena covered their eyes.


  “Captain,” Verena said, “what’s happening?”


  Cassiopeia, Brody sent, clear the panels.


  Panels clear, Captain. Disturbance originated from Planet Vigna.


  “Look,” Verena said, “there!” The rendition from the Capricorn probe focused. “He’s lost control!”


  Nero spun and flailed as if unconscious. Brody and Verena tried to connect with him through the ZPF. When that failed, they tried Cassiopeia.


  Striker Nero is unresponsive, the shuttle replied.


  Verena slung her fist toward Brody. “I told you!” She manipulated the data stream to determine Nero’s position. “Take us to him!” She reconnected to the shuttle. Take us to him, now!


  The Cassiopeia tipped to its side and rocketed down, exploding through the layers of cloud cover until the massive trees materialized, and beneath them the aqua river, steam drifting up from the springs that pocked its sides.


  Nero was about to plunge into the water.


  We can’t get to him, Brody sent, but I won’t leave him here.


  Cassiopeia, Verena sent, eject retrieval hook!


  Striker Nero is out of range, the Cassiopeia replied.


  The Lorum’s telepathic energy overwhelmed Brody, and the planetary view faded. The shuttle spun slowly toward a jungle. Verena twisted her head back and forth in her egg-shaped helmet. Sweaty strands of hair were pasted to her chin.


  Brody swiveled his head weakly, his face pale.


  Their last view of Vigna beyond the trees was of Nero crashing into the sinuous river. Verena screamed.


  Brody’s world darkened.


  Part III:

  

  Inversions


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: Second Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 173 – 176

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Spring had turned to summer upon the surface, while the Great Commonwealth entered its second trimester in the time since the Barão Strike Team had launched its Mission to Vigna. Progress on Project Silkscape was slower than Damy would have preferred, with not enough prehistoric fauna or flora yet produced, giving her less confidence her team could meet the 370 AR deadline for opening day. More than once she thought about the latest Harpoon Champion; in the end, Damy pressured the Placement Committee to add Gwendolyn Horvearth to Brody’s team, and her understanding was that upon his return, should he return, Gwen would be assigned as his shadow apprentice.


  Since her and Verne’s first trip to the lake, Damy found herself with him more often, in and out of the Nicola Facility. They traveled together to Silkscape City in Lovereal, to Palaestra Lake, and the RDD cafés. On their days off, they frequented the Entertainment District in Beimeni City, the bazaars in Palaestra City, the Northeast gorges, and even the vineyards in Vivo.


  She stood with Verne now on the cobblestone walk near Masimovian Crossing, near Beimeni River. The crossing was lifted. A flotilla of skiffs and rafts sent their wake against the banks. Artificial winds blew dust over the Dunes of Phanes. In the distance stood the crystal, carbyne, limestone, and alloy buildings of the city’s wards, districts, and center, Masimovian Tower standing tall, its spires alight with the illusory sun. Granville spheres staged in the valley upon pedestals displayed the void of Lagrange point one, and in the distance, the solar system’s sun.


  “Is this how it ends?” Damy said. “No body to fossilize, no offering for the gods?” A traditional strike team burial consisted of synthetically fossilizing the human remains, encapsulating them in a missile, and sending the missile toward the center of the cosmos, theoretically to the Twin Gods.


  “Don’t talk that way,” Verne said. “You saw the shuttle disappear. You heard Danforth’s update.”


  “You know the media isn’t always reliable,” Damy said. She hadn’t been at Heywood’s conclave when he’d announced the creation of exotic matter. But she knew that collapsing the wavefunction to travel thousands of light years through space was much more difficult than anything her eternal partner, or any skilled telepath, had attempted with the ZPF in transhuman history.


  Verne pointed up at the sky and raised a finger to his lips. The last of the skiffs sailed by. The bridge lowered. Damy and Verne crossed the river, their transparent lab coats fluttering in the wind. Damy smelled the hint of berries, veggies, and burning charcoal from the grills in the valley bazaar and felt a hotter Granville sun upon her skin, a taste of what summer might be like on the surface, down here in Phanes.


  “I don’t think they’d mess with a commonwealth mission,” Verne said, “and the traders aren’t always right.”


  The bid-and-ask prices from Navita City were also displayed in the valley, including those for the mission. Bids were highest for the contracts that expected “exotic failure,” which Damy had learned was synonymous with death. Those expecting conversion placed second.


  “Traders are never right,” Damy said, narrowing her eyes at him. She sighed. “It’s better this way. I’d rather their lives end on the gods’ terms than on the chancellor’s.”


  Verne furrowed his brow. “They’ll make it,” he said, pointing again at the eye in the sky.


  Damy shrugged and wiped her eyes. She half wished that Lady Isabelle would capture her seditious thoughts and make an example of her, rather than live without Brody. Beyond the loss she would suffer, chaos would likely reign again in the RDD. Prior to Brody, research had been in constant flux. High turnover, constant demotions, and short-lived Jubilees were the norm. And it impacted the way the chancellor dealt with the board. The chancellor, they said, was as hard as granite before Brody’s appointment by the ministry and confirmation by the board to Project Reassortment. His present mercy stemmed from his belief in Brody’s loyalty—no more, Damy thought, for the Warning had destroyed any illusion of Captain Broden Barão’s once formidable alliance with Chancellor Masimovian.


  “Did I ever tell you how much I love the valley this time of year?” Damy said, diverting her thoughts. Verne shook his head. “Every second trimester since Brody and I moved to the city, I’ve sent Merrell here to purchase all the fruits and vegetables Brody uses in his stew.”


  “Brody cooks?”


  Damy nodded. “He combines beef with lamb, cabbage, potatoes, carrots, parsley, and whole peppercorns. And we order the finest Loverealan wine. Last year,” Damy chuckled, pressing her hand to Verne’s chest, “Carillon Decca shows up in this goat costume his keeper bot sewed, and the waiter bots tripped over his hoof and the pumpkin pies flew all over Lady Isabelle. I wish you could’ve seen her.” Verne held her hand where it lay. Damy laughed. “Won’t you join us for the feast this year?”


  “I’d be honored.”


  Someone in the crowd screamed, startling them. Damy broke away from Verne, looking toward Lagrange point one.


  The view brightened, but the shuttle didn’t emerge.


  It was a radioactive ejection from the sun.


  Damy gasped. “I don’t how much longer I can stay here.”


  “Did I ever tell you about Brooke?” Verne said.


  Damy wasn’t sure she wanted to hear this story, but she went along. “I don’t think so.”


  “You remind me a bit of her.”


  “A brook?”


  Verne laughed. He rubbed Damy’s curly hair between his forefinger and thumb. “No, not a brook.” He dropped her hair and looked in her eyes. “Brooke.” He emphasized the difference as if Damy should’ve known.


  “Who was she?”


  “She grew up an illegal in Navita, like me. I found her outside the city, curled in a ball near the Great Falls, after trading hours. Those days I was a scavenger, starved and dry like her, shells of our adolescent selves. Her skin flaked when I lifted her from the ground. I took her to my home, assured her I wouldn’t lead her to harm. She told me to leave her to die.”


  The crowd roared with approval when the trading contracts hit new highs. Damy didn’t know when it had happened, but she held Verne’s hand as they ambled along the riverbank, farther from the crowd and the holograms.


  “My hideout,” he said, “was in the abandoned units, in the shanty wards near the outskirts of Navita City, all rusted alloy and limestone, a part of the territory Minister Orosiris wished would disappear. Synthetic resources aren’t as freely distributed to territories not called Palaestra or Phanes, or Dunamis, Lovereal, Gubertiana—”


  “I’m sorry, Verne.”


  “It’s not your fault.” Verne turned to the dunes. “Those wards became my home after my parents abandoned me there, an illegal offspring, I was told. I wasn’t registered in Marstone’s Database.” He turned back to Damy. “And the city’s outcasts accepted me as if I was one of their own, raised me, fed me, trained me in the ways of the unregistered, cloaked and hidden, scavengers. I found employment in the factories deep inside the city, and when the Janzers closed in, I fled to the pit where men behaved more like their animal ancestors, where I became a trader—”


  “Where you turned into a phenom trader,” Damy corrected, “the Boy Plunger—”


  “They didn’t call me that to flatter. It’s a zero sum game. If I was winning, someone on the other end was losing. Soon I wasn’t even allowed on the trading floors, and not long after that, the tenehounds surrounded me with the Janzers and—”


  “They arrested you, and you nearly starved to death until Lord Rueben saved you.” They stopped, blocked by the crowd. “Where is she now, your Brooke, did she make it out?”


  “She was arrested, same as me …” He paused. “Sent to the Lower Level, I think.”


  “Maybe she’s alive, maybe we could request—”


  “Enough about me,” Verne said. He nodded toward the portal. “All will be right soon.” He turned to Damy, took her other hand, and said, “You’ll be able to tell Brody about all the progress we’ve made on Project Silkscape.”


  “We haven’t rendered the prehistoric species without viable genetic materials the chancellor expects—”


  “We will.”


  Damy didn’t respond. She felt a sensation in her belly and suddenly thought of her child, forming inside her. The chancellor’s Fifth Precept rowed through her head: Citizen heirs of the chancellor are a blessing. They are also property of the Office of the Chancellor. All pregnancies must be reported to the nearest medical facility and all citizens must be registered with the government at the time of birth, prior to development.


  Must I register you? Damy thought.


  “It’s difficult,” she said, trying to think about something, anything else. “Sometimes it feels impossible, I don’t know what—”


  “We’ll work on the specimens, you and I, starting with the Deinotherium—”


  “That’s not what I was talking about.” Damy dropped his hands and turned, looking back over the dunes. “Brody and I used to talk all the time about heirs, but I hear a story like yours, and I don’t know if I can bring a child into this world.”


  Or if I can give my baby to the commonwealth, she thought. Oh gods, please bring Brody back.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Navita City


   



  Navita, Underground East


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Spring turned to summer upon the surface while Connor and Luke traveled along the Archimedes underground. Their first stop was Vivo City, the island where Luke picked up Loverealan silk to replace Connor’s ripped and smelly clothes. Now and then a raft would float by, and Luke would wink and sing, and the visitors dropped off benaris or trunks or satchels filled with sustenance synisms, uficilin, and Vitamin T. When Connor asked Luke where the supplies came from, all Luke would say was this: “The synbio thief takes care of the Front.” Who was the thief? Why did the thief help the Front? How could anyone break into the Research & Development Department and survive? Connor wanted to know.


  Luke never told him.


  At their last stop in Hartstone Village, not far from Navita City, an innkeeper gave them a bound leather package. In it, Connor found slacks, suspenders, and a bow tie with instructions on how to wear a trader’s clothes and where to meet in Navita City. Luke’s package contained similar garb.


  Neither Luke nor he knew what had happened to Murray the evening of the attack in Mantlestone Village. It was too dangerous to send messages through the ZPF, Luke assured him, and no one on the Underground Passage had word of him. Connor often thought of Murray’s last message: Get out of here. Don’t look back! It seemed he had no way back and no home to return to, should he even try. News of Lady Isabelle’s surgical search in Piscator had reached them. Though it was too late for Hans and poor Mari, Connor clung to the hope that Arturo, Murray, and Jeremiah might still be alive. He would see Hans’s z-disk to Blackeye Cavern, for all their sakes.


  Connor and Luke arrived in Navita City, looking like genuine traders down to their polished leather shoes, leather satchels, sparkling cufflinks, and striped suspenders. It was easy to be anonymous in Navita. They walked the streets with their eyes slightly raised, as if tracking contract fluctuations in their extended consciousness, like everyone else.


  Luke led them to a pub carved into granite near Capitanian Wharf, at the city’s base, not far from the Great Falls. The bright green lighting flashed, PROCYON’S, PROCYON’S, PROCYON’S. Steam sifted through the floor near a tropical fish tank that wrapped around and glowed with aqua bioluminescence.


  “What’s that awful smell?” Connor said.


  It was fishy but not fresh, not like the Block. He rubbed his nose and spied the crowd, mostly men, men who, Luke told him, arrived nightly for the live music and dancers half-clothed on granite blocks, along with alcoholic concoctions that could make even the sturdiest Portagen gag.


  “Sweat, piss, and puke, bub,” Luke said, “though after a few hours and a few drinks, it’ll all blend together.”


  Connor supposed that after countless days curled beneath a blanket on a catamaran, he could deal with a few hours in a place like this. But soon he felt the weight of all eyes that dwelled on him, eyes that seemed to pass over Luke. Connor had lost a lot of weight and looked like an adolescent, no longer passing for the developed transhuman he’d once seemed, full of muscle, on the Block. He tried not to think of the curiosity these strangers would be registering with Marstone. He tried to look comfortable. A comely dancer dressed in black lace twisted through a holographic effigy of Procyon, the purported owner of this pub.


  Connor had heard all about Mr. Procyon in Hartstone Village. Some said he had died. Some said he’s swum through the Fountain of Youth decades ago and disappeared in Marshlands Territory. Some said he’d been sent to the Lower Level. A “Cyon Sighting” was as legendary as the man himself. His likeness decorated the pub—a man with bronze skin who looked as fit as a Yeuronian fighter. MOMENTS WITH CYON floated above one of the walls: Cyon in Vivo with his arms wrapped around growers in overalls, Cyon in Navita City near the Great Falls, Cyon between Janzers under the light of Hammerton Hall, Cyon holding an actress known as Lournella like a baby sprawled across his arms, Cyon boozing, Cyon swooshing.


  Now a man floated through the crowd. Connor recognized him but could not believe he stood before him.


  “Fellas,” Murray said, “glad you made it.” He swiped his beard, grinning. He slapped Connor’s back, then leaned beside him. “A Polemon isn’t so easy to kill.”


  “They killed my brother easy enough,” Connor said.


  “Lieutenant Arnao isn’t Lady Isabelle—”


  “That’s true, and I’ll kill her for what she did.”


  Murray put a hand on Connor’s bony shoulder. “It sounds like you’ve had a rough trip, kid. Let me get you a drink.”


  Still a kid to Murray? Connor wondered. He’d eluded capture from Lady Isabelle in the Dunes of Phanes, escaped Lieutenant Arnao’s onslaught in Mantlestone Village, and made it all the way to Navita City from Portage. When would Murray, Luke, and all the rest think of him as the Polemon he was?


  They took a booth in the corner. Murray signaled a waitress, whose voluptuous hips swayed in the sapphire lights. Her name tag read JEZEBEL. “Welcome to Procyon’s,” she said. “What’re you drinking?”


  “Two Vegas on ice,” Murray said.


  Murray handed Luke a satchel that jingled. “Thanks, bub,” Luke said. “This’ll buy a lot of strings.”


  Jezebel returned with their drinks. Connor sipped his and choked, to Murray’s delight. Luke moved to the stage, where a guitar and spotlight lay in wait. He removed his bow tie, unbuttoned his shirt, and ruffled his hair. He stroked his guitar and sang an Eastern song called “Through the Falls,” and the men at the bar cheered, smashing their mugs together. A dancer made her way to Luke’s lap. He artfully flipped a benari over his forefingers onto her hand.


  “Why’d you pay him?” Connor asked.


  “For bringing you back safe,” Murray said.


  Connor frowned and watched Luke, now surrounded by dancers. “I guess that explains why he took such good care of me.”


  “Everyone needs to eat, Connor. That doesn’t mean they don’t want to help.” Murray waved to Jezebel and flipped a benari coin in his hand. The notation was a hundred with a B that featured a squiggly maroon line through it on one side, with a likeness of Chancellor Masimovian affixed to the other. Jezebel watched the coin land in his palm. Murray dropped it into her eager fingers.


  “We’ll need the shutters closed, ma’am.”


  She nodded, winked, and slid closed a plastic partition, followed by a thick elliptical curtain.


  “Ready?” Murray said.


  “What about Luke?”


  “Luke’s busy.”


  “How’d you escape—”


  “Not now, Connor.” Murray slid open a compartment on top of the table, and a needle struck his finger, followed by uficilin and gauze.


   



  
    WELCOME, COMMANDER MURRAY OLYORNA

  


   



  Murray tapped in a nonrandom pattern on a digital display and palmed a black panel, which turned bright red. The table rotated one hundred eighty degrees.


  “Won’t they wonder where we are?” Connor said.


  “All the tables in the pub rotate into … private rooms,” Murray said with a twist to his lips, “where sometimes traders don’t emerge for days.”


  A brothel? Connor had heard about such establishments in Piscator, though Hans never let him go to any of them. For an instant, he thought he’d misunderstood the purpose of this rendezvous location until the dark room was illuminated. It looked different than what he expected. Clouded walls swirled with white and gray phosphorescence. A hurricane, Connor thought, and in the eye stood his foster father, Arturo. Or at least a man who he thought resembled Arty. In Piscator, his corpulent body might have been built with the blubber from a whale shark—this man looked fifty kilograms thinner and less sweaty than usual in his silk tunic.


  Connor hugged him fiercely. “I’ve missed you.” He broke away, still not quite recognizing the Arturo Andretta who had raised him in Piscator City’s Third Ward. “Hans didn’t let me say goodbye, though I wanted—”


  “You survived the fever,” Arty said. “When Murray told me about your bravery in Mantlestone Village, I knew you’d find your way. And here you are, the first Polemon to escape from Lady Isabelle’s grasp! Now that’s the best news the Front has heard in years. And, I hope, the start of more good news to come!”


  Arty palmed Connor’s face, where a bit of stubble had formed during the journey east. “I’m sorry about your brother.”


  No more tears, Connor thought, biting them back. “What’s next?”


  “We take the elevator,” Murray said. He entered a code on the booth, and it spun back in place. An obsidian wall reemerged.


  They ambled inside the elevator. It moved diagonally up through the earth.


  They ascended for a long time, until Connor’s belly ached from the movements. How close to the surface were they headed? Would they risk Reassortment exposure in the underground? Connor cringed, remembering Hans’s screams.


  The elevator stopped, and the doors opened.


  A Cyon sighting, Connor thought, staring wide-mouthed at an old man who looked similar to the youthful man he’d seen images of in the pub, the man he’d heard so much about on his journey to Navita Territory. His salt-and-pepper beard drooped over his tunic, his back concave.


  “Murray,” the wrinkled lips said, “Arturo.”


  His skin was as dark as the Portagens, Vivoans, and Opeans Connor had seen during his journey but wrinkled in a way Connor had never experienced. The old man bobbed his head, sitting upon a dilapidated couch, most of its insides on the outside. He poked his head this way and that and sniffed, eyeing Connor. He held a wooden cup as big as his head. Its foaming brew spilled over the sides. At their approach, he slammed the cup on the table in front of him and rose.


  “Procyon?” Connor said.


  “Ah, you’ve seen the pub,” the old man said. “My boy, call me Pirro. Pirro Koliner, at your command.”


  Your command? Connor thought. “Who are you?”


  Pirro didn’t answer. Gracefully, he bowed, grabbing his back with his left hand, finding his balance with the cane in his right.


  Connor followed the old man and Murray through narrow hallways lined with wooden planks that dripped with water. The air was hot and musty. Connor felt the sweat run down his back.


  It was slow going. Pirro slinked with his cane and dragged his feet. Connor had never seen someone so old. All he wanted to do was lift the elderly man, save him from this torment.


  “Mathias and Stanley,” Pirro was saying. He sighed. “Wilhelm, Nora, Adara, Luke, Becca, Nathan, Aislin, Jeremiah, Hans, the Tremadocis …” His breath gave out. “Our losses mount, no end in sight.”


  “Spoken true,” Murray said, “except for Luke, he survived the search and seizure in Yeuron, found Connor on the Archimedes, and helped him here—”


  “My father isn’t dead!” Connor insisted. He chewed his lower lip. “You mentioned the Tremadocis … that means Lady Ornella and Lord Razo …”


  “The Lower Level awaits them,” Murray said. “I’m sorry.”


  Connor looked at Murray, his face twisting with sorrow.


  “They knew the risk,” Murray said.


  And when Connor tried to speak, Arty interrupted, “We all know the risk.”


  “I hate Lieutenant Arnao, the Janzers, and the tenehounds,” Connor said. The Tremadocis treated well with him during his stay in their house of development. “I’ll kill them all for what they’ve done.”


  “I like your spirit, my boy.” Pirro straightened, lifting off his cane, then stroked his long beard. He turned to Murray, eyes wide. “Is he … Does he …”


  “No,” Murray said, “he’s underdeveloped. You know Jeremiah never wanted him involved.”


  Pirro snorted. “My boy, Connor was involved from the day he was born.”


  They inched through a limestone tunnel lined with golden bioluminescence, then entered a granite tunnel. Murray explained to Pirro how he’d instructed the commandos to accelerate removal of neurochips from the unskilled BP.


  “Only move that makes sense,” Pirro said. “For now, at least, until we find Jeremiah—”


  “Hold it,” Connor said. “How do you know my father? What did you mean when you said I’ve been involved from the day I was born?”


  Arty put his hand on Connor’s arm. “Calm down—”


  Connor pushed Arty’s hand aside. “How could you keep all these secrets from me? You, my father for so long, you had no right—”


  Pirro poked Connor’s leg with his cane. “You don’t speak to your elders that way.” Connor cringed, less out of pain than surprise. “We’ve seen more than you’ll ever know or understand. I was there when the Janzers invaded beneath Haurachesa, broke my leg, twisted the bones in my arms.” Pirro swung his cane, then found his balance.


  His tone shifted from one of anger to pain. “I tore my Achilles tendons and ligaments in my wrist during the escape with BP younger than you, through the Polemon passageways, could do nothing but vomit and wheeze when the roof caved in … and those around me succumbed to thirst … and gangrene and starvation …”


  Pirro bobbed his head and mumbled. He twisted around and moved on.


  “All will soon be clear,” Murray said to Connor, “quiet for now.”


  “Quiet,” Connor said, “that’s all you ever want from me! When will you accept me as a Polemon!”


  Pirro chuckled, a raspy sound. “Jeremiah’s boy, all right.” He swiped his beard and eyed Connor, cautiously. “Yes … I see him now. The child does look and sound a bit too much like Zorian.”


  Zorian? Connor thought. He couldn’t remember when last he’d seen his eldest brother. “I’m nothing like Zorian.” His brother was violent, unreliable, and unpredictable. Murray had accused him of abandoning them in Beimeni City. Connor didn’t believe it. He couldn’t.


  “Perhaps,” Pirro said, “you’re not, or perhaps you don’t know who you are yet.”


  Connor had no idea what the old man was talking about, though he noted that Murray and Arty shared a look.


  “I’m Jeremiah and Solstice’s son,” Connor said.


  “So you are,” Pirro said. He moved on, and Murray and Arty followed. So did Connor.


  At another elevator, larger than the prior one, Pirro punched in a code on a digital display with his cane. He turned to Connor. “Hold the straps tight.”


  The elevator whooshed down, and Connor slid up the wall as if gravity had lost its grip. He lifted his arms over his head to cushion the blow with the padded ceiling, then landed with a thud when the elevator moved up. He crawled and struggled and steadied his grip on one of the straps. They stopped with a violent jerk. Connor breathed heavily and rapidly.


  “Ah, to be young … and dumb,” Pirro said. He shuffled out of the elevator.


  “You okay?” Murray said.


  Connor blinked and shook his head. “I think so.”


  “No broken body parts.” Murray searched as if the bruises already existed.


  “I’m fine. That was more intense than I expected, felt like a thousand meters or more in a submarine.” In their work as fishermen of the Block, Hans had trusted Connor with the essential jobs of navigation, camouflage, and retrieval even though he wasn’t yet a fully developed transhuman. But in his submarine, Connor always latched himself to alloy columns and had full control. “Are we near the surface?” he said. “Are we exposing ourselves to—”


  “We’re still about three hundred meters beneath the surface,” Arty interrupted, “secured from Reassortment and the commonwealth.”


  “It’s so hot,” Connor said, “I don’t know how long I can take this.”


  “It could be hotter still,” Arty said, swiping sweat through his short hair, “without the coolant we siphon from the commonwealth.”


  Connor knew about the commonwealth’s cooling pipes, including primary carbyne piping that ran from an arctic bay at Areas 55 and 51 to major cities, and secondary piping that spread to other cities and villages in the Great Commonwealth, which sent icy water cascading over burning stone. “Maybe you should steal more.” He wiped his brow and followed Murray and Arty along a limestone corridor lined with waterfalls, bright with green bioluminescence, and up a long flight of stone stairs.


  Pirro lagged, though not far behind. Midnight-blue hues revealed the summit. Connor climbed the last step and gasped.


  The grotto below was ringed with the largest crystals he’d ever seen, thirty meters long, as opaque as arctic ice, colored in many hues.


  And at the base, in the bazaar, what had to be hundreds of thousands or even millions of BP moved throughout endless aisles of tents, pillars, and tunnels.


  “Welcome to Blackeye Cavern,” Murray said.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Unknown Time


   



  Planet Vigna


   



  Milky Way Galaxy


   



   



  Brody dreamed of the Red Planet.


  The Great Dog Star, a carbyne-class shuttle, settled in the desolate Martian landscape. It glistened beneath the sun, as did Candor Chasma Central Command, the terraformed, terradomed village filled with carbyne buildings, evergreen grass, and sinuous streams. In a courtyard in the middle of those buildings, Brody stood beside Antosha Zereoue.


  “Listen,” Antosha said. “Can you hear it?”


  Brody connected to the ZPF, and he did hear faint sounds, the friez, friez, friez, friez, friez that emanated from the ansible, a crystalline pyramid taller than him, comprised of carbyne, garnet, helium, and an energetic core of liquid sodium that glowed with many colors. “Where’s the origin?”


  “Vigna, from the Lorum.” Antosha turned to Brody. “That it communicates freely and explicitly with us leads me to believe—”


  “It’s as advanced as we.”


  “More so, in some ways, less so in others.” Antosha paused. “My friend, now you will learn from me, experience this alien within the zeropoint field, within the ansible, the way I have.” Antosha raised his hands on either side of Brody’s head. Colorful particles erupted from the ansible.


  Brody felt the Lorum on the other end as if it occupied the same space as he, as if they transcended space-time together.


  Lights flashed around Brody, but it wasn’t the ansible upon Candor Chasma. That was years ago, he realized, coming to. Where was he now?


  Orange bulbs flickered along the bottom of his helmet. The pings it delivered echoed like crashing cymbals in Brody’s ears. Verena dangled next to him. He couldn’t tell if she was alive, but she didn’t look conscious. He activated the shuttle’s Granville panels, lining the hull. The shuttle hung aloft, held, it seemed, by dark vines between trees as tall as Earth’s great trenches were deep. Brody panned the horizon, saw trees everywhere. There were thousands of them! Above, the magenta and cyan clouds intermingled with a blue sky, and below swayed an apparent temperature inversion, where more colorful clouds intermingled with streams of Vignan starlight scattered throughout trees and vines.


  How high up were they? Brody extended his consciousness. In the three-dimensional readout, he calculated the distance and determined their position: four hundred meters above ground level. He glimpsed the jungle floor, covered with colorful plants, bushes, flowers, and lichen splashed together as if from a Marshlandic holographer’s mind.


  A noise, faint initially, rose to a crescendo. It sounded like a million bees buzzing toward them. He turned. The largest insect he’d ever seen soared toward the Cassiopeia. Its wings were as long as the shuttle, and its eyes, rows and rows of eyes, bubbled around its head as it lunged and twirled forward. Its hundreds of legs all kicked, as if it climbed an invisible ladder, until it disappeared into one of the clouds below the shuttle, and the buzzing stopped.


  The ping, ping, ping noises in Brody’s helmet rang louder, and the orange lights blinked brighter until they steadied and Brody heard, “Atmosphere depleted,” a transmission from his synsuit. He flicked the lever on the side of his neck and removed his helmet. He inhaled Cassiopeia’s stagnant air. Verena’s helmet blinked and beeped, too. Brody could feel the current in his magnetic boots, so he unlatched and walked sideways from his column to hers. It looked as if he walked through the air from inside the shuttle. He pulled down a side compartment on the column and requested smelling salts. Hundreds of synism vials spun until one extended. He inserted it into Verena’s synsuit receiver. She awoke and gasped, and Brody helped her remove the helmet.


  “Where are we?” she said groggily. “Where’s Nero?”


  Brody didn’t answer. He deactivated the floorboard Granville panels and slipped to the back of the hull to search for their spare helmets and synsuits.


  He didn’t find them.


  “Where’s Nero?” Verena repeated. She staggered sideways over the hull to Brody.


  “I don’t know,” he said. He connected to the ZPF but didn’t feel his striker’s presence. He didn’t sense the Lorum either. He wiped snot from his nose. His face still felt as if he’d been burned and beaten. He injected himself with uficilin and healed.


  “We must search for him,” Verena said.


  Could they risk exposure? Break the Fourteenth Precept? The oxygen concentration on Vigna was far greater than on Earth’s surface and the terraformed Beimeni zone of the underground. Air pressure, temperature, and atmospheric gases were all manipulated by sophisticated piping systems, transplanted arctic water, and designer synisms, and while Homo transition wasn’t as fragile as its Homo sapiens predecessor, Brody pondered whether Vigna’s clime could prove deadly. A miscalculation of the atmospheric pressure and composition could mean the difference between thirty hours or three hours until oxygen poisoning, or some other toxicity he wasn’t tracking, would affect them. Some unseen pathogen may also end them.


  “So be it,” Brody said, “we’ll risk exposure, and we won’t leave without Nero. He wouldn’t leave us, dead or alive.”


  Verena nodded. She tied her long hair into a bun, threw on a supply pack, and handed one to Brody. He opened the hatch in the hull’s rear. Vigna’s air, cooler and fresher than any Beimeni river or lake, struck Brody, tangling his damp hair. He and Verena walked upside down on the outside of the hull, trusting the magnetic boots to protect them from Vigna’s gravity. He grabbed hold of one of the many vines that held the Cassiopeia in midair. It was about the width of a transhuman, with tough fibrous skin and little give. He wrapped his arms and feet around it, turned himself right side up, and climbed down to the tree trunk, where he implanted his shuriken. Verena followed and they began their painstaking descent.
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  Later on, Verena called down to him, “How much farther?”


  “Less than a hundred meters,” he said.


  In the time it took for them to reach the ground, some clouds broke apart, allowing aquamarine and scarlet rays to break through. Vigna’s three stars weren’t as bright as Brody expected. The white star was setting in the east, the orange star hung above it in the eastern sky, and the blue star trailed in the western sky, partially obscured by oblong wintergreen tree leaves.


  “This way,” Brody said. He unsheathed his diamond sword and cut through plants of various hues, many as tall as he. Amphibians twice the size of tenehounds slithered over nearby stones, their golden eyes opening and closing with dark shudders.


  They’re afraid of us, he thought. As soon as they perked their heads, they’d disappear into the brush.


  Brody pushed aside an orange leaf four times the length of his body.


  Verena slipped through, pulse gun at the ready.


  “We’re clear,” she said.


  He rotated around her, and on they went through the jungle. Brody connected to the ZPF. Nero, where are you? He also searched for the Lorum, for the signals he’d heard in the ansible, all those years ago, but all he heard were the twick, twick, twick sounds of what he presumed were Vignan insects and small animals.


  Verena used her sword to cut through the brush.


  There was no sign that Nero survived the drop or that the Lorum objected to their presence.


  What’s it waiting for? Brody wondered.


  Now new sounds, a pripit, pripit, pripit and iria, iria, iria emanated everywhere it seemed and reminded Brody of his surface excursions to lands near Earth’s equator, with the difference that these noises sounded … timed, as if the fauna and perhaps the flora communicated in ways he didn’t yet understand. He should be able to hear conscious beings in the ZPF, yet he couldn’t discern a disturbance here. Was Vignan life formed in a different manner, one not connected to the ZPF?


  Shadows stole over him and Verena.


  A flock of flying creatures gusted overhead, whipping wind through the leaves and trees. Their wingspans stretched many meters, and their orange and yellow claws were as large as Brody’s head. Their dark green eyes searched and searched. Verena aimed her pulse gun upon her forearm.


  “Wait!” Brody said. She breathed heavily, and he knew she was using her extended consciousness to target them. “They’re not acting like predators.”


  “How would you know a predator on Vigna?”


  “Listen.” The birds sang as a chorus with highs and lows and all the tones between, as if they were a Beimenian orchestra.


  And Brody could feel them in the ZPF, their energy flowing from the sky to the ground and over him. “Stand down,” he said, “they’re not a threat.”


  Verena lowered her weapon. “They’re … spectacular.”


  The birds continued onward, splitting the shards of light that broke through holes in the colorful cloud layers.


  “Do you think the Lorum would harm Nero?” Verena said.


  “I don’t know. Antosha told me that he believed it evolved differently than humans. Where our species formed from Earth’s life elements, the Lorum evolved … in stranger ways, from different elements, in a manner he and I were only beginning to learn when …”


  “He lost his mind.”


  Part of Brody wished Antosha still conducted Reassortment research, for he’d learned more about Reassortment and Regenesis during those years than at any time before or since. Verena had warned him about Antosha’s experiments with the ZPF, the ways he was using the quantum field to enhance the transhuman genome—the side effects of Antosha’s work, the delusions, murders, suicides, manipulations—Brody hadn’t listened to her. He’d only found out the full extent of Antosha’s crimes during Chief Justice Carmen’s hearings.


  “Did you hear that?” Verena put her hand in front of Brody and scanned the forest. “Over there.” She nodded.


  Brody extended his consciousness and calculated distances between the trees, the geometric leaves that looked electrified, and a narrow stream.


  “Something’s here,” Verena said.


  “Where?”


  “Again, did you hear him?”


  Brody didn’t hear anything except for the chirps and rustle of unseen wildlife.


  “Nero?” she said. “Brody, I see him! I see him!” She flew through the brush, out of Brody’s sight.


  “Wait, Verena!” He sprinted after her, but when he orbited the tree trunk, she wasn’t there. “Verena?” He peered at the vines, the sky, the leaves, the amphibians that scurried into streams and slithered up trees. “Verena!” He rummaged through the moss and lichen and leaves and cleared the wildlife with his sword.


  Then he heard a voice.


  “Brody.”


  He heard his name, called quickly as if from the trees. He sheathed his sword and grasped his pulse gun. “Verena?” he said, though he suspected the voice wasn’t hers. Sparkles of light materialized near a distant tree trunk. “This cannot be,” Brody said, for the Gemini formed, one by one, ethereal and unreal, all 346 Gemini created in Brody’s likeness over the years for clinical trials in treatments to thwart Reassortment: the Gemini on whom Brody’s treatments failed.


  He stepped back. The Gemini spread out and dashed throughout the jungle, blending with the tree trunks, which turned bright blue, blending with the sky and starlight.


  “Brody.”


  The protohumans surrounded him, and one of them spoke to him, loud and unafraid and alive. Brody darted between the plants and tripped over one of the amphibians. The animal turned around and opened its mouth and bared its countless sharp blue teeth. Then it sprinted into the colorful flora.


  “This isn’t real,” Brody said, holding his arms to the sky. “You aren’t here!”


  “You’re a failure.”


  The Gemini spoke in unison.


  “Failure!”


  One of the Gemini emerged from behind a tree, and Brody ran to it, but after he swung around the trunk, he saw nothing but bright light.


  He breathed in the mossy, humid, herbal air.


  “Failure!”


  Another Gemini poked out its head, and Brody ran to it, but again, nothing there.


  “Failure!”


  From behind the trees emerged 346 faces that looked almost like Brody’s.


  “Failure!” they said and disappeared.


  He sprinted to a clearing and dropped to his knees. “I did all that I could to save you!” Or was it to save humanity? Or was it to save himself? He covered his face and noted a glow from his eyes illuminating his hands. Something’s using the ZPF against us.


  He stood. “Where’s Verena!” He turned. “Where’s Nero!”


  The Gemini materialized from behind the trees, one after another, leisurely surrounding Brody. They locked arms, rotating and swaying, and one of them chanted something incomprehensible before they swarmed him, lifted him above their heads, and passed him along their train. He writhed. I won’t give in, he sent, if anything happens to my team, I’ll hold the Lorum accountable!


  The protohumans didn’t listen. Blue sapphire sparks burst around him, and an ivory fur hide materialized in which the Gemini wrapped him and carried him toward the aqua river. The Gemini threw him far from shore, and the current dragged him, down, down, down. Organisms no longer or wider than a benari coin, streaked with white phosphorescent light that looked electric, swam over and around the fur, his synsuit, his face, neck, and hair.


  He escaped the fur, broke through the surface, and gasped. He twisted and turned. Both shores were distant, and the current was strong, rolling over stones with waves as tall as he. He steadied himself on his back and crossed his arms and bobbed in the water as it took him downstream. The light emitted from the organisms obscured his view at times, but it didn’t harm or discomfort him. The water was as warm as Vigna’s jungle. The harder he pushed his legs, the more, it seemed, the river fought against him. When he relaxed, it carried him along.


  The crystalline cliffs neared, and Brody grabbed on to a stone that jutted from the water. He gasped. The waves gushed against him with increasing force until he lost his grip and spun over the top of the river and tumbled down the falls.


  The first level dropped several meters. Brody landed on his elbow, protected by the water and his synsuit. He kicked up through bubbles, seaweed, and vines and thrust himself up for air.


  The clouds reformed within the temperature inversion below, and he couldn’t see the next rim. How far would he fall? He grabbed hold of vines outgrown from the cliffs, but with the water’s insistent current and his lack of grip, he tumbled onward, through the clouds, to the next level.


  He splashed and bobbed into a basin along the cliff side, its edge lined with a substance that reminded him of Earth’s stromatolite formations, outgrowths upon stone synthesized by bacteria. He lunged out of the water for another gulp of Vigna’s tangy air until it pushed him under again and down the alabaster falls. All he heard was the crashing and rushing of water as it took him through another layer of colorful clouds broken here and there by scarlet and magenta rays.


  He fell through the fog and into a sea colored with many shades of violet, red, and green, which provided more light here than Vigna’s three stars. Mist in the distance. He turned and gazed up at the falls behind him. Brody contemplated what led him here, for he knew the Gemini couldn’t have thrown him in the river. They couldn’t be on Vigna, could they? Of course not, he thought. It’s the Lorum, using some other life form on this planet for its will. Or were they the Lorum?


  He sensed uneasiness in the ZPF, an energy signature similar to what he’d felt in the shuttle with the pulsar, and during the descent to Vigna, but less concentrated, unsure, as if the Lorum feared him and his team more than they feared it.


  He searched his memories of Candor Chasma, of his and Antosha’s sessions beneath the terradome on Mars. They stood on terraformed soil as two beads in the universe. What did the Lorum tell him? Brody knew there was something, some revelation that excited Antosha, who was convinced he understood the transmissions where no one else did. But Brody’s memories blurred from those years. It had been better to block them out than reconcile them, perhaps.


  “Your actions led to the most underground deaths in the RDD in the Age of Masimovian,” Chief Justice Carmen had ruled at one of Antosha’s hearings. “You will never again set foot in the Beimeni zone of the underground.”


  Brody shook off thoughts of the dead scientists and Antosha. He rubbed his face. What did the Lorum tell Antosha? Brody thought. What did Antosha assure me? Or was it something left unsaid he should remember? He waded through the water to the basin’s edge and climbed out. The land here wasn’t filled with the overgrowth he’d encountered above. His breath puffed in clouds. The air, while humid, was much cooler than near the shuttle.


  Was his mind affected by Vigna’s atmosphere, its high oxygen concentration and low pressure? The first symptoms of oxygen toxicity included chest pain, Brody knew, but he felt better than he had in decades, with enough energy to take on all the Reassortment organisms in Earth’s atmosphere himself. Brody again sought the ZPF but couldn’t connect. Were the Lorum blocking him? Why? Nero … Verena, where are you? He projected his mind into the world as he had infinite times before, though he suspected he spoke only to himself.


  A path of dark stone shards led to the left. Brody didn’t want to find out what lay in that direction. He moved the opposite way and reached for his sword, but it was no longer sheathed across his back. His supply pack had also been dislodged during his trip down the falls. With no water, no food, no weapons, no team, he sat on a boulder. When did his eternal life fall apart? Was it when he took over for Jeremiah Selendia as Supreme Scientist of Regenesis? Or when he purchased Antosha Zereoue at the Harpoon Auction?


  My ascent didn’t cause this, Brody thought, and neither did Heywood, an obvious catspaw—but for whom did Heywood act and to what end?


  Brody sprang to his feet. Whatever choices had brought him to this point, it would be his choices here and now that got him out of this mess. He rounded the cliffs—and gasped. Colorful light on all sides blinded him. He protected his eyes as he would from the Granville sun. The gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow radiant matter spun counterclockwise as it rowed up the cliffs and through the temperature inversions overhead, where clouds broke apart in many layers up the cliffs. He extended his hand, though he didn’t know how he would secure a sample or ascend back to the shuttle. He moved closer. He heard whispers.


  “You shouldn’t have come here.”


  “Who’s there?”


  “You aren’t wanted here.”


  “Verena?” He spun left and right and back and forth. “Nero?”


  “I feel your fear.”


  This was the answer to the mystery of Vigna and the mystery of Nero and Verena’s location. He turned toward the flowing metallic matter.


  “I’m not afraid.”


  The liquid fired out tentacles that pulled Brody into its current, and he flew up the side of the cliff, ever faster, through three cloud layers and into the landmass. He spun and twisted, and the liquid stripped his synsuit from his body.


  My death is assured, Brody thought. His body could never handle such a rapid change in atmosphere and pressure without protection.


  He landed in a lagoon, gasping, heaving, but alive. How he survived he didn’t know. The air wasn’t as pure as on the Vignan surface, a bit more saline, but it was breathable. His eyes took in the gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow metallic substance that drooped down gemstone walls around the perimeter. Light blue, yellow, and green hues reflected off the interior’s crystals. It was as if he stood inside a geode on the Earth.


  The organic substance that had carried him up the cliff slithered in streaks away from the wall.


  Brody found a slab of stone and lifted himself onto it.


  The substance bubbled and spun.


  Through all his decades of travel and research, from the depths of Beimeni to the canyons of Earth, the mountains of Mars, the fiery hell of Venus, and the frozen oceans of Europa, Brody had never seen anything that compared to the insides of Vigna or this life form. It curled around him like a spider web until it covered him, completely and thoroughly, inside and out.


  Brody choked and grabbed his throat.


  He couldn’t breathe.


  He fell to the ground and lay unconscious.


  When he woke, he was descending even quicker than before, ever faster, into a tunnel, it seemed, and into a sea of stone, down through Vigna’s crust. The substance carried him faster, farther, until he lost all sense of time.


  He looked up. Above him lay the bottom of Vigna’s crust, he assumed, a world of inverted peaks and valleys and mountains, pushed down into what must be the beginning of Vigna’s mantle. He was cocooned by another organic barrier, though this one allowed him to breathe, then thrown even deeper, where the wintergreen stone heated and melted, rising, falling in a convective manner. It crept up, cooled, sank, heated, rose, and fell, like him, toward the center of Vigna.


  Brody assumed he’d traveled hundreds of kilometers into the exoplanet now, for he was surrounded by gemstones—diamonds, he assumed, though there was no way for him to know for sure. Transhumans could never survive here, not even in a synsuit. Somehow the current kept him alive. Down, down, down, kilometer after kilometer of heated wintergreen rock and finally into what seemed … liquid … a vast underground ocean! Slabs of Vigna’s crust folded atop one another, layer after layer of this exoplanet’s geological history for Brody to experience, until he descended even farther, closer to the center of the labyrinth, the edge of Vigna’s outer core, lit with molten radioactive hues, where bits of rock floated out toward the mantle’s underside, appearing not unlike upward-melting snow.


  A corridor shifted in the snow, and Brody floated into the core.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The preparations are complete, Lady Isabelle sent, her arms raised, her chameleon cape fluttering around her legs and boots. She stood in the center of the Cerebral Core in the DOC to ensure a secure connection with her beloved Antosha. Your voyage across the Infernus Sea is but hours away.


  And my control over Project Regenesis, is that secured? Antosha sent.


  Not yet … soon. Isabelle lowered her arms.


  We must awaken Dr. Shrader at once!


  It took much effort to get you back to the commonwealth.


  Which I appreciate. But the Barão Strike Team will fail on Vigna and give the Lorum access to our genome. That should concern you, my lady.


  Isabelle shook her head and folded her arms. This evening will go down in history as the night when you returned to our great city to a welcome worthy of a supreme scientist, and the night the Liberation Front fell. Let that be enough for now.


  I wonder if you truly understand the power of the Lorum.


  I understand more than you know. We will discover what Dr. Shrader can tell us about the Reassortment Strain. But first we must mend your relationship with the people. It will take some time, after your exile.


  The truth was that Isabelle didn’t know if the people would ever accept Antosha. If they didn’t, she’d be prepared to lead the Great Commonwealth herself.


  I wonder if you’ve risked too much.


  The gambit will succeed, my love. Isabelle checked the time on her armlet. Now I must depart for Navita, but I’ll return to Phanes in time for your arrival.


  May the gods be with you.


   



   



  Artemis Square


  Beimeni City, Phanes


   



  Isabelle counted four thousand Janzers and five hundred tenehounds. She could hear herself breathe in a place normally bustling with minstrels, commoners, shopkeepers, and aristocrats. In the First and Second Wards, cautious Phaneans watched from balconies and terraces, some nude, others dressed in silken capes or tunics. Isabelle nodded to the people, turning her head. I will protect your way of life, she thought. I’ll ensure the great city never falls to the BP and anarchy.


  Tonight she would bring the Front to an end and fulfill her place in the commonwealth’s rich history. The city’s librarian bots would write how she saved the people from the BP, ushering in a new era of peace, prosperity, and the Beimeni way. They would write how she and Antosha led the people to the surface of the Earth. And the people would chant her name.


  The Janzer lines parted, revealing Lieutenant Arnao. He bowed deeply. “My lady, the contingency plans are set. The equipment is in position, as is your army. We will deliver death to the Beimeni Polemon.”


  Isabelle patted her former courier’s jaw. “Sometimes you’re not such a waste.”


  She hand-signaled the Janzers, and in response they smashed their boots to the ground, left, right. They streamed across the square and onto North Boardwalk toward Tortonia Station, where military transports hummed, ready to depart.


  The march to the transports reminded Isabelle of the departure prior to the invasion into Haurachesa Territory. For all the difficulty involved in its maintenance, Beimeni’s southernmost territory had been an important part of the commonwealth, once viewed as the launch point for expansion into South America. Though it had been inaccessible through the land at first, owing to seismic activity, Chancellor Masimovian demanded the RDD’s engineers find a way to penetrate the bedrock from the sea, and it was from the sea that Isabelle’s forces had entered Port Newland, then Hautervian City, and the maze of tunnels below.


  She sighed. She had lost two hundred Janzers in that battle and expected similar losses below Navita today. A Janzer cost about five million benaris to produce, a significant figure in the Beimenian economy in recession. Isabelle seethed inside thinking about the better use of one billion benaris: investments in the commonwealth’s shanty wards, transport systems, villages, coolant piping, synbio research, and in Harpoon education.


  Gods, how she hated the BP.


  The Hautervian system of tunnels was not unlike those the Janzers had recently displayed for her beneath Navita Territory. She’d had the bedrock adjacent to and below Navita City searched before, but never so thoroughly. It took more than forty days from her and Atticus’s first conversation about Navita to gather the necessary tradecraft. She’d sent the Janzers under the guise of diggers, drawing up plans for an expansion of Navita Territory, a long-held wish for Minister Orosiris. Isabelle could have dispensed with the secrecy if she wished, but the last thing she wanted was to tip her hand to the Polemon, giving them time to run.


  During the surgical searches, they’d discovered what they believed were the beginnings of a vast labyrinth, one that they hypothesized could hold hundreds of thousands, if not millions of Polemon. She’d ordered the Janzers to return to Phanes at once and indicated to Minister Orosiris that more detailed work would have to be done on the structural integrity of the territory prior to expansion.


  Isabelle approached her transport, ebony and painted with doves. She latched herself next to Arnao and closed her eyes, imagining the Earth’s surface. The day she and Antosha breathed fresh air under true sky, this would all be worth it.


   



   



  Navita City


  Navita, Underground East


   



  Isabelle and Lieutenant Arnao stepped out of the transport at Induan Station onto the platform of a roofless station under a starry night sky. This city was unique in the commonwealth, layered down the limestone—not unlike the manner in which a city would’ve been built into a mountainside on the Earth’s surface—fortified with carbyne and diamond. The cold water from the commonwealth’s coolant piping flowed down the city’s layers, branching out into thirty-seven sinuous streams. The streams combined at the city’s midpoint, draining into the Archimedes as the Great Falls of Navita. Where Isabelle and Arnao stood near the city’s top layer, the air was humid, reeking like ocean and garbage, rising with the heat. Holograms along the walls depicted the bid-and-ask prices for contracts on goods, services, and speculations, the value of shares on the Beimeni Contract Exchange.


  “I might stay a while after we’re done here,” Arnao said. His teeth settled on his lower lip, his eyes distracted by working girls along the station’s exterior. Isabelle ignored him. The girls and the traders they wooed disappeared when the first lines of Janzers marched through.


  Farther down the city’s layers, the air still steamed but wasn’t as hot, and it smelled fresher, like forest greenery or moss, and the sea. Finally, they reached Serravalia Square, where the crashing falls drowned out all other sound, and where Minister Orosiris stood, looking like a mole rat with his guardsmen arced around him.


  “My lady,” Orosiris began, smiling, “we are honored by your presence—”


  Arrest him, she sent to the Janzer at her side. The minister put up little resistance. Proof of his guilt, she thought.


  She sensed unease in the city beneath the sounds of the flowing water all around her, above the smells of roasted Yeuronian chicken and seared Marshlandic goose, in the units in the wards built into stone and minerals, between the inner waterfalls in the city’s core. Everywhere, eyes peered at her, wishing her gone. Oh yes, she thought, do fear me and serve the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  “Forward!”


  Her chameleon cape and hair floated behind her in Navita’s artificial winds. Lieutenant Arnao marched beside her. They descended farther down the layers of Navita City, through the Aeronian Trading Center, “the pit,” where hundreds of thousands of traders lined the concentric rings, and trading contract symbols streamed around countless holographic spheres.


  The traders didn’t seem to notice Isabelle or her army moving down the stairs, wide enough to fit twenty transports side by side. The stairs narrowed near the manufacturing consortiums, where the sound of alloy striking alloy grew deafening. At last, they reached the city and territory’s boundary, where the Janzer scouts had detected BP tunnels.


  Isabelle requested her goggles from a Janzer. She wrapped them around her head and telepathically adjusted between ultraviolet, standard, night, and infrared vision. She would lead the first sortie herself, as she did for all surgical strikes.


  She ordered a Janzer division to step forward. Their synsuits were lined in neon blue, signifying they were scientific specialists, trained in the use of ground-penetrating radar-radio waves and synbio technology, including mineral crushers. Their visors allowed them to see for kilometers through the underground; their tanks and the gloves they wore allowed them to burrow through the earth.


  Show me what you see, Isabelle sent.


  The renditions, blurry at first, refined into a new world in her extended consciousness: hollowed rooms and ladders, ramps built into the limestone, rows and rows of tunnels, deeper than she could have imagined.


  Isabelle gasped. “Traitors to their own people,” she said under her breath.


  It would be easier to flood them out here than it had been in Haurachesa, though no less dangerous. BP labyrinths were often easy to enter but difficult to exit, while the structure of the nearby city, and the territory, could be harmed if she erred. No, she wouldn’t risk so many lives in Navita. But wouldn’t give the traitors a chance to escape, either.


  Tonight, she would bring the war to an end.


  “Shall we proceed?” Arnao said.


  “Kill them all, less the whelp. Leave him for me.” She shifted her goggles to night vision, and a green hue overtook her sight.


  Arnao directed the Blues, who then activated their gloves.


  Silver phosphorescent light drenched the cavern, followed by an orange burst. The Blues stood at the bottom of a hollowed tunnel that Isabelle calculated in her extended consciousness spanned 237 meters.


  “Conduct a structural diagnostic,” Isabelle said.


  “Clear,” Arnao replied.


  She and Arnao led two divisions of Janzers and tenehounds into the newly hollowed tunnel. It was as dark as smoke here without the Granville sky illusion, though not as hot as it should have been without proper coolant systems.


  Silver targeting lasers shot from the Janzers’ and tenehounds’ eyes, crisscrossing in the darkness.


  They passed beneath an archway, clearly an entrance of some kind. At last, Isabelle thought, Blackeye Cavern.


  She had Zorian to thank for finding it, whether he realized it or not, for in her follow-up interrogations with him, she’d set her tenehounds on him, then rummaged through his brain impulses in the ZPF. He hadn’t developed the resistance to her methods that his father had, thank the gods. She found his thoughts dwelled on his family, while his consciousness was filled with the banned emotions, envy and jealousy and hatred, and the worst of all, depression. This was enough to send him to the Lower Level, or the surface, but unlike Hans, who’d garnered the BP’s respect, Zorian, it seemed, was more of a pariah. Her interrogations of other BP spies confirmed this. She concluded that to kill Zorian publicly or privately wouldn’t have the same psychological impact as killing Hans did. No, instead she searched deeper, deeper, until she found the brain impulses tied to a secret location, one with its entrance in Navita.


  Now the tenehounds howled and thrashed their heads and jaws, as if attacking a terrorist.


  Isabelle sprinted to them and shifted to infrared vision.


  She thought she spied movement but found nothing. Granville spheres lined the walls. Were the visions illusions? Or were they Polemon?


  Isabelle deactivated the nearest spheres and ordered her Janzers to handle the others.


  Kill them all, she sent to the tenehounds, save only Cornelius for me. They took off through two corridors.


  Isabelle turned. She drew her pulse gun. The images forming in her vision looked like Polemon. She shifted to standard vision. Not Polemon, she realized, but synthetic glowworms slithering over the pillars and walls, programmed in a manner meant to deceive. Isabelle moved from one direction to the next, searching. The surrounding arches were etched with intricate carvings, the ramps strategically placed to enable easy escape.


  The tenehounds and Janzers rotated in elliptical attack formations, as they were trained to do. They weaved around pillars, into and out of the exits and entrances.


  I have movement in the northeast corridor, Arnao sent.


  Be mindful of their tricks, Isabelle replied.


  She summoned the Janzers. Hundreds, then thousands poured into the labyrinth with her as she descended.


  Everywhere they went, all the walls and arches and stairs and ladders looked the same, and nowhere did they find the Beimeni Polemon. Had the BP been informed? She would send Minister Orosiris to the Lower Level if his interrogation proved it so.


  A breeze struck her now, icy when it should’ve been hotter than the Earth’s deserts here. She followed the draft, pushing through the darkness, switching between infrared and night vision.


  She fell through a false floor, twisting and turning on a smooth garnet slide until she smashed into the ground.


  It was freezing cold. Her chest rose and fell in quick bursts, her breath releasing in clouds in the green hue of her night vision.


  She heard a hiss emanating nearby and felt along the icy stone until she found what she could only assume was a pipe.


  Gas, she thought, they’re pumping gas.


  That accounted for the freezing atmosphere, potentially.


  She connected to the ZPF and found Arnao. He’d fallen as well, separated from the Janzers and tenehounds that were also falling through the underground, all around her.


  We’re ants in the farm, she thought, and there’s no way out.


  She couldn’t climb, not without the proper gear. She wasn’t prepared for this.


  A thought struck her, harder than a comet—she could fail.


  She’d never failed, not in the Harpoons, not as a Maiden of Masimovian, not as Lady of the First Ward or Master of the Harpoons, and certainly not as Supreme Director of the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations.


  I must endure for the people of Beimeni, she thought. I must save them from the Polemon menace. She willed herself forward through the garnet tunnel, grasping at the cold, jagged walls.


  Golden glowworms spread light into an open underground cavern. For certain, the terrorists had camouflaged this fortress well.


  She searched the ZPF for her army. They were nowhere nearby. She rushed through another tunnel, frozen, feeling her breath catch in her throat, seeing it puff in bulbous clouds from her mouth. She wished she’d worn a synsuit, but she’d never needed one before.


  Isabelle sprinted now, faster than she had even during her own Harpoon Exams. She turned left, then right up a ramp to another cavern, one that looked too similar to a place she’d previously entered.


  She was trapped.


  She put her hands on her knees. It wouldn’t end this way, it couldn’t. She would lead the people to the surface with Antosha at her side, and the people would chant her name.


  She extended her consciousness, connected to her army, and used algorithms to determine viable options through the maze.


  Isabelle couldn’t have said how far she traveled, turning left or right, climbing ladders, sliding down ramps, running from tunnel to tunnel. But finally, the cold dissipated, and her fear with it.


  She found a Janzer division, which included a Blue. She requested another display of the underground from him. The labyrinth formed in her extended consciousness, a beehive of rooms above. Below, a message appeared, as transparent as polished glass, spelling the words built into hollowed sections of the earth, rooms shaped like letters.


   



  
    WE WILL BREAK THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   



  Isabelle’s simmering rage rose to a boil. She sensed trepidation in the ZPF from the Janzers and tenehounds. She reached again for signs of any Polemon. Except for herself, Lieutenant Arnao, and the Janzers, she sensed no transhuman presence in these caverns.


  A distant echo of screams and howls brought her up short. The sounds approached, getting louder. The Janzers and tenehounds were running, but from what?


  Muddy water reached her feet, then her ankles. A flood!


  Even as the current swept her up and she struggled to keep her head above the thick, flowing mud, Isabelle understood. This was to be her retribution from the BP. She would drown, the same way she’d killed the terrorists below Haurachesa Territory, all those years ago.


  The pressure from the current, pushed by the gas, shot her up through a garnet tunnel into what she could only fathom was a limestone pipe or a cutout in the labyrinthine fortress. Her cape ripped away from her shoulders.


  She’d traveled so far and so fast. She prepared for her death, upon impact—


  Boom!


  Isabelle burst through the softened limestone wall and flew through the air in a geyser of stone, blood, and mud, one geyser among hundreds, rising, falling, like the spouts in the Athanasia Pool.


  She splashed into the river.


  She lifted herself out of the water, gasping, whipping her hair, which stuck to her face and neck, swiped the strands from her mouth, and splashed the muck from her eyes. She swam closer to the riverbank until she could stand, caught her breath, turned, and looked back. Tenehounds and Janzers were flying in spurts of muddy, bloody water from holes in the limestone all around her into the Archimedes. Not all stirred as she did. She wondered how many had drowned below.


  On the river, shipping barges sent waves to the shore, and from somewhere nearby, hidden between the ships perhaps, came the faint sounds of a singer stroking the chords of his guitar.


  Lieutenant Arnao catapulted from the wall, a shadow in the moonlight, and splashed into the river.


  Lady Isabelle screamed.


  She punched through the water and lifted herself ashore.


  She tried to reach Antosha but could not.


  She reached out to Atticus. I have bad news, she sent.


  His voice came back through Marstone. So do I. An explosion on the Infernus Sea sank Antosha’s vessel during his crossing.


  Isabelle severed the link and collapsed into the Archimedes, hoping the river would hide her tears.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Damy and Verne arrived at the Nicola Facility’s first Janzer checkpoint and were waved through. “We could delay the Deinotherium’s birth until after Brody returns,” he said.


  “Heywood’s calculations suggested he should have already returned,” Damy said. “We cannot delay any longer. After all these years, we don’t have unique prehistoric fauna or flora in the menagerie.” Life took time to synthesize, time she and her team didn’t have. And if they couldn’t speed up the gestation and oviparous processes, it could take another decade to produce all the species they required. Verne knew this as well as she did. “Why can’t you see the urgency?”


  “I do see it.” Verne stopped walking, and Damy stopped with him. He reached for her hand, but she stepped backward. “I also see something else.”


  My gods, Damy thought, does he know? Does everyone know I’m pregnant?


  She clumped her hair in a fist.


  Verne lowered his voice. “You’ve been pushing yourself too hard.”


  Damy exhaled. “No, Vernon, Brody would want me to bring the beautiful beast back to the Earth, and he’d want me to work harder—”


  “He’d want you to stay healthy.”


  Yesterday evening at Phanes Hall, she had fainted during a Haydn duet. She didn’t know why she’d invited Verne to the show, or why he’d agreed to go. She’d seen it a thousand times, but last night had been different; she’d felt so hot in the hall, as if she were on fire. She’d used that as her excuse, but somehow Verne seemed to know she lied. She’d been so hungry lately, eating fistfuls of food, but yesterday she found she couldn’t eat at all. And though she hadn’t slept well since Brody departed, the last two nights she couldn’t sleep at all. For my unborn child, I must not fail, Damy thought. I must complete Project Silkscape.


  “The Barão Strike Team could’ve been back thirteen days ago. How many more days, or trimesters, or years might pass until they return?”


  “You can’t lose hope.” Verne pointed to the Granville panels on the far wall inside the Nicola Facility.


  Damy turned to it, longing to see the shuttle burst back into existence in the void at Lagrange point one.


  “Until we receive an update from Supreme Scientist Querice,” Verne continued, “hope remains for a successful mission and the Barão Strike Team’s return. That’s all that matters.”


  Damy nodded, thinking, All that matters is my baby’s safety. She would take better care, if not for herself, then for her unborn child.


  They arrived at the last Janzer checkpoint. The Janzers cleared them for entry to the facility’s front end, where research was conducted without biomats.


  “How many stillbirths have there been?” Damy said.


  “Synconvert performs as expected—”


  “Tell me, Vernon.”


  “Twenty-eight, and though the twenty-ninth drew breath, it perished after only six minutes.”


  “Then either synconvert isn’t performing, or the team isn’t.” Damy wouldn’t work on synthesizing extinct species’ DNA today. Today, she would handle the birth herself with her most talented lead researcher at her side, and she would not fail.


  They moved over the base level where an abstract mural, a blob of colorful fishlike shapes, layered the ground. Damy telepathically activated the elevator. The levels changed every ten, from CHEMISTRY 01–10 to GEOSCIENCE 11–20 to ARCHEOLOGY 21–30 to ANTHROPOLOGY 31–40 to ZOOLOGY 41–50 to BOTANY 51–60 to PALEONTOLOGY 61–70. Her team of scientists, dressed in colorless lab coats, were scattered about at workstations spread on every level of the cylindrical facility.


  She and Verne arrived at the top, Damy’s level. Many scientists turned their heads when Damy and Verne passed. At her workstation, larger than the rest, Damy activated Granville spheres on all the levels.


  Her likeness appeared before her team. Verne and I will now fertilize an Asian elephant egg in the synwomb, she transmitted.


  She telepathically shifted the view to the facility’s back end, where research bots prepared biomats and genetic materials according to RDD protocol.


  Six bots arrived at Damy’s workstation, and with them, she and Verne sauntered to an arched entryway labeled FERTILIZATION CENTER.


  Damy removed her lab coat and looked down. Her bodysuit hugged her contours. She hoped she looked a bit bloated today, rather than pregnant.


  Verne troubled to undo his suspenders. Damy helped him, and when he too stood in his bodysuit, bots fitted them into their biomats; safety in such live experiments was Damy’s first priority, for all Beimenians understood the dangers of contamination breaches from synisms.


  The bots cleared the entryway into the center. On the other side of a graphene containment vessel, upon an elevated turf-covered slab—which would make it easier for the baby beast to stand—micromanipulators and robotic arms surrounded the synwomb, a dark pink sack. Inside, Damy would bring the Deinotherium back to the Earth, the same as her team had done with Neanderthal Man, but in a fraction of the time.


  “Bring up the Asian elephant genome.” These elephants were phylogenetically close enough to the Deinotherium.


  The first iteration formed. She examined the genome.


  “I’m introducing the modifications.” She telepathically activated a syringe attached to the end of one of the robotic arms.


  “Enlarging,” Verne said. He brought the microscopic visual to standard view above a Granville sphere.


  The synconverts streamed into the microscopic elephant egg.


  Damy telepathically directed the adjustments, transforming the portions of its genetic code necessary to fertilize it and transform the embryo into the Deinotherium.


  “Shall I proceed to the second iteration?” Verne said, and when Damy didn’t reply, “Damosel?”


  Damy didn’t hear him, her mind distracted, her head foggy.


  Brody, she thought, come back to me and your child. My gods, my child, my child, how can I give you away?


  “Damy?” Verne said.


  Behind the graphene, the procedure continued as if nothing untoward occurred. A robotic arm implanted the microscopic embryo into the synwomb.


  “Should I cancel the birth?”


  Now Damy heard him. She felt hotter than a comet near the sun. She remembered that her team watched them.


  Damy had to steady herself, prove to them she was still capable of leading the Nicola Facility and their work on Project Silkscape. Their lives, and her unborn child’s life, depended upon her leadership. “The birth must proceed,” she said in a manner that ensured no debate from Verne or the bots.


  She transmitted to him, the bots, and her team, We will complete Project Silkscape within the parameters set by Chancellor Masimovian and the board.


  The bots nodded and their eye slits glowed, then dimmed. They attached more tubes to the synwomb.


  “Initiate the second iteration,” Damy said.


  Verne obliged.


  She looked upon the holograms that streamed above Granville spheres and examined the molecules, the DNA of the newly formed Deinotherium embryo.


  “Accelerating growth,” Damy said.


  She adjusted the views.


  The synwomb, shades of red and pink with veins, pulsated with Damy’s heartbeat.


  Sixty seconds.


  The cells divided and divided and divided, looking like bubbles rising beneath the sea.


  Three hundred seconds.


  Damy blocked out thoughts of Brody and her baby. She took controlled breaths. The negativity is your enemy. The enemy is your negativity. Ignore the negativity and defeat your enemy.


  Four hundred twenty seconds.


  Synconvert created a growing embryo with a 99.9995 percent DNA match to the Deinotherium.


  Six hundred seconds.


  A gestation period of six hundred sixty days had just been greatly reduced, as planned, for the shape of the Deinotherium formed. A hairless body curved with a trunk as thin as a straw, a tail no thicker than a mouse’s. It moved its mouth in a manner that was fishlike over a sustenance tube. Liquid streamed into the tube and into the Deinotherium, which grew bigger, bigger, its legs stretching the synwomb.


  It swung its trunk. It rolled. The synwomb burst, and the baby beast emerged, utterly lifeless.


  Medical bots swarmed and lifted it. Its eyes remained closed. It drew no breath. They lost their grip, and it thudded upon the turf.


  Damy connected to the ZPF and sensed its life energy. She turned to the exit and the entrance.


  No time, she thought. She broke apart a robotic arm, and swinging it as hard as she could, ignoring Verne’s objections, she sent a telekinetic burst into the ZPF and struck the graphene, shattering it.


  Red light overtook the facility.


  Damy sensed her team’s trepidation in the ZPF.


  I cannot fail, she thought. She lifted herself onto the turf and pushed the bots away from her and the baby beast.


  She squeezed its trunk and pulled the fluids from it and with all her strength, with Verne and bots pulling at her, she kicked the Deinotherium, again and again, screaming.


  Damy threw Verne and the bots away from her and nudged the Deinotherium with her shoulder.


  The baby beast slipped along the turf until a surge of energy in the ZPF halted Damy.


  The Deinotherium’s eyes opened, as did its mouth! It curled its short trunk.


  Damy collapsed next to it on the ground, gasping. The Deinotherium pawed toward her with its thick arms, then stood on shaky legs.


  Damy laughed, madly and lovingly, her helmet fogging from her breaths. The bots lifted her to Verne, who dragged her away from the flooded turf.


  
    [image: ]

  


  The next day, when they returned, the beautiful beast was walking through the Nicola Facility’s back-end habitat.


  Developmental accelerants, not dissimilar to those used on Harpoon candidates but adjusted for the Deinotherium genome, were continuously injected overnight. Already, the Deinotherium’s tusks formed, while its leathery skin looked a darker shade of gray.


  “What will we name him?” Verne said.


  “How do you know it’s a—”


  Damy saw her answer. She wondered if she presently carried a boy or a girl, and what she would name her baby. Then she averted her thoughts, lest Marstone, and Lady Isabelle, question her delay in registering her unborn child. She’d already lost control of her monologue too often. She feared she’d already given the commonwealth enough traitorous impulses to arrest her. Yet she didn’t care. Brody had been sent away from her, and she didn’t know what to do. I don’t know if I can do it, she thought, her hand over her belly on the outside of her bodysuit, give you to the chancellor, to his Harpoons, and risk losing you to the Lower Level.


  She hoped no one noticed her bump today.


  “His name is Antarctica,” Verne said proudly. When Damy didn’t respond, he said, “Antarctica?”


  Her mind wandered. She couldn’t make this decision without Brody, for if she chose unwisely, she couldn’t put his life in danger too.


  “Damy?”


  “What’s happening?” Damy said.


  Verne wiped a tear from corner of her eye. “You succeeded,” he said.


  “Not without your help.” She nearly let her tears flow freely but stopped herself. Verne didn’t have to share this burden with her. She would have to decide whether to obey the Fifth Precept, not him. “Antarctica?” she said. “But that doesn’t make any sense. The Deinotherium was native to the Northern Hemisphere, not the Southern.”


  “So?” Verne said. “He’s been extinct for nearly two million years, how would he know the difference?”


  Damy laughed. “I suppose he wouldn’t. Antarctica he is then—”


  Red lights winked, just like when Damy had broken through the graphene containment during the birth. She felt light-headed. The entranceway cleared, and two medical bots rushed inside. “What’s wrong?” Damy demanded. “Is it Brody? Did he return? Why would you interrupt us? Why did the lights flash? What’s—”


  “Aha, Madam Scientist,” a research bot said, “the chancellor has requested all supreme scientists attend the festivities in the Valley of Masimovian.”


  Damy wondered why the Office of the Chancellor didn’t contact her. Then she knew. “Brody’s returned.” She gasped. “I should’ve stayed in Phanes, no, I should’ve gone to Peanowera, no, I should’ve—”


  “Aha, the Barão Strike Team has not yet returned to the solar system, Madam Scientist.”


  “I see,” Damy said, catching her breath. She found herself holding Verne’s hand. “Will you come back to Phanes with me?”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Unknown Time


   



  Planet Vigna


   



  Milky Way Galaxy


   



   



  Radioactive columns grew electrified, heated, and swirled; metal rotated into gigantic tornadoes. An electromagnet, Brody thought. Similar to Earth. This motion protected Vigna from the radiation of its three stars.


  He was thrown into one of the columns through the spinning metal, an electrified twister, still protected, it seemed, for he still saw and heard all, the sounds of fire, of explosions, a combination of motion and heat. Down, down, down through this twister he fell, to the center of Vigna, where the hot and high-pressure outer core, full of iron-crystal shards hundreds of meters tall, blocked Brody’s descent.


  Strange, he thought, everything should be liquid here.


  Or perhaps the pressure was so high no space existed for the iron molecules to expand and liquefy. In that case, and in any case, how was he alive to see it? Was this all in his mind? A hallucination designed by the Lorum? He touched the edge of his transparent cocoon, his fingertips still covered with the metallic organic substance. It bulged but did not break. He looked up. On the other end of this hell, Nero and Verena, suspended as he, bounced upon the massive iron shards, likewise surrounded by a transparent shield that swayed with the colors of the liquid metal, revealing glimpses of their faces and bodies.


  Nero and Verena struggled, as did Brody, and he pondered whether they were all prisoners here. To what purpose had the Lorum captured them? When would it show itself? Or perhaps it had already. Perhaps he was encased in it even now.


  Brody steadied himself in the weightless environment as the iron crystallized, bit by bit, molecule by molecule, until the iron shards grew rapidly and deliberately, stratified, forming a base upon which Brody stood. Verena and Nero were far away from him, tangled in the iron as if it were vines, squeezing them.


  Brody could sense the heat and pressure here, where no living creature should exist. He again mistrusted his senses, as he had nearly this entire mission.


  The iron blotted out what lay overhead now, forming as if it was a terradome upon the Earth or Mars. What was the Lorum doing? Was this some message? Suddenly a sky formed, as illusory as this inner sanctum of Vigna, Brody assumed, yet it did seem like Mars.


  He understood at once that the terradome was similar to the one over Candor Chasma. The time in Brody’s life he tried so desperately to forget, the time when he’d worked on Mars with Antosha Zereoue. Brody turned. Antosha stood in the courtyard of stone with the ansible. This was later in their research, Brody knew, for Antosha had that look, that gleam in his eyes, the snowflakes in them moving rapidly and uncontrollably, and his arms shook as if timed to a tune from his deodar violin. But there was no music; there was just the signal, the quantum energy from the ZPF through which Antosha communicated with the Lorum as he projected his consciousness out to the cosmos. Using the CRISPR system, he dissected and pulled pieces of the Lorum’s DNA apart.


  Is this it? Brody thought. His methods revealed?


  Antosha had implied to Brody they could travel to Vigna by way of the transmigration, though Brody had never quite understood what that meant, how it would happen, or why Antosha sought to do so, until now. The Lorum showed him the truth by way of images, molecules, chromosomes, and data. Antosha was not, apparently, trying to decipher the Lorum’s language, not seeking to understand the origins of life or find new exoplanets that could support life without failure-prone terradomes, as were the directives of their mission upon Candor Chasma. He instead focused on the Lorum’s DNA, believing portions of it could be harvested, converted, and applied to the transhuman genome.


  The Lorum resisted Antosha’s prying, for with the keys to its genome, Antosha could have killed them. Is this what drove Antosha mad? Brody thought.


  He’s dead, Brody heard himself lie in the ZPF. You don’t have to fear him, or transhumans. We won’t hurt you.


  The Lorum didn’t answer. Could the alien speak Beimeni’s language but not understand it? Was that even possible? How was it sending these impulses into Brody’s mind even now, enabling him to learn, showing him what he had missed, or forgotten, from his days upon Candor Chasma?


  Antosha shut down the ansible, and the terrain shifted to a colorless rendition of Palaestra Square, with its marble, mirages of steps at the four corners, arches, and the bioluminescent light in its fountains. Hundreds of Janzers lay dead, genetically poisoned by Antosha.


  Brody, with his striker and strategist tethered still in Vigna’s core, faced Antosha alone now, the same as he had in the past, until his former shadow’s likeness altered … transforming to his Gemini. Like Antosha then, as quickly as his Gemini pushed into Brody’s neurochip, Brody reversed its progress and prevented access through the ZPF.


  The Gemini persisted, communicating with Brody in ways Antosha had perfected with the CRISPR system, these methods of utilizing synbio with the ZPF and communications with the transhuman body reserved for the great houses of development, under strict controls and regulations.


  Brody felt something crawl over his body, a sensation, as of ants emerging from his pores. He blinked. His heart pounded. Scorpions, crawling and stinging, pierced Brody’s skin, pulled at his eyes, slithered into his mouth, down his esophagus, even as Brody knew he should still be protected by the organic, liquid metal.


  He choked, dry heaved, and fell to his side.


  Forced to use the ZPF, intrusively and aggressively, Brody felt power he’d tucked away after Antosha’s arrest, telepathic talent that he feared would destroy him the way it had his former friend.


  The Gemini convulsed as Brody destroyed its DNA, cell by cell, and the Gemini’s face shifted once again into Antosha’s and then into the living liquid metal that pulled Brody here.


  The colorful metal swirled, forming into a humanoid with features that Brody could only assume were designed to mimic a transhuman’s eyes, nose, mouth, and ears.


  Palaestra Square disappeared, and Verena and Nero still struggled beneath rods of iron, though they, along with Brody, descended from the outer core to the inner core, filled with a ball of radioactivity that enabled life upon Vigna’s surface.


  Without gravity, they dangled in the inner core.


  I know you can understand me, Brody sent. You’ve seen me regain my full control in the ZPF, so you must know that I will not allow Antosha to harm your species, I will not let him use knowledge of your genome to—


  The iron rods tightened around Verena and Nero, and Brody could feel their bones breaking as if they were his own.


  Perhaps he shouldn’t have lied to the Lorum about Antosha at the outset; or maybe he should have resisted this plunge into the core at the start.


  He accessed the ZPF as strongly and decisively as he ever had during his sessions with Antosha, piercing into the Lorum’s consciousness as he had with his Gemini, setting fire to the equivalent of the Lorum’s mind, burning his way to its secrets … to more knowledge Antosha withheld.


  Brody heard Verena and Nero scream.


  If you kill them, I’ll kill you, Brody sent.


  When they cried out louder, Brody adjusted. I see your dilemma, much as you’ve seen mine. We are at a stalemate, and you know it.


  The iron rods loosened.


  You hold my strike team captive, but I hold your mind in my grasp. If I tear it apart, your species will die, but so will we. You know it’s true, and you know I have the talent in the ZPF to do it!


  The iron rods disappeared.


  There’s a different choice than death. We share a similar dilemma, we have no viably accessible and usable resources left within the Earth, and we’ve destroyed most of our natural energy sources as well. Yet I can help you! We heard your distress signals, but we didn’t get it. I do now. With your genome installed in our technology, I will find the extremophiles near our planet’s core, much as they once existed in abundance near Vigna’s, or die trying.


  Let me and my team go home, and I will do this. Defy me and your species will disappear.


  The core darkened.


  When light returned, Brody stood upon mossy stone in his bodysuit across from Verena and Nero, who didn’t act or look harmed by the Lorum’s attack.


  He threw himself over them.


  “How do we know your planet has the extremophiles we require?”


  Brody heard the artificial, organic, utterly alien voice that he’d heard earlier with the Gemini and beneath the Vignan falls. You don’t, he sent, but I believe that it does. The formation of our planets likely resulted from similar processes. But to find the extremophiles, I’ll need a piece of the Lorum. This was true, for with present Beimenian technology, Brody could never synthesize its genome or that of its extremophile prey so close to the Earth’s core.


  “How do we know you’ll serve us?”


  Brody dropped to his right knee, as did Nero and Verena. They put their right hands over their hearts. We will send the extremophiles you need to obtain energy, Brody sent, and in return what I ask from the Lorum is your cooperation with Earth and our people in Beimeni.


  The multiple cloud layers suddenly swirled and cleared the view to the tops of the mountainous jungle, where the Cassiopeia still hung. The vines lowered it, slowly and consistently, until it sat in a clearing not fifty meters from the Barão Strike Team.


  “Hullo?” Brody cupped his hands over his mouth. “Lorum!?” He jogged farther from the shuttle. “Hullo!?”


  A blue, purple, and topaz twilight crept over the jungle, the cliffs, and the mossy mountain.


  “Captain,” Verena said, her hair no longer in a bun and whipping around her head in the breeze, a smile on her face. “It answered you.”


  Near the shuttle, a glowing orb colored as the Lorum dangled as if weightless. Brody put his hand beneath it, and the orb, a piece of the Lorum, a part of the organic river, fell into his palm. It was smooth, warm, and aromatic, like a heated oil.


  Its movements were mesmerizing.


  “Something’s happening,” Nero said. He peered to the sky. “This dusk isn’t natural …”


  The ground pounded and shifted as if from an earthquake. The team stumbled.


  “Smoke,” Verena said. “Look at all the smoke!” She pointed toward the mossy mountain.


  “An eruption,” Brody said.


  The tremors increased, and the Cassiopeia shook. Deep crevasses opened in the ground. There was a blast of smoke and fire, and bright red lava shot high above. The team fell on their backs. The jungle darkened with ash and dust. The ground beneath them cracked, crumbled, and slid, while Cassiopeia moved like a tortoise on its landing legs. Brody sprang to his feet and cradled the Lorum orb. He fell forward. Flashes of violet, green, and gold lightning through the smoky clouds showed glimpses of Verena and Nero, their faces visible, then obscured.


  Brody tightened his grip on the warm orb. He waited out another tremor, and at the next reprieve dashed to the shuttle’s entry ladder and climbed, Nero ahead of him.


  “Where’s Verena?” Brody said.


  “Preparing for takeoff.” She emerged from behind the center column in the hull and closed the hatch.


  The ground shifted.


  The shuttle shook and dipped.


  Nero fell and crashed into Brody. The Lorum orb fell to the ground and rolled to the back of the ship.


  The shuttle slid deeper. Brody and Nero activated the Granville panels upon the Cassiopeia’s walls. The landing gear lifted, and the landslide around them sparkled, as did the jungle and mountain. Images of dust, fire, and lightning surrounded them.


  Cassiopeia, begin takeoff sequence, Brody transmitted.


  The shuttle activated lateral and lower thrusters. The Cassiopeia pushed off and darted away from the darkness until the stars of Vigna, its sky, and its colorful ocean overtook the views in the shuttle. Brody twisted around his column to get a glimpse of the Lorum orb.


  Behind the shuttle, the volcano, the cliffs, cloud layers, jungle, lava, and steam moved farther away.


  “Cassiopeia reports all systems operational,” Nero said. “We can achieve escape velocity.”


  “And I’ve located the spare synsuits,” Verena said.


  “Where were they?” Brody said. He hadn’t been able to find them prior to the descent into Vigna’s jungle.


  “The supply area.”


  “I looked there. Multiple times. I saw nothing. You were with me when—”


  “No,” Nero said, “you saw what the Lorum wanted you to see.”


  “The Lorum—” Verena began.


  “Knew they’d draw us to the center of the exoplanet through the mantle plume beneath the volcano,” Nero said, “and to do so they’d have to remove our synsuits—”


  Brody nodded, not believing his words as they tumbled out of him. “—and they knew we’d need the spares to return to the Earth.”


  “To fulfill the treaty,” Nero said.


  Brody again looked at the Lorum orb. Could he trust the Lorum? Would they allow him to leave when next he returned with the extremophiles? Or might they deceive him once again?


  The team unlatched and suited up. Brody stowed the Lorum orb. Then the team reattached to their columns, bracing for high g’s. The Cassiopeia left Vigna’s atmosphere and soared toward the Lagrange point between it and its blue star.


  “How’re we looking?” Brody said.


  “The wavefunction calculations are sound,” Verena said.


  “Ready to release the exotic matter on your command,” Nero said.


  Damy, Brody thought, I’m coming home. He nodded to Nero.


  The striker shot the missile, the exotic portal opened, Brody collapsed the wavefunction, and the shuttle disappeared.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Blackeye Cavern


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  A new world, Connor thought. An impossible world.


  The stalactites reflected shades of orange and green bioluminescence above the bazaar. There were women in work boots, children in shorts and sandals, scientists in lab coats, engineers in bodysuits, traders, entertainers, bakers, and growers in overalls. It reminded him of all places in the commonwealth Connor had explored from the West to the East—the hum of Portage during rush hour, the scents of Vivo’s farms, the sweetness of peaches and strawberries and blueberries, the beauty of Natura at dusk with its never-ending sky and lagoons. But it was none of these places. They had left the commonwealth. The people here were free.


  “How do you maintain all of this?” Connor said.


  “By the will and the work of the people, under your father’s leadership, my boy,” Pirro said.


  “Why didn’t Father let me live here?” Connor asked.


  “This freedom comes at high cost, Connor,” Murray said. When Connor twisted his face, Murray added, “Lady Isabelle might invade from below, or Reassortment might seep from above—”


  “Hey, Pirro!” a woman said, waving. Her cheeks were covered with freckles, her hair was frizzed, and her tunic was pocked by dirt. She strolled along the walkway, her baby wrapped around her body in a sheet. Pirro politely nodded. She disappeared into the bazaar, swallowed by the crowd.


  “Come,” Murray said, interrupting Connor’s next query, “we must continue.”


  They entered a pentagonal room rimmed with graphene and garnet. The men sat around a table. “How do you know my father?” Connor said to Pirro.


  Pirro turned to him and placed his wrinkled hand on Connor’s arm. “I met Jeremiah in the year 302. We united the factions that operated in Underground South and Underground East.”


  “How did you get involved?”


  “Traitorous impulses,” Pirro began. He chortled, swiped his beard, then continued, “Oh so very, very treasonous—I had the gall to use my own mind, you see!” Pirro stood now and ambled closer to a workstation ahead of the table. He turned. “Marstone and Isabelle overheard me, and Chief Justice Carmen sentenced me to the Lower Level.”


  Connor gasped. “You’ve been to the Lower Level?”


  Pirro swiped his salt-and-pepper beard. “No, no, I fled to Navita. Security wasn’t as onerous back then as it is now. Once there I heard about someone known on the street as the Liberator, uniting the unregistered of the underground. The Liberator sounded like my kind of person.” Pirro glanced around the room and was met with smiles. He leaned forward, his hands resting upon his cane. “Jeremiah the Liberator united us all and provided security for us to live free of the commonwealth in the underground.”


  The pride Connor felt melted away when he recalled an argument in his secret room in Piscator City’s Third Ward. His father told him he couldn’t leave and that if the Janzers ever found him, they’d send him away. Why do you hold me prisoner here? Connor had screamed in his father’s face. You don’t now understand, Jeremiah had replied, but one day you’ll be able to work on the Block. And you’ll thank me.


  Connor turned to Arturo. “When did you meet Father?”


  “My unit in the Fifth Ward of Vivo City was used by the BP—”


  “On the Underground Passage.”


  Arty nodded. “I helped when and where I was able. It’s not that I hated the commonwealth in those days, but I didn’t love it, not after what I’d seen on some of the farms, the demotions, the Lower Level sentences for violation of the Second Precept and others. Years later, when Perla underperformed in the Harpoons, Jeremiah stepped in. He sent in his commandos to pull Perla from Harpoon Hamlet and she and Martha settled in the Polemon stronghold beneath Haurachesa, but … they …”


  Connor felt his eyes well up. Arty had always sounded sad when he talked about his family, but he’d never let on why. “The gods will punish those responsible,” Connor said, “and so will we.” He put his hand on Arty’s shoulder. “It was after my father helped you with Perla that you offered to take in Hans and Zorian.”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “They were babies when the BP built the enclave beneath Hautervian City, and it wasn’t clear the BP had the resources to raise children proper. Your mother insisted the boys would stay with her in Piscator. But your father feared for their safety in the territory the commonwealth knew he and Solstice had moved to following the demotion.” Arty laughed sadly. “Your mother would’ve hurt me very badly had I let anything happen to her sons, she assured me in not-so-kind terms. She soon came to like the idea of her boys being raised as growers.” Arty’s smile disappeared, leaving his face a mask of emptiness. “The arrangement worked out for a while for your family—”


  “Until the Janzers killed my mother in Piscator City, and invaded Vivo City.”


  Arty patted Connor’s hand. “So you see, you’ve been eluding the Janzers since before you could walk.”


  “My days of running are over.” To Murray, Connor said, “You mentioned Captain Barão betrayed you and my father. What was your role in this?”


  “I worked in the RDD on Reassortment. After Captain Barão demoted me, I met up with Jeremiah in Piscator and offered him my expertise in transhuman development.” Murray’s eyes seemed distant as he looked in the corner of the room, then back to Connor. “Captain Barão was supposed to unite the teams and the commonwealth, not take over Jeremiah’s role and banish his team from the Northeast.”


  Connor didn’t want to talk about Captain Barão again. “I’m sorry for you, Murray,” he said. “You’ve been good to my family, and I’ll make sure your honor is restored.” He removed Hans’s z-disk from his leather satchel and handed it to Murray, who inserted it into a workstation and activated it—


  A woman strutted through an entryway with a group of Polemon, stealing Murray’s and Connor’s attention. Her long hair was slicked behind her ears. Her slender build and bodysuit accentuated her muscles. She had thin lips, a taut body, and a pointed nose. With her amethyst eyes, she looked curiously at Connor.


  “Who the hell is this?” she said. “I thought after Zorian we agreed to keep this tight—”


  “Who the hell are you?” Connor said, not unfriendly.


  “Connor, meet Aera,” Murray said. “Aera, meet Cornelius Selendia.”


  More names flew Connor’s way: Gage, Zoey, Isaiah, Brooklyn, Xander, Lizbeth, and more, men and women who sat around the table with them as if they’d done so a million times before.


  “Jeremiah’s boy?” Aera said. She narrowed her eyes. “He looks like he might slow us down.”


  “I’ve slaughtered a hundred fifty-kilogram sharks during the peak, at the fastest times on the Block,” Connor declared, “and I survived the fever, and I escaped Lady Isa—”


  Connor didn’t see Aera spin, didn’t feel her until she’d lifted his arm and thrown him on the ground, where he lay with her knee digging into his chest, her hand beneath his throat.


  “Enough!” Pirro said. He pointed his cane at Aera. She released Connor. He gagged and Arty lifted him. “Save your energy, girl.” Pirro poked his cane at her.


  “Whatever.” Aera waltzed behind the workstation to the head of the table, eyeing Connor as she went. “I wasn’t trying to hurt him.”


  “You are an aera,” Connor said, between coughs.


  “She’s the aera,” Murray said.


  “The First Aera,” Pirro corrected.


  “They say you’re a myth,” Connor said and shook his head. He remembered all the stories from the fishermen on the Block. “They say you perished in the lost territory in the West. They even say you’re a mermaid that rises in the Gulf of Yeuron and strikes fear into men who long for the Pacific Ocean—”


  “All lies,” Aera said. She adjusted her belt, and the shuriken sheathed there jingled next to her pulse guns. “Told well, it seems.”


  Connor squinted at her. The BP was known for its illusions, but she looked just like the legendary Aera, and she certainly moved with the ferocity of one. Then he thought about his journey through the commonwealth with Luke, and another idea struck him.


  “You’re the synbio thief!”


  Who else could boldly break into the RDD? Who else could provide the synisms the Front required to survive?


  “I’m whomever Jeremiah Selendia needs me to be,” she said, seriously and wisely, the way Connor envisioned the First Aera should speak.


  “You mentioned Zorian earlier. What did you mean by that? What’s happened to my brother?”


  Aera raised her brow, looking at Pirro.


  “No more lies!” Connor said.


  “We think he might be feeding intel to Lady Isabelle,” Murray said.


  “No, you’ve got it wrong. Zorian wouldn’t—”


  “Cornelius—” Aera began.


  A youthful BP commando burst into the room.


  They all turned.


  “Luke Locke sends word to the Cavern!” The commando’s stolen military fatigues adjusted to match the room’s hues. “Lady Isabelle attacked the phantom cavern beneath Navita”—gasp, gasp—“Much of her army is dead, but she and the lieutenant survived!” Pirro was about to speak when the commando added, “There’s more!” He caught his breath and swallowed. “They’re back! The Barão Strike Team made it home!”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Twilight overtook the archways outside Tortonia Station. Damy bounced up and down, too nervous to think straight, while Verne scanned the holographic readouts. She was going to see Brody, her Brody was alive, and when the time was right she would tell him the news.


  “A Peanowera-bound transport just arrived on track 35,” Verne said.


  “When does it depart?” Damy said.


  “We have to go now.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her through the crowd inside the station. They were nearing the tunnel for tracks 26–35 when a youthful boy, an apparent Courier of the Chancellor in a camouflage cape, slipped Verne’s fingers from Damy’s wrist and stealthily dragged her aside.


  “Hey!” Verne said. He didn’t see the courier. “Damy! Where’re you going?”


  “For you, my lady,” the courier said, handing her a z-disk, “for your eyes only,” and he dissolved into the crowd.


  Verne looked anxiously at Damy, at the maglev track, and back to Damy. He drifted to her. “All you, sister,” he said. “If we miss this one, not me, can’t blame me!”


  “I’m not your sister!”


  “It’s a figure of speech!”


  “Calm yourself! I have an important message!” She extended her consciousness. The entrance to the transport solidified. It hummed from the station, and the new line was soon twenty deep. Verne put his hands on his hips and sighed.


  “They never made it to the Outer Boundary Village,” Damy said. “They were held up in quarantine in Boreas.”


  “Oh,” Verne said, almost hopeful, “what went wrong?”


  “No, no, it’s okay.” Damy paused. She rolled the message through her extended consciousness. “It’s more than okay.” Her tone lifted. “They’ve been cleared for entry.” A conclave. She couldn’t contain herself. The message included a receive receipt and required a response:


   



  
    THINK YES TO CONFIRM YOUR ATTENDANCE OR NO TO DECLINE

  


   



  Her mind raced, and the YES and NO boxes glowed at the same time.


  She corrected the error, and the YES box winked gold.


  She grabbed Verne’s hand. “C’mon.” She pulled him out of the station and down the golden marble stairs, then onto the wooden North Boardwalk that smelled of caramel and nuts. “Change of plans.”


  “What Damy, what change?”


  “I’ve been recalled to the Brezner Building for a conclave of the supreme scientific board.”


  Part IV:

  

  Transmigration


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: Second Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 177 – 178

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “You can’t expect us to believe this report,” Supreme Scientist Dorian Knox said.


  He stroked his deep red beard thoughtfully. A hologram hung in front of the mercury pool, created from Brody’s mind. He’d just finished his review of the journey. When he’d found out the chancellor would host a conclave at the Brezner Building, he’d prepared his presentation based on memories stored in his neurochip.


  “Why would I lie?” Brody said.


  He closed his eyes and shut down the imagery. The keeper bots that transposed meeting minutes for the official record shifted the carbyne-and-glass trellis overhead from opaque to transparent. The Granville sun’s rays sprayed the red rose petals splayed over the pool.


  The board members, who wore light blue robes and enough synthetic gems to buy all of Underground East, accepted hors d’oeuvres from the bots. Brody smelled the fried fish, but though he loved Piscatorian seafood, he declined. He couldn’t eat until the vote, until the board awarded his team the Marks and reaffirmed their standing on the Reassortment research team.


  “I agree,” said Supreme Scientist Nasha Ele. “No man or woman could possibly travel inside a planet to its core and survive.” Nasha’s blackish-purple hair was lifted to a clip at the top of her head, which organized the strands into thicker bands that swirled over her back and dangled near her waist. She rubbed one of those bands between her thumb and forefinger and accepted a glass of Phanean wine. “Put yourself in our places, Captain.” She sipped her wine. “We hear stories of elephant-sized insects and beasts and birds, of layered temperature inversions, of Gemini whom threw you into a river … I can’t help but believe the exposure altered your senses—”


  “The Lorum uses the zeropoint field in ways we don’t understand,” Brody said, “lives in a form foreign to us, but that doesn’t make its existence or its power less real.”


  “That’s not the point,” Prime Minister Decca said, pressing a toothpick between his teeth. “What proof do you have of this journey to Vigna’s heart?”


  “You mean aside from the Lorum orb?” Damy said, “or the follow-up transmissions through Candor Chasma’s ansible?”


  “Stealing a metal orb and receiving a few transmissions confirms nothing.” Decca tilted his head, not unkindly. “And you of all people should realize the impossibility of what the Barão Strike Team claims—”


  “It’s not just a metal orb,” Minister Genevieve Sineine said. The Borean minister had greeted Brody and the team upon their release from quarantine in Area 55. She pressed her hands together and shook them near her chin. “I could feel its connection to the ZPF—”


  “All matter that exists from the Big Bang is connected to the ZPF,” Supreme Scientist Vanya Canis put in. “That proves nothing.” Her venomous voice didn’t surprise Brody, for she’d developed with Antosha in preparation for the Harpoon Exams at House Adao.


  “You can have the memory transfer from our neurochips,” Brody said before Vanya could spread more doubt. “That data capture has always sufficed in the past. Why shouldn’t it now?”


  “I agree, we should rely on the facts,” Minister Tethys Charles suggested, “and after that we can let Marstone mine his team’s memories, or put them under Chief Justice Carmen’s scrutiny. A hearing—”


  “Will not be pursued,” Masimovian said, “not today.”


  That the chancellor denied Tethys’s request surprised Brody, for a hearing with Chief Justice Carmen could definitively end all arguments over his mission log.


  “Let me tell you what I can’t believe,” Brody said. “I can’t believe that a supreme scientist,” he nodded to Heywood Querice, “would withhold information to a commonwealth mission.” Brody turned to Heywood. “The board demands to know what you knew about the Lorum, when you knew it, and why my team was left out of the process—”


  “Captain, you speak for yourself,” Knox said, “not the board.”


  Brody ignored him and stared at Heywood. That Masimovian didn’t interfere forced Heywood’s response. The supreme scientist of the Huelel Facility swayed his head and pressed his lips together, and in a tone that bordered on apathy, he said, “I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about—”


  “Don’t!” Brody said. “You sent us to that exoplanet and told us you required a sample from a particular liquid, though you left out the part about the Lorum—”


  “Captain Barão,” Masimovian interrupted, “where were you on this?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Why didn’t you conduct due diligence, examine the ansible transmissions sent from Mars, as any capable Beimeni captain would have done, covered more than the basics of atmospheric composition, temperature, surface pressure, topography, weather, and the like. Why would you require Heywood to do your job?”


  Brody balled his hand into a fist, swiped his mouth, and contemplated a proper response. “Chancellor,” he said, “no one could decipher the Lorum’s transmissions in the ansible, and either way, I confirmed with Captain Holcombe that the signals had ceased. Heywood left out of his mission protocols any indication that the sample he desired could’ve been the advanced species with which we lost contact, an oversight that could’ve ruined our mission—”


  “I’ll not sit here and take another second of this baseless, illogical, categorically false accusation that I purposefully and maliciously misrepresented mission protocols.” Heywood rose and stalked toward the exit.


  “Sit down,” Chancellor Masimovian said. “I’ll not allow a supreme scientist to walk out on a conclave.”


  Two of the bots escorted Heywood back to his spot at the mercury pool, while their partners furiously transcribed the meeting minutes into data streams above their workstations.


  Brody didn’t know what to think. Was this a planned deception? If so, was the chancellor in on it? Did Heywood even know the metal river was the Lorum?


  A bot held a tray near Chancellor Masimovian, who accepted a glass filled with wine. “Chancellor,” Brody said, less brashly, “now is not the time for division among us. With the Lorum, we have our way out of the planet and an interstellar alliance with a being as evolved as transhumans in many respects, but as basic as extremophiles in the Earth’s interior in others.”


  “What does that mean?” Masimovian said. He sniffed his glass, then sipped his wine. “I tire of your riddles, Captain. Speak swiftly and honestly.”


  Brody stood, pushed his light blue robe to his sides, and stepped to the workstation in front of the mercury pool, across from Masimovian at the other end. Above a Granville sphere, a humanoid shell formed in the colors of the Lorum, swirls of gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow. The humanoid disappeared, replaced by geometric shapes and symbols that represented its molecular structure.


  Masimovian leaned forward and caressed the stubble of his beard. “What is this?”


  “This could be the resolution to the Reassortment enigma. It could send us back to the surface.”


  Brody shifted the hologram from the Lorum’s molecular structure to a city with ivory skywalks, greenery, and reservoirs beneath a transparent terradome. It was Sky City, the city built on the surface over a hundred years ago by Supreme Scientist Ninara Granville, she of Granville panel, sky, and sphere fame, who had been demoted and later perished in obscurity after Chancellor Masimovian tired of her failures—and exiled her to the Lower Level.


  May her soul rest in peace, Brody thought, and may I see her project to completion.


  “No dome we now utilize can withstand Reassortment, at least not for an extended time,” he said.


  The problem, as ever, was not just that Reassortment permeated the Earth’s atmosphere, but that it also seeped throughout the Earth’s soil. Brody didn’t know how or why Reassortment penetrated the terradomes, though it was clear that through some osmotic, diffusive process, from the ground or the air, it consistently and thoroughly corrupted every terradome ever built.


  Brody rotated the image and focused it on the terradome’s composition. “The Lorum’s molecular structure is as foreign to Reassortment as we were to Vigna, so if we used the Lorum’s unique strength and structure to create a barrier with the ground and air, if we enhance existing tunnel, tube, and terradome technology—”


  “We might enter Sky City,” Masimovian said.


  Brody studied the chancellor’s face. His brow was lifted. His cheeks were pulled nearly taut, as if on the verge of a smile.


  “I suppose you think you’re the one who’s going to do this?” Supreme Scientist Minta Pollopa said, his voice shrill.


  Minta had complained vociferously and futilely when Brody had moved Dr. Kole Shrader’s stasis containment from the Ventureño Facility to the Tomahawk Facility, and though Brody didn’t expect him to step forward, he welcomed the meeting’s pragmatic turn.


  “I do,” Brody lied. “And I will, with your help or without it—”


  “Minta,” Masimovian interrupted, “perhaps you should be tasked with a new project.” Brody was about to feign objection when Masimovian raised his palm. “I will not have this, not today.” Masimovian sniffed his glass and closed his eyes and mumbled to himself. “I hereby request the approval from the supreme scientific board for Minta Pollopa’s new task, Project Sky City, with a deadline to be determined at a later date.”


  Board members shifted around the pool. This counted as a major reversal for the chancellor, who, after Ninara’s demotion, had proclaimed Reassortment-resistant terradome research obsolete and unnecessary.


  “Your work will proceed at once with potential for significant conversion upon completion, a punishment for failure in kind. Do you understand?” Minta nodded. “Aye or nay,” Masimovian said. The board approved unanimously, the stakes set: significant conversion or death by Reassortment.


  The bots that kept the board’s minutes recorded the official assignment.


  “There’s another issue, Chancellor,” Brody said. He reformed the hologram to a cross section of the Earth showing the continental and oceanic crust, upper and lower mantle, outer and inner core. “Concerning our treaty with the Lorum—”


  “Your treaty,” Vanya said. “You didn’t have the right to speak for us—”


  “Not so,” Brody countered. “The Office of the Chancellor declared us Earth’s representatives.” Vanya ground her teeth and scowled before she grabbed a glass of wine. “The extremophiles,” Brody said, “that the Lorum seeks for its survival lie between the mantle and the core—”


  “You don’t know this,” Vanya said. “You can’t know this.”


  Brody ignored her. He focused the rendition of the Earth’s seismic cross section to the mantle’s border, zooming in on a pool of radioactive and nonradioactive elements that glowed in many shades of red, blue, yellow, violet, and brown. “This extremophile can survive amid intense heat, pressure, and radioactivity; requires little or no water or oxygen; and contains an enzyme the Lorum requires to obtain energy in the form of digestible … food, for lack of a more elegant term—”


  “Food?” Decca said. He handed his used toothpick to a bot and accepted a new one. “You’ll have us burrow through the mantle to find this … extremophile that may or may not exist, to make an interstellar delivery of … food? Is this your idea of significant conversion?”


  “What is significant conversion if not a significant discovery,” Brody said, “unprecedented in the history of humanity?” Decca pushed the new toothpick between his teeth. Brody turned to the board. “Don’t be so naive to believe that transhumans are the sole intelligent or apex species in this wide universe. We may need the Lorum, as it surely needs us, and when that time arrives, I’m sure it would come to our aid as we do for it. Already, it’s offered us a sample of its own genetic makeup that will help us defeat humanity’s greatest challenge to date.”


  “What’re you proposing?” Masimovian said.


  “The Lorum splayed itself over me and my strategist and my striker on Vigna, absorbed oxygen from minerals inside the exoplanet, and excreted gases that allowed us to breathe. It created a protective cocoon around our bodies to shield us from the intense heat and pressure, enabling us to survive in Vigna’s core, so surely the orb that we retained could be trained to do the same on Earth. The Lorum’s compliance with my request suggests as much. What I propose is for the board to confer the Marks on my team and shift our assignment to a Mission to Earth’s Core.”


  “My good captain, you misunderstood the purpose of this conclave,” Masimovian said.


  Brody crossed his arms and stroked his chin. I sincerely doubt it, he thought.


  “By supreme decree,” Masimovian said, “beneath the eyes of the gods and in the presence of the Supreme Scientific Board of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, I hereby declare assignment of this Mission to Earth’s Core to the … Holcombe Strike Team, under the supervision of reinstated RDD scientist Antosha Zereoue.”


  The board members, less Vanya, who couldn’t hide the pleasure from her face, gasped and groaned. Prime Minister Decca stormed off, only to be forced back by the bots on orders from Masimovian.


  The comments from others came fast.


  “Antosha Zereoue must be dead by now,” Nasha said.


  “Chancellor,” Damy said, “the Barão Strike Team has earned this assignment.”


  “We can’t risk his presence in the RDD,” Minta said.


  “He’s been gone a long time,” Yovela said, “and I suspect our technology will be foreign to him.”


  Knox nodded furiously. “I’m unaware of clemency being offered in this manner in the past—”


  Brody connected to the board through the ZPF, though his message was directed at the chancellor. You must uphold the ruling by Chief Justice Carmen. Your reputation and that of the board is at risk—


  “NO MORE!” Masimovian said. “Antosha was injured on his way across the Infernus Sea, but I assure you, he lives. And I’m sure if we searched long enough in the archives, we could find precedent for this.”


  Prime Minister Decca sat silent, though Brody could hear him chewing his toothpick. Heywood seemed distant, as if he traveled to another galaxy, and Ministers Baltica, Charles, Sineine, and Volans were uncharacteristically unopposed to a chancellery decree.


  It seemed most of the ministry already knew of Antosha’s return, yet not one of them had freely shared their information with him. Were he in their shoes, Brody would have been more forthcoming.


  “Antosha’s return to the commonwealth is as fortuitous as the Granville sun,” Masimovian added, staring at Brody. “Did he not decipher the Lorum’s transmissions?”


  “He believed so,” Brody said, “but he also believed his mind could travel to Vigna while his body remained on Candor Chasma, that half the RDD sought his life, and that it was through death that life would be reborn on the surface—”


  “Do you seek to lose the Marks you so obviously feel you deserve?” Masimovian said.


  “I thought—”


  “You think,” Masimovian interrupted, “but you do not foresee and you do not lead this Great Commonwealth.”


  “I never said I did,” Brody said, and when Masimovian’s expression darkened, “apologies, Chancellor, I didn’t mean—”


  “To overstep your bounds, yet you do, again and again. However, you find me in a merciful mood this day, young captain. I will allow a vote to confer the Marks if you and your team agree to concentrate on Reassortment and leave Antosha Zereoue unfettered in his work in the Tomahawk Facility.”


  “Done and done,” Brody said.


  “Very well,” Masimovian said, “aye or nay to confer the Marks of Masimovian unto the Barão Strike Team for their effort to bring home this mighty gift, the Lorum of Vigna.”


  The vote came in the affirmative, eight for, seven against.


  When Masimovian adjourned the meeting, Brody and Damy exited the Brezner Building’s base level, where Nero, Verena … and Vernon Lebrizzi stood waiting.


  What’s the trader doing here? Brody sent to Damy.


  Much has changed since your departure, Damy replied.


  Brody took this in quietly. Vernon, who wore the golden suspenders Damy so despised, gave him a nod.


  Damy swiped her hand across her own Mark on her neck, then kissed her fingers and pressed them to Brody’s. “You earned it.”


  “Brodes!” Nero said and rushed his captain and hugged him, while Damy hugged Verena and congratulated her.


  “Well deserved,” Verne said. He held his hand out to shake Brody’s and Brody accepted, awkwardly. He stared at Damy, dumbfounded.


  “Let’s celebrate,” Nero said, “the Pulp Crossbar, on me—”


  “Maybe tomorrow,” Damy said. “I need a bit of time with Brody.”


  Verena grabbed Nero and Verne before they could object.


  Damy led Brody along the cobblestone pathway to Artemis Square, with its white marble stone, its white palm trees, its fountains, the smells of burning nuts and honey, the harpists and singers who performed “The Eternal Life,” in an amphitheater, and the Beimenians who waited to enter Fountain Square. She pulled him aside.


  He noted a change in her. Was it fear or longing in her eyes? “My love,” he said, “you have nothing to fear from Antosha. I handled him in the past. I can do so again—”


  “It’s not Antosha I care about,” Damy said. She cradled her belly with her left hand and Brody’s neck with her right. In his ear, she said, “I carry your child.”


  Brody searched her face, then hugged her. He looked past her shoulder, up at the sky, where a hologram of the chancellor’s bust cupped by a pair of phoenix feathers—the Mark of Masimovian—rotated around Masimovian Tower’s tallest crystalline spires.


  ZPF Impulse Particles


  Polemon and Beimeni Zones


   



  300 and 2,500 meters deep


  Particle 1: Damosel Rhea


  Damy looked around the Gallery of the Chancellor. It seemed different somehow. Was it the way the curtains parted from the massive windows? The polish to the statues? Was it the ministers who sat arced around the dais in their golden tunics and capes and chains? Or was it that Brody stood in the back of the commonwealth’s great gallery in its great tower, his striker and strategist hand in hand beside him, ready to receive the Marks of Masimovian? None of the above, Damy concluded, for it wasn’t in them the world had changed but rather inside her.


  She’d awoken that morning with treachery in her heart, a sense that she should not follow through on her service. Her eyes saw the world from her terrace differently. The colors seemed brighter, the flowers more redolent, the harpists’ melodies sweeter. Serve Beimeni, live forever. She recited the First Precept over and over, though it didn’t do any good.


  She did not want to give up her child.


  She and Brody hadn’t yet reported an heir to the commonwealth. But soon her belly would grow, and the commonwealth would have its heir, whether she chose to give it up or not.


  Brody was unregistered, she thought, and so was Verne, and they turned out all right.


  To whom could she turn? Her true parents were dead, as was her brother, killed during a deep Earth drilling accident before she was born, and the only sister she ever knew was Noria Furongielle. Damy would rather walk nude for the last minute of her life along the streams on the Island of Reverie than confide these thoughts to her.


  At last, the trumpeters lined the garnet-studded promenade that led to the dais. Damy was glad to have her mind distracted. She could only hope that Marstone and Lady Isabelle missed her musings, this morning and presently, and in the past. The musicians pointed their trumpets toward the windows and played the “Battle Hymn of Beimeni,” one of Brody’s favorites, and a classic. When they finished, they placed the horns upright on the ground and waved the Flag of Beimeni, wine-red and painted with a flock of doves, wings spread along a triplet of crescent moons.


  Live doves flew out from a curtain behind Chancellor Masimovian and fluttered over the crowd, the signal, it seemed, for Brody’s team to advance, for they glanced to each other, and holding hands, ambled down the runway. The aristocrats turned in unison. Some flashed Granville spheres designed to capture the scene inside photogenic synisms.


  The crowd grew silent and the flashes ceased.


  The team climbed the marble steps that led to the government officials. Damy looked on with pride.


  Maritza Menendes, the keeper of Reassortment Hall, emerged in a deep red-violet gown that matched her eyes. She carried a crystal ewer, wide at its bottom and top and thin in the middle, carved with Beimenian glyphs and splayed with a phoenix feather. The vapors from it contained E. pigmentation, the synisms constructed to create the Mark of Masimovian, the animated tattoo still displayed upon Damy’s own neck, hidden by her long, curled hair.


  Chancellor Masimovian nodded and winked, and Maritza strutted down the steps to the path that led to the podium. She faced the Barão Strike Team.


  “I love speaking to Beimenians,” Chancellor Masimovian said, “especially when I have good news!”


   



  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


   



  “The People’s Captain has earned high honor,” Masimovian said. “He and his strike team took humanity’s first round-trip to the other side of the galaxy, to Planet Vigna, an exoplanet filled with life. What’s more, he’s brought back with him an evolved alien life that we believe may alter transhuman history.


  “For this, we are to remove the Warning from Strike Team Barão!


  “For this, we are to award his striker lordship over Neptune District!


  “For this, we are to award his strategist lordship over Palaestra District!”


  Maritza removed the cap from the ewer, and the synism-carrying steam curled upward. Brody inhaled from it first, then Nero, then Verena. They turned. Their golden tunics were designed to reveal their necks and upper backs. The first few bubbles of color emerged within their skin cells like raindrops falling in mud. Gradually they streaked, slipped, and curved into Chancellor Masimovian’s likeness with a pair of phoenix feathers beneath.


  The crowd roared.


  Damy heard neither her thoughts nor her breath; she only heard the crowd:


   



  
    BARÃO! BARÃO! BARÃO!

  


  
    BARÃO! BARÃO! BARÃO!

  


  Particle 2: Broden Barão


  The crowd screamed Brody’s name as if he was the chancellor. All well and good, but what he truly desired was time with Damy. Giving the commonwealth an heir would make him a true Beimenian. He’d thought it would be easy.


  Why did he feel so empty then?


  For the first time in his life, he understood his parents’ dilemma.


  And he hated Hari a little bit less.


  His father hadn’t registered him, and in so doing, assured his parents’ deaths. If House Variscan hadn’t accepted him, he might have served the commonwealth in the Lower Level, but he’d never have earned his Mark of Masimovian.


  A flash of silver phosphorescent light overtook him, and he could no longer see or hear the celebration …


  … He stood nude upon a dusty mountain.


  On one side flowed a colorful bioluminescent river with shades of violet, blue, red, and orange, and on the other side lay a cloud inversion, drenched with starlight, cupped by an infinite lifeless massif.


  Brody stepped over the warm stone toward the river.


  He recognized this place from the mission protocols, a spot not far from where his team had touched down on Vigna—


  Am I going mad? he thought.


  “We brought you to us.”


  Brody heard the voice of the Lorum, alien, thick, synthesized, and full of life.


  This cannot be, he thought. The Lorum is stored in Area 55.


  The clouds in the temperature inversion bubbled and brightened with cream phosphorescent light. They formed in front of Brody in a humanoid shape, and a slit opened as if to form a mouth.


  “The Lorum is connected throughout the cosmos by what your kind calls the ZPF.”


  “Why do you need us then? Why can’t you take what you need from my planet?”


  “You will fulfill the treaty, Broden Barão, you will serve the Lorum.”


  “The treaty terms are understood, though it will not be I who leads the Mission to Earth’s Core.”


  The humanoid crinkled its face, and in its mouth, it formed the sharpest teeth—if one could call them teeth—Brody had ever seen. The lips moved, and he heard, “You will serve the Lorum, or we will pull your consciousness here, and you’ll die when we die …”


  “Captain Barão?” Chancellor Masimovian now stood where the Lorum once had, in front of Brody, his body covered in so many layers of golden silk and chains that he seemed a giant. “Did you have something you’d like to share with the commonwealth?”


  Tradition called for the strike team captain or lead scientist granted the Mark on a mission or project to give credit to his team, to inspire the people with his conversion, yet the only words that Brody could think to say were, “Serve Beimeni, live forever.”


  The crowd cheered.


  Brody feigned a smile when bright blue rose petals fell, and he thought, My gods, my gods, did Antosha have the right of it? What have I done?


  Particle 3: Cornelius Selendia


  The BP watched the Mark ceremony, created from a Granville panel. The Beimenian ministers had arrived and filled out the arced dais, while the orchestra serenaded the crowd. Its chords reminded Connor of the day his brother Hans had died upon the Island of Reverie. Connor wouldn’t allow his death to go unpunished. If Lady Isabelle had truly survived a BP trap in Navita, he would see justice brought upon her.


  “My boy,” Pirro said to Murray, “the z-disk.”


  With his mind, Murray manipulated the contents above a workstation, and two words appeared:


   



  
    PERMUTATION CRYPT

  


   



  “Jeremiah long suspected the commonwealth might build a sister facility to Farino Prison,” Aera said. “The islands are overcrowded, and the chancellor has been moving divisions away from Farino into the South.”


  “Positioning for another assault?” Murray said.


  “I don’t know.”


  Murray adjusted the data in the holograms. Rows, columns, and outlines of parallelogram-shaped rooms formed above the workstation.


  “What is it?” Connor said, looking up and down, left and right, at this unique construction.


  “It’s … a research and correctional facility,” Murray said. “It’s near the border of Phanes and Portage, located between the Beimeni zone and the Lower Level zone of the underground, a middle zone, if you will.” Murray rotated the labyrinthine structure. “Here it is.” He zoomed in further and spun the parallelogram-shaped room one hundred eighty degrees. “Jeremiah’s here.”


  The Leadership spoke out.


  “We can’t crack this,” Xander said.


  “It’s too deep,” Brooklyn agreed.


  “We should bring this evidence to the ministry,” Gage said.


  Murray waved their comments away as he would a mosquito. “The ministry will be no use to us.” He zoomed out. “It’s been built near a supply shaft.”


  “We can descend to it,” Aera said.


  The Leadership turned to her, as did Connor.


  She moved her shuriken in a downward motion.


  “You’re way ahead of yourself, girl,” Pirro said. He inched forward with his cane. “We’ll need more information.”


  Connor listened to the arguments as the group worked through objections, projections, and manipulations of this new facility, its capabilities, the BP’s resources, and the times to deployment and escape. This was the way Hans had led the team on the Block, Connor reflected. He would listen to Arty’s, Murray’s, and Zorian’s plans for how to meet the quotas, how to rotate the shifts, how to maintain their jobs and identities—all the while, Connor now realized, leaving from time to time for Polemon operations. Only in the end would Hans voice his opinion.


  Then Connor remembered Murray’s axiom: All interterritory transport tunnels lead to the Phanes Beltway, but only Beimeni River travels through Phanes.


  “We have everything we need here,” Connor yelled. The group turned to him. “Murray, rotate Permutation Crypt and position it next to Beimeni City.”


  Again, Connor and Hans would do this sort of juxtaposition all the time in their submarine in the Gulf of Yeuron, moving the Block and the reef side by side, estimating times to departure and return during fishing excursions.


  “Yes, I see it now.” Connor recalled his conversations with Luke along the Archimedes, those about the commonwealth and its capital city in particular. “The great city holds the largest population center in the commonwealth,” he began, “and here’s the problem for Masimovian—”


  “You’re very perceptive, my—” Pirro said.


  “I wasn’t finished,” Connor said. Pirro turned his head, nodding. “Beimeni City’s growth isn’t compatible with the commonwealth’s inefficient transportation system, with the reliance on the Phanes Beltway.” Hans had told Connor many times to avoid the Phanes Beltway, given the Janzer patrols there. He’d visited it on one occasion, and become so frightened he’d immediately gone back to Piscator, never telling a soul what he’d done. “Murray, pull up the transportation system over here.” Connor pointed to a different workstation. Murray activated it and adjusted the holograms, and the colors rotated and flashed. Bright yellow lines leapt side to side, a spider web of tubes with a glowing label overhead.


   



  
    BEIMENI INTERTERRITORY TRANSPORT SYSTEM

  


   



  “It must waste a lot of energy to travel like this,” Connor said. The group concurred. “And because of that, Phanes lacks the resources it needs for survival. It has some synism vats, but the population far exceeds its needs. With the transportation system placing unnecessary strain, the city now relies on Palaestra and Vivo and Gaia more than ever.” Luke had told him this several times during their journey.


  “You are your father’s son,” Murray said.


  “Did I miss something?” Brooklyn said. “What’s your point?”


  “The supply lines into and out of Phanes are vital for survival,” Murray said. “The recession and our attacks in the outer territories have prevented the chancellor’s construction in the great city.”


  “That or his incompetence,” Arty said. “But you’ve left something out here. They’ll have redundancies for a power outage, critical systems will be covered.”


  “Not necessarily,” Murray said. He paused. “As I see it, they’ve replaced remoteness and separation in Farino Prison with a labyrinth they don’t believe we’d dare enter, but we can and we could create chaos, hit them where they’re soft on multiple entry and exit points into and out of Phanes.”


  White bulbs appeared along the tunnels to Beimeni City from Palaestra and Vivo, created by Murray’s mind. “We’ll sustain losses, no doubt, but this operation’s goal isn’t to cause a power outage or food shortage. It’s—”


  “A diversionary tactic,” Connor said. Zorian had explained to Connor the best ways to use diversions during fishing excursions, to make his competitors think he’d be targeting one area of the reef when, in fact, the true target—the meat—was someplace else. He found he wished Zorian was with them now.


  The group chatted until Pirro called for decorum.


  “They won’t be fooled,” Arty said.


  “They don’t need to be,” Murray said. “We’ll hit during the Bicentennial. The chancellor will have no choice but to deploy Janzer divisions to confront our forces.”


  “The Crypt will have defenses,” Arty said.


  “Of course,” Murray said.


  “It’ll have Janzers—”


  “Yes.”


  “It’ll have protections you’re unaware of—”


  “Yes.”


  “Captain Barão,” Connor said. “That’s why we’ll need a skilled telepath on the inside.” Murray had said so during their stay in House Tremadoci. “Couldn’t we just ask the captain for his support?”


  Aera snickered. “And what do you think, we approach this servant of Chancellor Masimovian, who is receiving his Mark as we speak, and ask him to betray his strike team oath, his chancellor, his commonwealth, and by extension, his people?”


  Connor had no rebuttal, for Aera spoke true, yet as the bright blue rose petals fell around the captain and his team, he wondered who misunderstood Captain Broden Barão. Did he read the captain incorrectly, or did his coconspirators?


  Connor found his voice. “He might help us, if he knew about this illegal prison.”


  Murray shook his head. “We have the ID card and their DNA and fingerprints, so we have access to their unit.”


  “This operation isn’t about revenge,” Aera said. She waved her shuriken in rebuttal. “The First Ward is heavily guarded.”


  “Their Janzers don’t concern me,” Murray said. He threw his fist toward her, without striking her.


  “Don’t make this personal!” Aera said. “We don’t need Barão or his team to enter Permutation Crypt.”


  “But we’ll need them to exit,” Connor said.


  The chancellor asked Captain Barão if he had any words to share with the commonwealth. “Serve Beimeni, live forever,” he said, and the crowd cheered. Murray waved his forefinger across the holograms, at the ministry, the chancellor, and the Barão Strike Team.


  “They turned Zorian against us.” Murray paused and looked at Captain Barão, then to Connor. “It’s time we turned one of theirs against them.”


  Particle 4: Isabelle Lutetia


  Lady Isabelle thought her sight deceived her, for the only light in Antosha’s room was from the holographic view of the celebration from the Gallery of the Chancellor, and the white light emitted from the strings of his deodar violin. He sat in a white hooded cape upon a white crate next to his levitated gurney, and his body swayed in rhythm as he bowed. Isabelle didn’t know what song he played, but like so many in his repertoire this one filled her with longing.


  “I’m surprised you’re watching,” Isabelle said, nodding to the Granville panels. She felt tingles in her stomach. She hadn’t seen her sweet Antosha in fifteen years.


  Antosha lifted the bow midnote and set the violin and the bow to his side. He lowered his hood. His black and silver hair swirled around his head, longer than she remembered. He turned slowly. The skin on his face looked freshly healed, the color of polished bronze, though his left eye was filled with what looked like liquid silver.


  She rushed to him and reached for him, but he pushed her away. “My love, why didn’t you let them fix—”


  He put his finger on her lips. “I take it the BP isn’t destroyed.” He must have read her thoughts. When Isabelle shook her head, he turned to the celebration, where bright blue rose petals rained. “My injuries shouldn’t all disappear, should they?” He turned back to Isabelle and said, “Why should I hide who I truly am?”


  “You shouldn’t. You did nothing wrong. The injustice has been reversed—”


  “Far from it, my lady,” he said, his voice a saw. Isabelle flinched. “Your gambit with perfection has awakened the beast—”


  “If Captain Barão failed on Vigna, I would’ve learned from his weakness in the zeropoint field and retrieved the Lorum myself—”


  “Instead he returned, more powerful in the field than I’ve ever felt, but this is no concern of mine. The way you tell it, the BP’s pervasive, the economy crashes, the chancellor ignores all. Sweet belle, our people need us to be strong, to see this to the end.”


  “We shall.” Isabelle brushed Antosha’s hair away from his face. “I didn’t expect the chancellor to confer the Marks—”


  “By the time I’m through with Broden Barão and Damosel Rhea, their Marks will be an afterthought. You and I will lead the people back to the surface.”


  The panels darkened, the room lit only by Antosha’s deodar violin. He grabbed Isabelle and kissed her. She wrapped her legs around him.


  Epilogue


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Jeremiah Selendia


  Permutation Crypt


   



  2,750 meters deep


   



   



  Jeremiah lay submerged in a bathtub, his shorts streaked with blood.


  His hands were bound behind his back, his eyes glowing feverishly, legs and abdomen wrapped with spear-tipped wiring that dug into his skin with each tremor. Snot dripped down the adhesive that sealed his mouth.


  A Janzer dumped another bucket of ice in the tub.


  He shivered.


  We will strike the iron fist, he thought.


  Water and blood splashed.


  From it the blood of our kin will flow.


  Hypothermia should be setting in soon. Or so he hoped, for he knew the transhuman body temperature wasn’t fixed, and the range, depending on the developer, was wide—some could survive with core body temperatures as low as ten degrees Celsius, while others could withstand heat in excess of two hundred fifty degrees. He’d never tested his limits like this.


  We will strike the iron fist.


  His vision dwindled to a tiny corner of his eye, as if a curtain had been lowered and twisted. He caught a movement, like shadow. White light streamed over him. The Janzers on either side stepped away.


  From it the blood of our kin will …


  Jeremiah’s vision vanished. Either the brightness was too much or blood oozed into his view. His trembling eased. He heard the door clank shut, a sound like rusted alloy scraping against cement. He felt a hand on his head, a hand covered in smooth gel or rubber.


  Gods, please bleed me out or freeze me or starve me or—


  The hand gripped the bottom of his chin, squeezed, and pulled.


  You’ll die when I’m prepared for your death, Lady Isabelle told Jeremiah through Marstone. Thanks for leading us to the eastern stronghold.


  Jeremiah bristled, shaking his face loose from her grip.


  Isabelle grasped his chin tighter than before. The Beimeni Polemon are no more.


  Her hot breath warmed his face, while her jasmine scent seared his nose.


  Water and blood splashed.


  Jeremiah responded, Isabelle, you’re a terrible liar.


  She chucked his chin.


  Warm spit splattered on his face and dripped down his cheek.


  “You will tell me where they are,” she said.


  He heard the unsheathing sound of either a Reassortment baton or a sword. He hoped it was the latter.


  “Tell me where!”


  He gave no response.


  “Tell me, and I promise you, they won’t be sent to the island.”


  She had killed his commanders and she had killed Johann. Who was next?


  Stop, light, Reassortment, elevators, valleys, mountains, Atticus, the tunnel to survival, stop, run, go, go, go.


  We will strike the iron fist. He cut access to his neurochip.


  Isabelle inserted her consciousness into Jeremiah’s, and he felt her rummaging his mind.


  The distraction of ice and pain and death overwhelmed his defenses. He wept.


  I’m stronger than this. So much stronger …


  The Polemon stronghold.


  Silence.


  Tell me where it is.


  Silence.


  Tell me, or when I find Connor I’m going to make him beg for death.


  She splintered his mind.


  Jeremiah convulsed before he regained control. His youngest boy lived. That’s all that mattered. He sent, From it the blood of our kin will flow.


  Her boot straddled his neck.


  “Let me tell you something,” she said aloud, demanding, “I wish I could kill you right here. Slow. Painful. Much worse than anything you’ve endured thus far—”


  Atticus won’t let you, will he?


  The pressure released. Jeremiah’s breathing resumed. Isabelle leaned over him, spying, searching, sifting, lifting the doors that led to memories that led to images and mazes and nothingness. He felt the fire that burned beneath her skin.


  I’ll break you. I’ll find Connor. I’ll find the BP. I’ll send them all to the surface, because of you.
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  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “You ready for this?” Brody said.


  Damy’s heart hummed. Her instinct was to say no, but her obligation to the commonwealth forced her words. “We’ve wanted this for so long, how could I not be ready?”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Brody kissed her forehead.


  They stood before the opaque doors to Medical Center One. Damy couldn’t bring herself to step inside. She thought of her parents, Rose and Martel, who had surely taken a similar trip to this same medical facility in Phanes. They’d worked as zeropoint engineers for the Dunamis-based digital consortium Grey Wolf, in Beimeni City, prior to their transfer to the RDD, prior to their deaths in the arctic during a surface excursion gone wrong. She wondered what they’d really thought of their decision to give her up. Had her mother felt like she did now?


  Damy felt the sudden impulse to run, to shake her lover’s grasp and escape to an oasis where her unborn child would be her own. She had an urge to tell them they couldn’t take her baby.


  A traitorous urge.


  “What is it?” Brody said.


  “Do you remember your real parents?”


  “I remember the days they died.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Only she wasn’t. A knot formed in her throat, a guilt-ridden, jealous nexus, for although Brody’s parents had died by the time he turned ten true years old, he must’ve spent more time, more real time, with them than she had with hers, due to her development.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Brody said. Phanes’s Granville sun reflected off his bronze skin, and Damy longed for him to say it, to tell her that he’d whisk her and their family to Underground North, territories she’d heard from Minister Sineine, in confidence, might one day seek separation from the commonwealth. “We’re going to miss out.”


  “This is how it has to be.” Damy could run with Brody, but what life would their child have as an illegal? “All citizens must be registered.” She echoed the Fifth Precept for Marstone’s benefit as much as Brody’s. She pressed her hand to the opaque entrance and it cleared. “After all … we Beimenians are one.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  “Aha, come, come,” the medical bot said. Its yellow eye slit glowed brighter when it spoke, and though it was made of an alloy, it moved as if it were transhuman. Letters on its upper-right breast plate read TIM.


  The bot led Brody and Damy through an entryway labeled REPRODUCTION AND REGISTRATION and into an oval elevator that moved diagonally down through the medical center. The elevator slowed. On the other side of its clear walls, medical bots streamed from crib to crib.


  “Aha, we’re here,” Tim said. “Level 15, diagnostics.”


  In a room surrounded by alloy as bright as polished gold, the bot stood at a workstation. “Please, Miss Damosel,” Tim said, “put on the gown and lie on the bed.”


  Damy followed the instructions. A ceiling panel slid open, and a tube with a bright tip descended.


  Brody kissed her hand.


  “Aha, yes, yes, yes,” Tim said. Damy’s internal organs materialized in holograms above the bot’s workstation. “I see the fetuses.”


  “Oh,” Damy said, “more than one?”


  “Aha, we’ll be delivering twins. What a delight.”


  The light above Damy dimmed, and the bot manually activated a Granville sphere upon a pedestal next to the workstation. Round pages turned, one after another. Tim stopped at DELIVERY SCHEDULE. He perused the days of the year, lit by boxes, and gave the Barãos a few options.


  “My gods,” Damy said, “you’re talking less than ten days. I don’t know if I can handle that.” To Brody, she said, “What do you think?”


  “Is this normal?” Brody said to Tim. “Years ago, acquaintances of ours had to wait at least twenty-five days. What’s changed?”


  “Conversion, conversion, conversion,” Tim said, smacking its alloy hands with each repetition. “Synthetic enzymes and hormones have improved at an exponential rate, and we’ve been delivering babies in as few as eight days this year. Soon, I’m told, we’ll be down to a few days and, if one is to believe Supreme Scientist Nasha Ele, a number of hours. Imagine the glory of walking into a medical center in the morning and providing your chancellor with an heir by nightfall. What a delight.” Tim perused another set of data. “And with the addition of your twins and other heirs today, we’re looking at another record registration in the Harpoons! What a delight!”


  Something about this didn’t jive with Damy. She’d worked with too many organisms, seen too much in the fermentation centers and in her research center in the Nicola Facility to believe that she could go from having two fertilized eggs to two babies in such a short time; transhumans weren’t the same as woolly mammoths or other prehistoric fauna or flora she’d resurrected. But then, she’d been pregnant since the first trimester of the Livellan calendar and should have notified the commonwealth sooner. She shouldn’t push this. The bot might report her.


  “What about another twenty-five days?” Damy said.


  Tim provided a new option.


  Damy did the simple math.


  The new day of delivery would leave thirty days for their children’s development for the Harpoons—the exams that would ultimately determine their place in the commonwealth. Damy’s own development in House Summerset, she recalled, had lasted four years. That was prior to the onset of trimester registrations for the Harpoons, but it seemed unfathomable to her that development had advanced to a tighter time frame.


  She stared at Brody and noted his worried expression. “Tim, I’m afraid that Brody and I haven’t been involved with heirs or the Harpoons in such a long time that we require a refresher on what’s required by the precepts and the normal timing for such events.”


  “Aha, you should feel comfortable asking me anything,” Tim said. “We’ll customize the injections to fit a range within your targeted delivery date. Your twins will require assignment to a developer’s house. You can designate yourselves, if you want, a new option being offered by the Office of the Chancellor. In our parlance we call that home developing. This has become more and more common with costs rising and fewer subsidies from the commonwealth in recent years. Although the preparatory stages and composition of tests within the Harpoons have changed drastically since your classes, the results are the same. The candidates are ranked based on valuations formulated by the market traders in Navita City, then they’re auctioned to the highest bidders.”


  It was the first time Damy had heard of home developing, and it sounded so right that she wanted to declare it so—that she and Brody would develop their twins on their own. Then she recalled the eighteen-hour days, the constant injections, the endless data feeds, the physical training, the mental exercises, the sleepless nights of her own development.


  We can’t do this, she thought, we can’t develop our twins better than the pros.


  The only thing worse than not seeing her twins tall and strong and intelligent as fully developed transhumans would be to live knowing that her selfishness had led to their service in the Lower Level.


  “How much for the Variscans?” Damy said.


  “Let me see,” Tim said. “A frequent request is House Variscan.”


  “Cost won’t be an issue,” Brody said. To Damy, he said, “They’re worth it.”


  “Oh, so sorry, sorry, sorry, but they’re already booked. Was there anyone—”


  “That’s all right, Tim,” Brody said. He waved his hand. “I’m a close friend of Lady Eulalie and Lord Rueben of that house and I’ll see to it they take our twins. What’re the fees?”


  “Captain Barão,” Tim said with a grin, “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. The precepts of your chancellor govern heirs and the Harpoons, and once there has been an assignment to a house it cannot be undone. House Variscan cannot exceed its limit. You can choose another developer. I do have House Adao available—”


  “Absolutely not,” Brody said.


  “Lord Pierre’s a good person,” Damy said. “He’s talented and well connected. He worked with Verena—”


  “That was before he prepared you-know-who, and I will not be placing our twins with someone who has ties to that man.”


  “What about House Summerset?” Damy said.


  Tim flipped through the pages. “Oh, yes, yes, yes, that house is available. Shall I place your permanent reservation?”


  Damy could tell by the way Brody contorted his face that he wasn’t sure. “The Summersets developed me,” she said, putting her hand on her chest. “They’re as good as anyone in the West.”


  “My love,” Brody said cautiously, “the exams are built in the Northeast, we’d be better with someone from Palaestra. And … the lady’s temper …”


  “The lady’s rules were firm, and Noria broke them more often than not.”


  Noria Furongielle, Minister of Marshlands Territory, was Damy’s sister-in-development. No love was lost between them after the Harpoon Auction—where they both were bid on by Research & Development consortiums—especially after Damy won Brody’s favor over Noria.


  “She’ll tell you anything—” Damy went on.


  “Lady Parthenia struck her, you said so yourself.” Brody turned to Tim. “What about House Lissette?”


  “Hmm … no, so sorry, they’re already booked.”


  Brody blinked rapidly, and Damy figured he was extending his consciousness, mining his neurochip for Northeastern developers, but she knew all except for Houses Variscan and Lissette had ties to House Adao.


  “Okay, fine, House Summerset it is,” Brody said.


  “Will thirty days be enough?” Damy said.


  “Aha, yes, yes, many developers nowadays have candidates fully grown into adult transhumans and prepared in fewer than twenty-five days, so thirty days to the Harpoons is more than reasonable and should give your twins extra preparation time.”


  They discussed more of the logistics, when and where Damy would need to arrive for her treatments and checkups, how neither Damy nor Brody should see their twins after they arrive in Halcyon Village, at least not until the days leading into the Harpoons, in order to ensure a smooth transition. They received digital forms to complete for the Harpoons, with a line for the most important information of all, the names for the boy and girl.


  “Oh,” Damy said, “we’ve only just begun to think about the names.”


  Brody spoke softly to Damy. “I liked our choices this morning, the top ones for boy and girl.”


  Damy smiled and said, “Pasha for our boy and Oriana for our girl.”


  “Wonderful, I love their names,” Tim said. “May the gods be with you during your pregnancy and with your twins during their development and the Harpoons and the auction.”


  On Brody and Damy’s approach to Tortonia Station, amid thousands of Phaneans who shopped and chatted in the bazaar, a child flew through the crowd, a Courier of the Chancellor. His dark mohawk reminded Brody of his striker, Nero Silvana, the newly named lord of Palaestra City’s Neptune District.


  “Captain,” the boy said. Brody gasped. “For you, for your eyes only.” He disappeared into the crowd.


  “No,” Damy said. She stomped her foot. “What is this madness from Chancellor Masimovian?”


  Brody had recently returned from a commonwealth mission designated by the Office of the Chancellor, in which each member of his team had earned the elusive Mark of Masimovian, the marks for significant conversion, the highest level of scientific achievement in the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  Brody must not agree to go on another mission, Damy thought, not this soon, not with Antosha Zereoue back in the RDD.


  Brody accessed the z-disk in his extended consciousness and lowered his head. He crushed the z-disk in his hand.


  “What is it?” Damy said. “What could the chancellor possibly want now?”


  “He’s sending me to the Judgment Center for a hearing with Chief Justice Carmen.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The courier’s z-disk didn’t indicate how long the hearing would last, though it had already been hours, with no end in sight. Chief Justice Carmen reviewed all aspects of the Mission to Vigna. Brody found it odd that he kept circling back to the exposure, as if this violation of the Fourteenth Precept would somehow undo his Mark. The chancellor wouldn’t dare, Brody assured himself during a brief reprieve.


  Carmen’s eyes moved rapidly back and forth as he rummaged through his extended consciousness from his perch at the center of the dark onyx dais. His hands were folded, his silver wool robe was slung around his neck and the rest of his body. A maroon insignia of the Office of the Judiciary hung over his garb. The remaining judges, four to the left and four to the right, seemed like his clones, even the women. Their skin, dark and blotched with discolorations, folded in wrinkles over their faces and necks and hands. While they all were given a life term on the Great Court, they weren’t eligible for athanasia treatments in Fountain Square, which provided Homo transition its theoretically infinite lifespan. As an unregistered child, Brody had heard about their emotionless and unforgiving approach to justice; having escaped it when he was ten true years old, he never imagined he’d find himself here now.


  Three Janzers stood in front of the dais, and General Norrod and Lady Isabelle loomed on maroon marble podiums on either side. The general wore a Beimeni beret, black with a phoenix feather sewed upon the front, along with a dark suit with golden buttons lining the left side. A pin shaped as the Flag of Beimeni surrounded by an iron hand, the insignia of the Department of Peace, hung upon his right breast. Now and then he twitched his long mustache or shook his head, but never did he object to Carmen’s questioning, which was part of his role. Isabelle, wearing a Phanean gown lined with pearls, hadn’t stirred during the entire hearing.


  Brody, Nero, and Verena sat side by side on wooden chairs. The sweat under their armpits was visible, and their faces were as flushed as the lamps overhead. The wires attached to their arms and legs and chests burned like cinders. A manufactured breeze wafted in, filled with the stench of wood, tinged with a rot comparable to Beimeni’s sewer system. Brody didn’t recall it smelling so bad during Antosha’s public hearing some fifteen years ago. Why would a private hearing differ?


  “Captain Barão,” Carmen was saying. He looked all of his eighty-five years and spoke loudly enough for all of Phanes to hear. “I’d like to review the atmospheric failure.”


  Again, Brody thought.


  “In your report to the Office of the Chancellor, you noted: ‘An electromagnetic burst in the zeropoint field disabled the Cassiopeia and we crash-landed in the Vignan jungle canopy. When we awakened, the atmospheres in our helmets failed, and initially we couldn’t locate the spares. We believe the Lorum altered our perception of reality, preventing us from finding them. We suspect it did this knowing we’d search for our fallen comrade, Striker Nero Silvana, and that it would pull us to the planet’s core; to do so, it covered us with itself, stripping our interstellar synsuits. It knew the only way we’d make it back to the Earth was if we had usable spares to wear after our emergence upon the surface.’ Is this accurate?”


  “Yes, Your Exalted.”


  Carmen activated a z-disk. Above a Granville sphere between the Barão Strike Team and the judges emerged a hologram of the Mosaic Consortium headquarters in Beimeni City, concealed by opal bricks and a glass enclosure with a bright blue light that read MOSAIC, WHERE DREAMS BECOME REALITY.


  A man dressed in a biomat spun through a revolving glass entrance. He held out his hand, and the Beimeni Commonwealth space helmet materialized above his palm. “In the event of an atmospheric failure, tiny bulbs, here,” he smoothed his forefinger over the helmet’s base, “light up orange, and a backup reservoir on the side activates.” The images of the headquarters, the scientist, and the helmet then disintegrated into granules and dispersed.


  “Captain Barão,” Carmen said, now speaking as if scolding a child in development, “will you sit before the Great Court and repeat your prior comment? Or is there more information you think we should know?”


  “I stand by my prior comment. The helmets warned us as this man described, the failure ensued, and we removed our helmets in order to survive.” Perspiration gushed down Brody’s chest.


  “No evidence exists of this purported atmospheric failure in the shuttle log.” Carmen looked side to side, observing his fellow judges with what might’ve been a smile or a sneer. Brody couldn’t tell. “In addition, many on this dais view the action of an alien hiding your spare synsuits differently. It’s likely the alien viewed your team as invaders—”


  “Saviors, Your Exalted,” Brody said. “The Lorum viewed us as their last chance for survival.”


  “Why?”


  “Without the extremophiles from the Earth, the Lorum will join the category of extinct species like so many others in the universe before it.” Brody hadn’t been entirely truthful to the court. He’d left out of his report the part about the Lorum’s transmigration during his Mark ceremony when the desperate species had connected to his mind and threatened to pull his consciousness to their planet if he failed to uphold the treaty terms he’d negotiated. In return for his team’s freedom from captivity in the exoplanet’s core, Brody promised to send the Lorum the extremophiles from inside the Earth that they required to survive. The Lorum had sent Brody back to Earth with an orb that contained their species, which Brody hoped to use to descend to the Earth’s core and retrieve the extremophile prey. But the chancellor had assigned the Mission to the Earth’s Core to Antosha. Brody had hypothesized that the presence of the Lorum orb in Area 55 had facilitated interstellar communication between the Lorum on Vigna to the Lorum on Earth and ultimately to him at the ceremony. So he designed a z-wall to hinder telepathic communications in the ZPF and placed it around the Lorum orb. He didn’t trust Antosha to fulfill the treaty terms; he also couldn’t let the Lorum interfere with his work on Project Reassortment.


  “An explanation with some logic, perhaps,” Carmen was saying. He lightly tapped his gavel. “Or perhaps the Lorum preferred invaders of its land to expose their bodies to its environment? Have you thought of that, Captain?” When Brody tried to speak, the chief justice cut him off. “Moreover, Captain, have you thought of why the chancellor wrote the Fourteenth Precept?”


  Brody knew the reason, to protect from pathogenic or other unseen contamination. He didn’t respond. He wouldn’t take the bait.


  Carmen swiped his wrinkly jowls. “No, without direct, observable evidence of what you suggest, we are left to assume that you admit you broke a precept of your chancellor.”


  “We did what we did to survive. Those lights activated, and I know when I’m suffocating. I know what that feels like, Your Exalted. I know because unlike you, I trained for the Harpoons, and on one occasion I was accidentally shoved deep down into a pool until my world turned black.” A whiff of sewage tickled Brody’s nose and throat, and he coughed. If the smells were meant to influence his mind, he wouldn’t allow it. “I know, Your Exalted, that we were about to die.”


  “That’s an impressive speech, Captain. I have to admit that none on this panel give a hoot what you endured during your development. You think you’re unique? You think you underwent some process unknown to the rest of Beimeni or this panel? We all served for twenty years as Couriers of the Chancellor. We all took our civil service exams, which some have suggested are more challenging than the Harpoons. We too could have ended up serving the commonwealth in the Lower Level if we’d not scored high enough on those exams. Yet we, and all Beimenians, follow the law. Do you think that because you’re a supreme scientist that you’re above the chancellor’s precepts?”


  “I understand the law—”


  “I would hope so. What I’ll say is that we’ve received official testimony from Mosaic and from other strike teams and from other supreme scientists, and in no case can we find a situation where exposure to a foreign atmosphere occurred, readily and willingly. Except here you sit and lie that you had no choice but to break a vital precept of your chancellor designed for the protection of more than three hundred million citizens—”


  “I never—”


  Carmen raised his voice. “You’re not above the commonwealth.”


  “I told you—” Brody choked. “The truth! What would you have us do in that situation! You have these wires attached to me and my team! You’ve made it stink worse than a rotting corpse in here! Marstone’s in our head!” He turned to Lady Isabelle. “You tell the chancellor if he has an issue with my team, he doesn’t need to go through this court! He should’ve contacted me himself!”


  “Don’t speak as you would to a neophyte,” Carmen countered. Brody faced him. “We both know someone with your skill in the zeropoint field can elude our systems.” The judges on either side of Carmen mumbled and nodded to each other. Carmen paused, awaiting silence, then, “Captain, I reach a single conclusion based on your testimony and that of your team from the evidence in our possession: you made a conscious decision to disobey one of the sacred precepts of our supreme chancellor Atticus Masimovian, he who will always—”


  “No! I saved my team from certain death so that we might complete the chancellor’s mission!”


  “Precepts are precepts! You will not interrupt me again or I will hold you in contempt of your chancellor!”


  Brody didn’t react. The heat, the repugnant air that made him cough, the wires in his skin, the chief justice’s tone—it all combined in a pernicious mix upon his body, and he desired nothing more than to smash his fists on the dais. He licked his chapped lips.


  Don’t accept this, he thought.


  “There must be a reckoning for your haphazardness, Captain. What would happen if we did nothing? What would the other teams think?” Carmen activated a Granville sphere that lay before him and telepathically signed page after page of the electronic decision decree. He wrapped his wrinkled hand around his wooden gavel. “Supreme Scientist Broden Barão, by the power vested in me by the supreme chancellor of Beimeni and the supreme ministry, and the gods, I regret to inform you that you and your team will no longer be part of Project Regenesis—”


  “Your Exalted, that won’t be—”


  Carmen slammed his gavel on the dais three times, each one like a pulse blast fired through Brody’s chest.


  “Hearing adjourned!”


  Brody jolted off the chair. The needles ripped out of his arms, his blood oozed down his skin, and wires flailed as he lunged for the dais.


  Nero and Verena joined him, their blood spurting out from where the needles once pierced.


  Two Janzer divisions emerged from behind the dais and held Brody and his team back.


  “You can give him Regenesis!” Brody said, spittle flying from his mouth. “You can give him the Tomahawk Facility, but Antosha Zereoue will NOT take Project Reassortment.”


  “Captain, you will restrain yourself,” Norrod said.


  The general waved off the Janzers, who let Brody and his team go and accompanied the Lady Isabelle. She pranced beside the judges as they made their way out, her gown sweeping the marble floor behind her.


  “General, you have to—”


  Norrod put up his hand. “Broden, I don’t care. Let me tell you something. There’s a bigger mission. It’s in the works. I’m lobbying for you. These outbursts won’t help. Go home. Relax. Spend time with your woman. Got it?”


  “What could be bigger than Reassortment?” Brody spoke above Norrod. “You listen to me, General, I won’t let Antosha take Reassortment from my team—”


  “Who said anything about Antosha?” The general sighed. He squeezed Brody’s shoulders. “For all your many years since the team-training days, you’ve been loyal and productive, a true strike team captain. Vastar Alalia would’ve been proud of you.”


  Vastar was the last commander of the strike teams, killed in 273 AR, the teams were told, by the Reassortment Strain during a surface excursion gone wrong. Brody didn’t think a commander of the strike teams would’ve allowed his demotion. In fact, Brody thought it might’ve led to a civil war.


  He forced Norrod’s hands away from him. “Vastar Alalia would’ve upheld strike team autonomy,” Brody said. While the commander avoided open conflict with the chancellor, he wasn’t afraid, at times, to push back against commonwealth overreach. It had led to an uneasy alliance between him and Masimovian. “Vastar wouldn’t have even allowed a hearing—”


  “He would’ve wanted peace,” Norrod interrupted, “don’t forget that. Don’t let that change. Keep the commonwealth and teams united.” He ducked his head toward Verena and Nero, who stood obediently, arms folded, sweat and blood leaking through their tanned bodysuits. “Get your team together. Celebrate. You’ve earned it.”


  Celebrate a demotion? Brody was livid, but he nodded, put his arms around Verena and Nero, and led them away.


  “And, Captain,” Norrod said.


  Brody turned.


  The general held his right hand over his heart. “Serve Beimeni …”


  “Live forever.” Brody mirrored the general’s pose and smiled wanly.


  When the general departed, Brody lifted his lips in a half grin. “We earned those Marks. We earned the chancellor’s pass on that precept. He thinks Antosha can succeed on Regenesis where we failed. Antosha can have Dr. Kole Shrader, but as long as I breathe, he won’t work on Reassortment—”


  “Captain, Regenesis wasn’t what this was about,” Verena said. She paused. “They spit on the memory of Vastar Alalia and our ancestors.” She seemed to search for her voice. Brody looked up to the eye in the sky. Verena’s face twisted into a scowl. “Captain, the evisceration of the teams’ autonomy is now complete.”


  Though he didn’t want to admit it, Brody knew she spoke true. For if the chancellor could use the judiciary to demote the People’s Captain, what couldn’t he do to any strike team? What would the other captains think? How would their strategists, strikers, and aeras react? Would they rally to him if he needed them? Or would they defect against him?


  Brody pondered what he could’ve done differently, but no solution arose.


  “This isn’t about politics,” he said, “it’s about leading the people back to the surface. It’s about fulfilling our oaths—”


  “For the next few hours, I don’t give a darn about the surface.” To Nero, Verena added, “I don’t want Antosha to use our work for his benefit. You must come with me to stop him—”


  “Stay out of the Tomahawk and Taos Facilities,” Brody said. “Don’t give the chancellor or Antosha a reason for discipline. The way we beat them is to beat Reassortment. That’s how we win this war.”


  And it was now a war.


  Before Brody had left for Vigna, he’d assumed the chancellor would use the commonwealth mission as cover for Antosha’s return. Now Brody wasn’t as sure, for it didn’t seem to be the Lorum the chancellor sought with the Warning Communiqué to Brody’s team. It had been designed for this end, for this demotion. He’d been publicly Marked, privately vilified. But Brody still didn’t understand how the Lorum and Vigna and Antosha’s reinstatement fit into the chancellor’s plans, or if a link even existed.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Aha, you’re free to leave,” said the medical bot.


  Antosha sat upon a levitated gurney in Medical Center One. He wore a dark bodysuit. The alloy tips in his boots clanked against the ground, and the bot helped him into his transparent lab coat. Antosha slung his violin case and supply pack over his shoulder.


  The snowflakes in his obsidian eye quickened when he exited toward North Boardwalk. He breathed the musky air, air so different than the Lower Level hell he’d left so recently. In the last hours of morning, the Granville moon reflected off Phanes Lake and filled Antosha’s liquid-silver eye, destroyed by magma after an explosion in the Lower Level’s Infernus Sea had nearly killed him. At Tortonia Station, the few sheep awake this early gawked at him, at his flaw. Let the sheep stare, Antosha thought, let them weep. He stowed his pack and violin, inserted his commonwealth card, and telepathically sent his nine-digit commonwealth security number.


  What’s your destination? Marstone’s voice.


  Antosha had forgotten what it meant to travel in the Great Commonwealth but wondered why the transport didn’t already know his destination. Why did he have to provide all this bullshit? Why had the incompetent scientists who worked for the consortiums not achieved significant conversion in the transport system since his exile?


  Antosha swore.


  He transmitted, Palaestra City, then on to the RDD’s Taos Facility.


  This is a restricted location. State your name, rank, and priority code.


  My name is Antosha Zereoue. My rank is Supreme Scientist of Regenesis. Priority code 3-6-2-7-2-4-5-8-0-7-8-9.


  Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue accepted. Time to your initial destination is estimated at fifty-one minutes. Thank you for traveling on the Beimeni Interterritory Transportation System.


  Thank yourself, he thought.


  Now he’d have to wait for the fourteen other sheep to finish their part in the process. What a waste. What had happened to the days when a supreme scientist had unlimited access to luxury transports with unlimited Loverealan wine and unlimited feeds to the live entertainment in Hammerton Hall in Beimeni City, or the illicit pleasures from Sepricola Hall near the Great Falls of Navita? Travel used to include a feast, a plump turkey slathered with gravy or sizzling steak that melted in your mouth, and cheeses and desserts that dripped with caramel and honey. He gasped violently. How far the commonwealth had fallen in his absence!


  Now he’d have to sit, unproductive, for minutes while the woman with the frizzed golden hair and massive breasts next to him searched the bag she should have stowed for her ID card that she’d never find beneath the kilos of makeup she didn’t need.


  And the tourist so obviously from Gaia he might as well not open his mouth—his crooked teeth, his pants cut off at his ankles, and his skin as rough as limestone gave him away on their own. Putrid. Vile.


  Then Antosha realized the unfathomable: the chancellor sent him back to Palaestra during an open house.


  He swore.


  Finally, he trudged into his new office, same as his old office, in the Taos Facility, “the facility in the clouds,” led by Supreme Scientist Nasha Ele.


  Antosha dropped his bag to the ground, rested his violin case beside it, and exhaled. They hadn’t lied to him. Nothing had changed, not in here. The Granville syntech lining the walls and floor did make it seem like he stood in the clouds—a silver desk, wastebasket, and closet in the corner the only proof otherwise. He chuckled. The stench of chlorine was overwhelming, just like he remembered. The Yeuronian cleaners had scrubbed the floor and walls and ceiling but left the desk untouched. He wiped his forefinger along a layer of dust and tarnish that had built to a mound.


  Antosha flung open the closet doors. His antiquated lab gear sat where he’d left it. He pushed the garments to the right, and a pendant attached to a chain dropped and clanked. He furrowed his brow and pressed his lips together. He picked it up. A gift from Captain Barão, he recalled. He ripped the pendant from the chain and chucked it into the wastebasket.


  He unzipped a compartment in his bag and removed his Harpoon Auction medallion. Never let that medallion out of your sight, Lord Pierre had said. That’s your middle finger to anyone who says you can’t make it in the commonwealth. Antosha strung the chain through a loop at the top of the medallion and hung it in the closet.


  He slung his transparent lab coat on a hook and lifted his synsuit, a tough, supple body armor constructed by synisms from his bag. He bowed his head and held the liquid silver synsuit close to his chest. Cover me, he sent. The synsuit expanded over his midsection, covering his porous bodysuit. It drew energy from his body and moved down his legs in rows and lines, over his chest and neck, leaving him as cool as a Jovian moon. The only pink skin visible now was on his face and hands. He put on his lab coat.


  He strutted through the Research Superstructure, the massive transport station RDD scientists used to travel between Beimeni’s eight research facilities. A Granville sun and sky provided light here. Tens of thousands of scientists, clad in different-colored lab coats to denote rank and facility, roamed beneath the Superstructure’s olive marble archways, engravings, and statues, the largest being a sculpture of Chancellor Masimovian.


  Antosha felt all their eyes on him but didn’t acknowledge their presence. He boarded a transport headed south.


  On his way to the Tomahawk Facility, he extended his consciousness. He reviewed the research results published by his predecessor, Captain Barão, and his team. He mouthed, Fools, you fools, as he flipped through the millions of pages on Project Regenesis. Their methods lacked any hint of imagination or intelligence. Could the chancellor truly not understand why Captain Barão had failed?


  Antosha left the transport and passed the garnet sculptures in Masimovian Square. He looked out on the synism silos that stretched across the Granville horizon. These silos provided the commonwealth with most of its raw materials, he knew. He went through several checkpoints and arrived at the final one, where Marstone transmitted, Verbal confirmation required.


  Antosha Zereoue, Supreme Scientist of Regenesis, reporting for duty.


   



  
    WELCOME TO THE TOMAHAWK FACILITY

  


  
    SUPREME SCIENTIST ANTOSHA ZEREOUE

  


   



  Antosha weaved through the labyrinthine tunnels and provided a DNA scan to the Janzer checkpoint outside the Regenesis Chamber. “Your team is here,” a Janzer said.


  “That so,” Antosha said, “and who might be on this team?” He hadn’t selected his yet and didn’t plan to until he knew his research center was secured.


  “Lord Nero Silvana and Lady Verena Iglehart.”


  Antosha grinned. The gods did favor him this day. He entered the Regenesis Chamber, taking delicate strides along the ground. He slipped between the stasis tanks that held the animal specimens. A black and brown bear hung on either side of him, fur smoothed, claws outstretched.


  “We must hurry,” Nero said.


  The traitor spoke softly, but Antosha’s enhanced senses heard and saw all in his Regenesis Chamber. Verena and Nero were searching the workstations for z-disks and gear, Antosha assumed.


  “This is the last one,” Nero said.


  Verena perused the stasis tanks while he pried open the final workstation and sifted through z-disks. Nero swiped sweat from his face and put something in his bag.


  Antosha slid behind another stasis tank and noted that neither Nero nor Verena were wearing biomats. He accessed Verena’s neurochip, delicately and diligently, and used the CRISPR system to manipulate her DNA.


  Verena pressed her hand to the outside of one of the tanks, which contained a beaver frozen near absolute zero, its brown fur lifted, eyes open and empty. She didn’t see Antosha, who blended with the cylindrical tanks. She wasn’t aware of his presence in her mind, not consciously, not yet.


  “Do you think Antosha will succeed where we failed?” Verena said.


  “I don’t care what he does,” Nero said. “Neither should you.”


  “I can’t believe the chancellor—”


  Ter-krink.


  “Did you hear that?” Verena said.


  Antosha had swiped the tip of his boot against the alloy base of a stasis tank. Sometimes the sheep needed prodding.


  Nero turned side to side. Antosha didn’t access his neurochip but felt his unease in the ZPF.


  Antosha sent a message to them both.


  Traitor, traitor, traitor, in my midst …


  Nero dropped the duffel bag. He turned from stasis tank to stasis tank.


  Traitor, traitor, traitor, why shouldn’t I blitz …


  Nero dashed from tank to tank, past a moose, its antlers curled, legs bowed; a black-footed ferret with a scraggly, twisted body; a ruby-throated hummingbird, green and black polka-dotted sheathes near its wings; past apes, monkeys, and protohumans.


  Ter-krink.


  What’re you doing here, traitor?


  “Who’s there?” Verena said. She stumbled.


  Are you going to die, traitor?


  Nero rushed around a moose’s tank and an ape’s tank.


  You will suffer. She will suffer.


  “Show yourself!” Nero said.


  Verena’s bronze face turned as pale as an eggshell.


  Antosha’s whispers raced through the chamber.


  “Get away from the tank,” Nero said.


  Verena didn’t move. Breathing heavily, she unbuttoned her lab coat and staggered.


  Nero rushed to her side and steadied her. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing here, nothing gone, nothing out here, and nothing there,” Verena said, slurring. She grabbed her head. “Migraines … and I think it’s time … to time, I think I leave …”


  Ter-krink.


  Verena blinked and recovered. “Where am I?” she said. “Where are we?”


  “He’s here,” Nero said.


  “Who’s here?”


  Ter-krink.


  Verena and Nero turned to the center of the chamber, where Dr. Kole Shrader hung in a stasis tank quadruple the size of the rest, suspended in misty ice, sprayed by green bioluminescence. Nero rushed around the doctor’s tank while Verena peered to the corridor beyond the glass.


  “A pair of traitors in my midst,” Antosha said. “Who’s to say I shouldn’t blitz?”


  Verena slid in front of Nero, her left arm protective against his chest, her right hand on her pulse gun. Nero clutched the side of his shuriken, its diamond blades sharp enough to split alloys.


  Antosha emerged from behind one of the bird tanks into the pale-green light.


  Nero drew his shuriken, widened his stance, and bent his knees, his body tense.


  “No, striker, that would not be wise,” Antosha said, “you won’t make it—”


  “We’re gone,” Verena said. She stepped and fell against Shrader’s tank. Her body shook.


  “Verena?” Nero said.


  Perspiration poured down her reddened face. Antosha bowed and smiled. I haven’t lost my touch, he thought. He pumped Verena’s heart even faster. She slid down the glass enclosure, into Nero’s arms, and convulsed, the artery in her neck pulsing.


  “What have you done to her?” Nero shouted.


  Verena calmed, and Nero set her quivering body on the ground. He lunged and grasped Antosha by his lab coat, pulling him close. “You fix her or I’ll rip out your functioning eye!”


  Verena’s tremors worsened. She screamed.


  “I’ve done nothing!” Antosha spat upon Nero’s brow. “Look at yourself! You’re a pathetic maggot! The gods have spoken! She is going to suffer, as you all shall suffer—”


  Nero threw Antosha across the chamber. He crashed into an alloy shelf that collapsed on him. Thanking the gods for the protection of his synsuit, Antosha heaved the shelf from his body.


  The alarm blared. Nero must have triggered an emergency lever.


  “Hey, hey, hey,” Nero said. He held Verena and rubbed the sweaty strands of hair from her face. “Stay with me, stay with me, keep breathing, help’s on the way, on the way …”


  Her eyes opened and closed, and she pressed her face to his hands. Her skin was red as if burnt. She moved her lips, but no noise escaped. Nero checked her pulse.


  They deserve this, Antosha thought. They deserve to know what Haleya felt, what I felt, and by the grace of the gods, they will suffer …


  Spots of blood lifted around her neck, the blots popping up as if spray-painted. Nero used his shuriken to cut the top of her bodysuit. His hands trembled.


  “Oh, gods, oh, no, no, no, no …”


  He rubbed her throat and caressed her face, holding her hair against her cheeks. He put his ear to her chest.


  Medical bots and Janzers streamed into the chamber. Verena lost consciousness and sank over Nero’s arms. A Janzer grabbed her, but Nero wouldn’t give her up. He shouted.


  “Do you see?” Antosha rose from the floor. “These traitors were in my chamber. Look at what they’ve done, how dangerous they are.”


  Nero lunged for Antosha, but the Janzers pounced on him and held him down. One shot a tranquilizer dart into his neck and he collapsed.


  “I want them out of here,” Antosha said.


  The Janzers and medical bots strapped Verena and Nero to levitating gurneys and rushed for the exit.
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  A Marstone summons awakened Gwen.


  Are you on schedule?


  On my way now, Gwen transmitted. The truth, actually, was that she lay in bed, in her Champion’s Suite of the Neophyte Dormitories. She’d overslept.


  As am I.


  Antosha disconnected from her.


  What to do? Gwen thought. She threw the fur blanket from her body. What’s best for me?


  She tiptoed nude across the suite so as not to awaken her guests, Caterina, who she sometimes called Cat, and Roger. Her dresser, made of white marble, felt cool to the touch. On top of it Gwen had placed three tall, golden bioluminescent candles, gifts from the Lady Eulalie after Gwen had received the first bid in the Harpoon Auction. She thought about using the ZPF to activate one of them, then heard Roger snore and decided not to. She silently, telekinetically opened her dresser drawer and sifted through her undergarments. She slipped into them and into her violet bodysuit. She braided her hair in the dark.


  Yesterday, she’d learned that the DOC had overturned her registration to Reassortment, sending her instead to the Tomahawk Facility, where she’d shadow Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue. When she’d called Captain Barão through Marstone, he had told her he wasn’t aware of the change and that she should report to him, not Antosha. She’d told Antosha as much yesterday, but he’d demanded she meet him in the Chinook Facility to finalize their plans. She wondered what plans he referred to. Her assignment? Something else? Should she speak with Captain Barão?


  No, she decided, for she understood Beimenian courtesies, and a part of her desired to meet this Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue, who pursued her so … thoughtfully.


  “Gwenny?” Caterina said, looking here and there through bloodshot eyes. “Is that you?” She turned on a deep-pink bioluminescent lava lamp filled with molten drops from the Infernus Sea. Her hair looked tousled, her face a touch red. “What the heck … what’re you doing up so early?” Roger, next to her on the couch, mumbled and pulled the fur blanket over his head.


  “Today’s the first day we shadow, and I want to prepare,” Gwen said. She pulled her transparent lab coat over her body, slid open the frosted-glass entryway, and slipped out.


  
    [image: ]

  


  In the Chinook Facility’s square, Gwen strode toward the Looking Ball—a gigantic mirrored sphere that glimmered like a polished gemstone—where it levitated and bobbed, reflecting the rows of black and dark green marble stones that paved the square. She found herself thinking about Marcel, her brother-in-development, about his dreamy smile and their time together in House Variscan, and the auction where she had been purchased first and he had been purchased with 77 percent of the candidates remaining. A top 25 percent performance, an embarrassment, Lord Rueben had said. Now Marcel was a holographic artist in Marshlands, and he never replied to her requests for connection through Marstone. She tried to contact him, and again, no response. She hoped he wasn’t mad at her.


  She moved closer to the Looking Ball. Her body flitted over it and expanded and lifted in the mirrors. She turned away as her eyes strained. Neophytes and scientists dressed in colorful lab coats streamed back and forth through a tunnel on the other side of the square. Above the arced entrance to the tunnel hung signage in bright blue lettering, REGISTRATION CENTER, and to the left of the sign, a pyramidal café. Her coffee addiction drew her toward it, but when she rounded the ball, she sensed a presence and heard a whisper, then a voice.


  “Gwendolyn,” Antosha said from behind her, startling her. “Gorgeous Gwendolyn.”


  It was the first time she’d heard his voice aloud, not initiated by Marstone, not in her mind as if part of her own monologue. Was this the voice of the man she had heard during the Harpoons, the voice in her head that had helped her gain advantage and enabled her to leave the auction a Harpoon Champion?


  She turned, and a man she did not expect stood before her. He had long black and silver hair, a silver eye, and a silver synsuit that gripped his muscular body. The snowflakes in his obsidian eye looked like evening stars. They sent her heart aflutter.


  “Gwen-do-lyn, Gwen-do-lyn,” Antosha sang, “idol for the neophytes, violin of my life.”


  He extended his hand for hers and she accepted. She knew proper courtesies. He kissed her hand, and his lips felt surprisingly cool upon her skin. Gwen felt the stares from neophytes and scientists who strolled in the square, catching their reflections in the Looking Ball from the corner of her eye. She sipped the vanilla air, concerned about her attire, her hair, her face. Had she not completed her braids, or was there something on her transparent lab coat, or a slit in her bodysuit? Had she forgotten some aspect of proper behavior in the presence of a supreme scientist?


  Aside from rumors spilled by neophytes less fortunate than she, Gwen knew nothing of this man who offered his aid and kind words and lips. She looked deeper into the snowflakes of his eye and felt a soothing sensation in her body, a gentleness and comfort she did not experience with Marcel, Markus Venatici, her ex-boyfriend, Lord Rueben or any other man she’d met. How could Antosha have hurt anyone? she thought. The rumors about his dangerous side intrigued her, though, in hindsight seemed silly now that she finally met him.


  “Let me take you elsewhere,” Antosha said. He leaned closer, as if to kiss her. She didn’t recoil, even as her blood quickened. He spoke softer now. “Don’t be afraid.” He touched her cheek with the back of his hand, his skin now warm. The snowflakes in his eye extended and flooded the facility; the marble flashed as if shattered by lightning, the cavern whitened, and the scientists, the ball, the café, and the neon signage disappeared …


  … Gwen stood upon the Earth on a marble floor beneath an invisible terradome. The lab beneath the dome purred with the sounds of conversation and scurrying feet. A natural breeze sent the aromas of pine, oak, and cedar wafting over her, not synthetic, but real. Antosha stood beside her, looking on.


  Gwen recognized Captain Broden Barão, Lord Nero Silvana, and Lady Verena Iglehart, who were dressed in biomats and mingled between hundreds of scientists and workstations. She couldn’t place the strangely familiar man who stood among them, at first. He had black and silver hair that parted at the center, a slim build, and two snowflake-obsidian eyes. She gasped and looked up at Antosha beside her, with his mismatched eyes. He directed her to view a nearby workstation, above which a rendition of a woman with silver beads threaded through silver-blue hair hung, her arms crossed over a silver bodysuit, her eyes closed, feet bare.


  “Where have you brought me?” Gwen said.


  “Not where,” Antosha said, “but when. Seventeen years ago. In my memory. In my mind. On the Island of Reverie. Under the Reassortment research terradome.”


  “The laboratory on the Earth’s surface?”


  “I’ve brought you into my being, into my consciousness, into my soul. Now you will see. Now you will know—”


  “Who is she?” Gwen said.


  “Her name was Haleya, my … former eternal partner.”


  Platform 130’s activated, Verena yelled. The trial shall commence in sixty seconds.


  “We met during Harpoon classes—”


  “What are they doing to her?” Gwen said.


  Fifty-five seconds!


  “Captain Barão prepped her for the surface. He will test a serum we called Agent Reznez, named after the scientist who helped me develop it. Pity that this scientist met his maker before his prime.”


  “What did the serum do?”


  Forty-five seconds, Verena said.


  “It coated transhuman cells with a protective membrane,” Antosha’s voice was cracking, his good eye glassy, “composed of synthetic and organic genetic materials designed to prevent Reassortment from entering transhuman neural cells and blood cells and provide—”


  “An enhancement to the blood-brain barrier,” Gwen said.


  Antosha nodded. “It was to be an unprecedented significant conversion, the conversion to allow humanity’s return to the surface.” He breathed as if he’d run a marathon.


  “My gods,” Gwen said, her lips shaking, “why would you let her do this? Why did Captain Barão agree?”


  Thirty seconds.


  “The captain insisted we use a transhuman for this Jubilee.”


  Gwen looked in different directions, then into Antosha’s mismatched silver and snowflake-obsidian eyes. “Jubilee …”


  “Ah, I sometimes forget not everything is taught to Harpoon candidates. A Jubilee is a public demonstration of the latest synbio research into Reassortment,” and when Gwen crumpled her brow, “a clinical trial to test a treatment against the strain.”


  Ten …


  Gwen gasped. She turned and opened her mouth as if to scream, as if she could stop them.


  Antosha pulled her chin back to him, gently. “The captain had been using protohumans called Gemini,” he continued, “man’s ancestors from thirty thousand years ago, recreated to walk the Earth today, similar enough to modern transhumans to test serums and vaccines against Reassortment. For this clinical trial, the scientific board agreed with Captain Barão’s assessment—”


  Five …


  “I don’t believe it!” Gwen said.


  “He used my love for Haleya against me! He knew I would work until I couldn’t breathe if it would save her—”


  “No!”


  “Yes! See the truth! All Captain Barão cares for is his own glory.”


  One …


  The clear enclosure descended into the earth, and Haleya opened her eyes. She reached for the leaves that dangled from the weeping willow trees, while the chants from the Valley of Masimovian echoed under the dome.


  “She loved nature …”


  Our partners outpour gratitude.


  “She loved me …”


  Haleya sprinted west along a deer trail, so quick she appeared as a shade of green upon the workstation.


  While we beg the gods for mercy.


  “Where’s she going?” Gwen said.


  For a volunteer surviving.


  Antosha didn’t answer. Tears streamed down his face.


  Antosha of the past lunged for Captain Barão, and research bots swarmed them.


  For our hopes and dreams reviving.


  Haleya dashed to the edge of the island and screamed, loud enough to shatter the universe. Verena declared a new record time of survival during a transhuman trial, and the chants in the Valley of Masimovian reached a crescendo amid falling violet rose petals. Antosha of the past wailed when Haleya dove off a mossy cliff into the river formerly known as the Hudson in the time Before Reassortment.


  The drones caught up with Haleya, who floated over the crimson-streaked water. Gwen reached for Antosha’s cheek and brushed his tears with her thumb.


  The Reassortment research terradome bubbled and disappeared …


  … And the rows of black and dark green marble stones, the neophytes and keeper bots and café reappeared. Gwen’s dampened hand still lay upon Antosha’s cheek. Next to the Looking Ball, the snowflakes in his eye appeared scarlet.


  He caressed her hand in his. “You remind me so much of her.” Antosha closed his eye, inhaling. “Your intelligence, your exquisiteness, your loyalty to the commonwealth …”


  “I believe you,” Gwen said. It occurred to her that this was the first man to love her, not as a Variscan candidate or Madam Champion, but as a woman.


  He lowered his voice. “All I ask from you is your help. The world has shimmied off its axis, but you and I can bring it back to equilibrium.”


  Gwen wiped her face. It felt as hot as the sun. She’d never felt so connected to another transhuman as she did to Antosha Zereoue.


  “What do you need?”
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  Brody neared the Reassortment Research Center checkpoint. He looked up. For a heartbeat, he mistook Gwendolyn Horvearth for Damy. Her body’s voluptuous curves in her bodysuit and the way she let her braid fall over her right shoulder with wisps of hair curling down each side of her face were so similar to the way Damy had looked when he’d first met her decades ago, during a tour. They could have been sisters.


  “You made the right decision,” Brody said.


  “I’m looking forward to learning from you,” Gwen said, “and aiding the team’s effort to achieve significant conversion, earn my Mark, and lead the people back to the surface.”


  Neophytes rarely spoke with such eloquence and determination. Damy had chosen wisely. “So you shall, but first I must address the team.”


  “Lead the way.”


  Brody’s shadow was entering her Reassortment training at an interesting time in his life. Damy advised he shouldn’t shield Gwen from the political maneuvering he must execute after a demotion, which was necessary to reassure his team of his continued standing within the commonwealth. He mustn’t let anyone misinterpret his acceptance of Chief Justice Carmen’s terms as guilt, for this could lead to his end far sooner than anything Antosha might do; competitor scientists lurked, and board members circled like lions on a hunt.


  “Welcome, Captain Barão,” a Janzer said.


  Brody nodded to him and entered the center with Gwen. They passed through a tangle of arches shaped like teardrops, thin at the base, bulb-like at the top. Brody explained to her that when he’d taken over the Reassortment project, he’d worked with the team in the legacy center, on the other side of the facility’s front end. In 327 AR, he’d moved the center to the Cryo Room and enlisted the aid of the top architects in Beimeni to redesign a new center there.


  “Why?” Gwen asked.


  Brody stopped walking, as did Gwen beside him. He thought about the 334 scientists who perished during a Regenesis procedure conducted by his team in the Cryo Room.


  “Captain?”


  Brody cleared that memory from his mind. He didn’t want to talk about the failed procedure that killed all but one of the scientists who designed the Reassortment Strain. “The work we do here is vital for our ascent to the Earth’s surface.” He stepped forward and so did Gwen. They passed a group examining data streams beneath their workstations. “In the legacy center, the scientists operated in silos, competing with each other, wrangling over resources. This constant conflict interfered with conversion. Without the open architecture I introduced here, battles ensued over prime office locations, benaris, genetic materials, anything and everything.”


  They passed beneath one of the teardrops, thinner than a standard Beimenian arch, and Gwen brushed against the pale stucco wall. She recoiled suddenly and bit her lip. Brody looked down and saw blood on her hand. He grabbed a towel from a nearby water fountain, dampened it with uficilin, then held her hand and tenderly dabbed the wound.


  Gwen batted her eyelashes. Her face reddened. “What a way to start,” she said.


  “I’m sorry,” Brody said. He stared at her lips, her neck, her breasts, and finally her hands and fingers. Her beauty is not for me, he thought. I have my eternal partner, I need no other.


  “How does that feel now?”


  “I’m fine.” Gwen moved her uninjured hand over his. “I’ve been through worse, development, the Harpoons, the auction, I think I can handle a little scratch.” Brody pulled his hand from hers. “Please, continue,” she said.


  The hum from the workstations and scientists forced Brody to raise his voice. “So, they set up this weaving design where workstations dangle from the ceiling, and synthetic neural signals of essential oils fill the air.” He inhaled. “Pleasant, isn’t it?”


  Gwen agreed. “Where’re your lord and lady?” Two workstations labeled with golden lettering, LORD NERO SILVANA and LADY VERENA IGLEHART, hung above two neophytes who stood chatting without their masters.


  “That’s odd,” Brody said.


  He connected to Marstone and requested a conference connection with Verena and Nero. They didn’t answer. He left them messages. Under normal circumstances, an unscheduled absence from Verena and Nero wouldn’t faze him. It had happened before, typically when his striker convinced his eternal partner to go to the western spas. But with everything going on these days, he couldn’t help but wonder if their disappearance was owed to new scrutiny from Chief Justice Carmen, a request by the chancellor, a motion from the ministry, or worse.


  Brody accessed the RDD database and found no filings from the Office of the Chancellor for his strategist and striker. Where could they be? How could they not support him on such an important day? He reassigned Nero’s and Verena’s shadows and activated his workstation. A hologram formed beneath it, and he requested connection to his research team through the ZPF, relayed by Marstone.


  Put aside your work for a moment.


  When he sensed the last of his scientists engaged to his conference, Brody decided this talk would require a more personal setting, one no member of his team would forget. He would draw them into a collective mind meld, something only Brody, Chancellor Masimovian, Lady Isabelle, and a handful of other highly skilled telepaths had the ability to accomplish.


  “Don’t be frightened,” he said to Gwen. “I’ve done this before.”


  Brody raised his arms as if he were the chancellor and accessed the ZPF in a way he knew threw his consciousness directly over the thousands of scientists in his research center. He hadn’t connected this deeply to so many transhumans at once in at least fifteen years, yet they didn’t resist him. They couldn’t.


  He looked at Gwen.


  Follow me now, he sent.


  He and Gwen now stood upon an obsidian marble dais before his team, set in rows and hills of dark soil. A sinuous river separated Brody and Gwen from the team, a river that stretched to an alien horizon, above which a foreign planet eclipsed a foreign sun and moons. Blackened stones jetted from the sides, mixed with bright greenery. A breeze, musky and fruity, whipped the soil into tiny swirls.


  “We live in a time of great opportunity and great sacrifice,” Brody said. He moved his right thumb up and down rhythmically. “We have research installations on twenty celestial bodies in our own solar system. We established an alliance with an intelligent being on an exoplanet thousands of light years from Earth, and we’ve intercepted transmissions with the ansible that suggest more intelligent life exists. We’re at the cusp of discovering the secrets to overcome Reassortment, either in a terradome structure or within our own genes.


  “I want to assure you that I remain committed to Project Reassortment, like all of you, like the chancellor and the Beimenian people. I chose this landscape for our meeting to show you that the potential for brightness and darkness lies in all our minds. Look around and see them mix. See that opposites can coexist.


  “Antosha Zereoue returns to the RDD not as our adversary, but as our partner. The chancellor has forbidden his entry to our facility, and we will respect his secure peace within the RDD, yet we all understand the link between Regenesis and Reassortment. So I expect that should Antosha achieve conversion in his project, he would share it with us, and I expect us to do the same with him.


  “I am still your captain, this is still our Reassortment project, and I foresee greatness in the days and years ahead.


  “Follow me now.”


  The cornucopia of stone and brush and light and dark disappeared, replaced by the teardrop arches in the Reassortment Research Center. The scientists on the floor looked up at him and Gwen. He waved them back to work, and the hum from the workstations and scientists soon resumed. Brody exhaled. The designated intermediaries between the Reassortment and Regenesis projects would suffice for now, but how long could that last? When would Antosha seek more control? Would Brody last another year? These were questions he heard in his team’s minds when he connected to them, and he wished he had the answers.


  I must solve the Reassortment enigma. I must lead the people to the surface, he thought. Brody turned to Gwen. “I’ve heard you’re a fast learner, and I’ve heard you were the first candidate purchased in the Harpoon Auction. I’ve heard you won’t be intimidated by Reassortment—”


  “I won’t be.” She stepped to Brody’s workstation. “What’s next?”


  “Link into the workstation. It’s similar to how you link into the Granville syntech.”


  Brody watched her work out the new system. She was quick all right. Cocky, too—a good sign in a neophyte, but she’d need to learn respect for Reassortment. “I want you to activate the file labeled Reassortment Tests and request number five thousand seven hundred eighty-six.”


  The name JOHANN OF PISCATOR popped up. She pulled the trial results, and the Reassortment Strain overtook the station. She jolted backward. Brody steadied her with his hand.


  “Easy,” he said, “it can’t hurt you, not down here. Just have a look at your enemy. They don’t teach you how it really works in development.”


  The organism rotated back and forth; its spears elongated and shortened from the edge of the nucleus. Energy currents pulsed through their needled edges. It shrank to coconut size, joined by a dozen additional Reassortments in a stream of red blood cells, white blood cells, and platelets. They latched on to red blood cells, one organism per cell, surrounding each with a thin metallic coating. The organisms rotated, and their prongs lengthened and shortened so rapidly the movements became an indistinguishable blue pulse.


  “Reassortment inserts its genetic material through the cell membrane and into the cytoplasm,” Brody said. “After it takes control of the cell, it secretes an enzyme that signals the heart to pump faster, but it doesn’t reproduce in the blood.”


  “So it doesn’t lead to septicemia,” Gwen said.


  “That’s right … at first … at first it doesn’t interfere with the red blood cells, and white blood cells can’t recognize it, so there’s no immune response.”


  “What cells does it target?”


  Brody pulled up a transhuman spinal cord and brain and peripheral nervous system, the neurons sprawled like roots from a tree. Electrical impulses fired between them. The image focused on a single neuron coated in a translucent barrier. As the infected blood cells flowed nearby, the Reassortments dislodged and plunged into the nerve cells.


  “My gods,” Gwen said, “it crosses the blood-brain barrier effortlessly.”


  “Just watch,” Brody said.


  Reassortment attacked and attached and rotated and spun all over the neuron, turning fiery blue in the frenzy. The hologram view zoomed closer, showing a needle as it made its way into the neuron and finally the cell’s nucleus, its helixes spinning, reforming within the cell. The pieces of DNA that Reassortment altered were highlighted by rods of green. When it was done, a pulsating, swirling orange sphere was expelled from the neuron.


  “The protective membranes we used in this formulation for the red blood cells and the neural cells failed,” Brody said. “The organism mutated and manipulated the DNA. The blood crystallized. The volunteer perished.”


  The hologram view zoomed out, showing Johann begin to succumb. Gwen swallowed. “What does it feel like?”


  “The sensation for the victim,” Brody paused, “is … as if the body is being ripped apart. The primary part of the brain affected, the anterior insula, moderates pain sensations throughout the body. We don’t know why it does this, but we do know this is why death by Reassortment is so agonizing.”


  Gwen trembled during Johann’s final moments.


  Brody let her hear the cries, see the terror in Johann’s eyes, and finally watch as the blood poured over his lashes, out of his nostrils and ears. “It was, we think, a weapon designed during the Second Hundred Years’ War,” Brody continued. “That’s why it only affects humans.” The blood crystallized. Then it was over. “It can sense our presence, then goes into action …”


  Gwen took a small step away.


  “I think you’ve had enough, Miss Gwen.”


  She looked ill.


  “No, please go on,” she said. “I’m fine.”


  “We’re done for today. Go back to the dormitories. We’ll continue the lesson tomorrow.”
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  “How many specimens do we have so far?” Damy said to Verne.


  They were on the top level of the cylindrical Nicola Facility in front of their workstations, working through holographic data streams.


  Damy had taken a more active role in the creation of the species for Project Silkscape since the birth of Antarctica, the Deinotherium she had synthesized just before Brody returned from Vigna. Earlier, she reassigned hers and Verne’s neophyte shadows for the day, promising to get to work with them tomorrow.


  Now Verne sifted through the holographic specimens that hung over his workstation. “We have fifteen with another fifteen on the way from Proterozoic through Jurassic, including plants, invertebrates and vertebrates.” He telepathically transferred the data and images to Damy’s workstation.


  Above her rotated and floated the Cyclomedusa, electric-blue, round jelly fish–like but without tentacles; Echmatocrinus, double the size of a transhuman thumb, a cactus-like invertebrate, the surface of its conical body covered with thin, polygonal plates or scales arranged irregularly; Sciadophyton, a plant with stalks ending in cups where the male and female sex cells were produced; Archaeopteris, a tree, which Damy knew would have a trunk over seven point five meters high and one point five meters thick, and on and on to Rolfosteus and Tiktaalik and Deltoblastus and Eocaecilia and Mammuthus and several more, including, of course, the Deinotherium.


  “Thirty will not do,” Damy said, “and we’ll require life for all the periods, including those between the Jurassic and the Quaternary.” Transhumans presently lived in the Transiceous Period, the period that began after the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly had nearly wiped out humanity 368 years ago.


  “It’s a start,” Verne insisted, “not an end. Opening day is still two years away.”


  “The synthesis of life, extinct life at that, takes time. Why must I still remind you this?”


  “Now you sound like me last trimester—”


  Damy stepped closer to him. “If you can’t handle this project, maybe you should leave.”


  “This is about Brody’s demotion—”


  Damy slammed her hand through the holograms above her workstation. “This is about our lack of progress!”


  Verne drew back as if struck by Reassortment.


  It was turning into the first trimester, Damy reflected, for that had been the last time they’d argued like this. The scientists on their rim in the facility stopped working and stared. “Please, everyone, get back to work, there’s nothing to see here.” Damy clumped her hair in a fist. She turned to Verne. “We must not fail.”


  Verne gave a slight nod, then fixed his bow tie and adjusted his golden suspenders, loosening them. He turned away from her and deactivated his workstation. He fetched two glasses of water from medical bots.


  He was right, though she wouldn’t admit it. Damy feared for Brody’s safety. He’d just received his Mark of Masimovian. He was about to get back on track with the Reassortment and Regenesis projects. Then the chancellor had struck him down, demoting him and reinstating Antosha Zereoue. And not just as a plain-coated scientist, but as the supreme scientist of Regenesis! Brody’s former role, now going to his former shadow; the thought made her bowels curdle. What was the chancellor thinking?


  Damy felt kicks inside her, as if Pasha and Oriana didn’t like her musings. Her twins grew at an accelerated rate, already showing, protruding her belly. She placed her hand beneath them. We will be the parents to you that Brody and I never had, I promise you, she thought. The kicking eased. Damy exhaled deeply and accepted the glass of water from Verne. She sipped it, then said, “Minister Avalonia grows more restless by the day.” She took another gulp. “She complains of constant construction and the electric power draw from Silkscape City—”


  Verne finished his water. “She should’ve thought about that before she demanded her city host the menagerie.”


  “The minister holds great sway with our great leader, so I do hope you show her courtesy.”


  “Would if I could.” Verne shrugged. “She doesn’t return my calls. She speaks only to the engineering director, and to you.”


  Minister Avalonia’s expectations concerned Damy less than Chancellor Masimovian’s, and she knew his patience was wearing thin on her team’s delays. “I will see our live work in the facility’s back end.”


  While Damy’s resurrection of Antarctica, the first Deinotherium to live on or in the Earth in over two million years, injected new life into the team and into the project, additional conversions hadn’t materialized as fast as she’d hoped. She expected her paleobotanists and paleobiologists to use synconvert, the synthetic organism that she and Verne had designed together during the first trimester, to create hundreds of species from prehistoric Earth. She would work overtime to succeed. It wasn’t as if she’d see Brody in the evenings, certainly not after a demotion.


  Three medical bots fit biomats onto Damy and Verne, then led them through the containment area labeled BOTANY. Here she saw for the first time the plants that she had helped her team create. The Sigillaria trees stood less than a meter high in pots of dirt two meters thick. Damy knew that soon the trees would outgrow these pots; in fact, they’d grow as tall as many Beimenian towers.


  “Over here—” Verne began.


  “Lady Isabelle’s calling me,” Damy said.


  My lady, Damy transmitted, it’s a pleasure to hear from you.


  Miss Damosel, you are a fine scientist and an even finer representative for Project Silkscape, so I expect this news to please you.


  Damy rarely received calls from the director of communications and commonwealth relations; she was sure that whatever Lady Isabelle desired, especially if it dealt with Project Silkscape, would further delay her work, already overdue and overbudget.


  Lady Isabelle continued, Strike Team Hyperion has discovered the remains of a prehistoric animal in a South American cave. I’ll be sending you the details shortly. I expect you to render them within days.


  Days, Damy thought, it could take several trimesters or years, depending on the species and the genetic materials. I’ll do my best.


  You will create them, I trust, you will serve the commonwealth.


  As you wish, my lady.


  Lady Isabelle disconnected.


  Damy touched the fernlike Sigillaria leaves and pondered the Lady Isabelle’s request. “That was odd.”


  “What did she want?” Verne said. He adjusted the armlet on his forearm.


  “She wants us to render an extinct vertebrate native to South America,” Damy said.


  “Tied to Project Silkscape?” Verne said.


  “I’m not sure, but it sounds urgent. She’ll be updating us soon.”


  “Shall we proceed?” Verne said, raising his arm as if to guide the way.


  Damy nodded. They spent the rest of their time in the back-end research facilities, working out the details for the remaining specimens Damy desired her scientists to create.


   



   



  Beimeni City


  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  That night, Damy returned to her First Ward apartment unit feeling a bit better about the prospects for Project Silkscape but no less concerned for Brody’s safety with Antosha so near. She stood upon her terrace and listened to the steady hum of Beimenians below. They looked like rodents from her terrace’s height. She remembered when she and Brody used to enjoy the city, going to shows together, dipping in Fountain Square’s pools, or enjoying a bite to eat. Where did the years and their relationship disappear to?


  “Madam, your tea,” Merrell said.


  Damy accepted the steaming mug from her keeper bot. She sipped it and tasted chamomile and passionflower.


  The artificial Phanean winds whipped her nightgown around her pregnant body. Oriana and Pasha were more active today than ever. Was it a consequence of the growth accelerants injected into her? Or did they also understand the danger Antosha posed to their father? Damy would soon stand across from her babies during the viewing. Afterward, they’d travel to House Summerset for development, then compete as candidates in the Harpoons.


  She felt them kicking her and placed her right hand beneath her belly. May the gods protect you during development, she thought, and after.


  Merrell placed its alloy fingers upon Damy’s arm, chilling her more than her thoughts. “The late evenings continue for Master Broden?”


  The consortium that had sold her Merrell assured her the bot lacked a consciousness. Sometimes she wondered. “Continue?” she said. She smiled wanly. “Always.”


  The bot’s eye slit dimmed, then it took its leave from the terrace.


  Damy had rarely seen Brody at home prior to the Mission to Vigna. Since his return, he was like a phantom in her dreams, there for an instant and gone when she awoke. What troubled her more was that with each day that passed since the conclave that had awarded Brody and his strike team their Marks of Masimovian, the day drew nearer to when Antosha Zereoue would return to the RDD. Assuming he hadn’t already returned. If the chancellor and the Navitan traders were to be believed, Antosha’s injury suffered during passage across the Infernus Sea wasn’t as bad as some feared or as fatal as Damy had hoped.


  Antosha was the man who had killed so many of their colleagues in the name of scientific research.


  He shamed us all, Damy thought, and Brody worst of all. Brody had loved him as he would a brother and hurt all the more when the true nature of Antosha’s crimes were revealed by Chief Justice Carmen. And now the chancellor allowed his return. To what end?


  To be sure, Brody would have to work with him again, as Damy knew that the Regenesis and Reassortment projects were related. The goal of Regenesis was to awaken Dr. Kole Shrader, the last of Livelle Laboratory’s scientists who had worked on the original Reassortment Strain, and who still lived, in stasis. “He could be crucial to solving the Reassortment enigma,” Brody had told her many times over the decades. Of course, there should be more scientists; during an awakening gone wrong, she and Brody had killed all of them except for Dr. Shrader.


  How did things go today with Gwendolyn?


  She sent the message to Brody but didn’t receive a response. He might’ve been in the back end, conducting experiments. It wasn’t unusual for him not to respond to her, even this late.


  Damy found herself thinking about Silkscape, and Vernon Lebrizzi. She smiled and sipped her tea. She requested connection to him. Are you there?


  I’m here, Verne transmitted.


  What’re you up to?


  I’m on my balcony, enjoying the stars. Verne lived in the Second Ward, in Palaestra City.


  Take me to the gorges, along the Hillenthara.


  It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?


  Not tonight, silly. Sometime. After work?


  Aren’t you close to your delivery date?


  No, it’s not for many days, plenty of time to go sightseeing. A breeze chilled her, and she folded and rubbed her arms. Plenty of time to escape Project Silkscape, the Nicola Facility, and Phanes, for a few hours, she thought.


  They talked about their project, even though they’d promised never to do so outside the Nicola Facility, and the twins, the stars, the gorges, and the Entertainment District in Phanes. Afterward, Damy sipped the rest of her tea, ambling back inside.


  She tried to contact Brody again. Again, she received no response and left him a message through Marstone. Call me.


  Inside her bedroom, the supreme scientist of the Nicola Facility let her golden nightgown slip off her body. She cuddled with her twins and feather pillows and closed her eyes, dreaming of prehistoric life.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody stood alone in the research center, rubbing bloodshot eyes. He’d worked through countless formulas and pages of synbio research, hour upon hour, after he dismissed Gwendolyn Horvearth, after his last team member took her leave, after his insomnia returned full strength. He requested connection with Nero and Verena. Still no response. He hoped this unexplained disappearance was their way of repairing their relationship, and they’d return to the Ventureño Facility tomorrow ready to train their shadows. But they’d always chosen low-priority days to take off in the past. This wasn’t like them. He felt sick not knowing where they were.


  He rubbed his face and focused on the Reassortment Strain moving toward him, doing that dance it did, encrypting its genome to avoid detection, and he wanted nothing more than to reach for it and bend it and shatter it with his own hands into dust. He powered down the workstation and caught his reflection in the hologram before him, watching his life disappear with it, the way he’d watched so many writhe and squirm on the surface of the Earth.


  The reality was that he wouldn’t find the cure in the next few hours in the desolation of the research center. He sucked in a breath of air laced with pleasing neural signals, grabbed his supply pack, and made for the exit. The Janzers deactivated the security system to let him through.


  While waiting for a transport at the Research Superstructure, he gazed at the Granville stars overhead. Scientists in colorful lab coats weaved by, lost in their equations.


  Another day, another failure, Brody thought. He swiped his thumb to the side of an intraterritory transport.


  Darkness descended.


  Gasps and screams echoed through the station.


  He heard a flick and saw flame and amethyst eyes in the dim light.


  The light disappeared, replaced by the tremor of an explosion on the other side of the Superstructure. Before Brody could access the ZPF, a hand gripped his arm. He flailed. From behind, from above, from the side, he felt as if he were trapped inside a thimble. Then he was gagging from the stench of petroleum and chemicals thrust upon him. Something rapped his skull, and his mind faded.


  He heard mumbling. At least two, maybe three or four men, or women? Brody couldn’t tell. He couldn’t see, could hardly breathe. His mouth had been gagged with something sticky, and his head was covered in some kind of hood. The fabric felt like wool. He reached out for the ZPF and failed. Then he noticed the cold touch of alloy around his neck.


  A Converse Collar.


  “Taste of your cure, Captain?” a man said.


  His voice sounded scrambled to Brody’s altered senses. He felt a jolt in his rib cage, and suddenly, engrossingly, the sensation of a million needles thrust into his flesh, curling into his muscles, plucking the veins from his body.


  Brody screamed.


  “What was that? More?”


  No, please, no, Brody thought as he understood they were using a Reassortment baton. It struck his back, sending the instructions for the synthesis of E. agony into his brain’s DNA, and he couldn’t hold back his screams. It felt as if microscopic shuriken were tugging and slicing all the pores of his body, sawing in, out, left, right, up, and down.


  Tears flowed from his eyes. He sweated beneath the sweltering hood. A knee or fist or hammer struck him, he didn’t know. He rose on his knees and fell with a thud.


  The rod dug into Brody’s armpit. His body convulsed, and he flipped on his back. Now his fingers tingled, and his eyes rapidly opened and closed, closed and opened.


  Of course, Brody thought, my death shall come at the end of the weapon my research created, my proper conversion put to use in the batons, a deserved punishment for my failures.


  He was rolled onto his back and dragged, his body tender, throbbing, stung with the stinger wedged in place.


  They dropped his legs on a cool plastic floor. The floor hummed with vibrations, movement. Brody slid left and right.


  He took a few complete breaths. He was on a transport, he realized, headed gods knew where. He reached again for the ZPF and again failed.


  The transport’s speed increased. Brody slid across the floor.


  A foot pinned him in the groin. He gasped.


  “I want you to imagine the world when humanity dominated the surface.”


  Brody heard the message as clear as Marstone, not as sinister as the other voice, but more powerful, intelligent. A woman’s voice.


  “I want you to think about the fucks like you who dug in places they shouldn’t have.” The womanly voice.


  “Dead! Gone!” The man’s voice.


  Either a foot or a hand pounded beside his head.


  “Not nature,” the woman said. “Nature cleared houses, buildings, pollution, roads, transport tubes, playgrounds, monuments—”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Brody said, but the gag and hood muffled his voice almost entirely.


  “Don’t speak! You don’t open that filthy mouth of yours unless given permission! Three hundred sixty-eight years After Reassortment, what’s it like up there now, what’s left?”


  “Nothing,” Brody said, but it sounded like “Mu-hing.”


  “Wrong answer!”


  A turn. A slide. A smack. And Brody tumbled under the seats.


  A hand grasped his ankle and pulled. “I don’t understand,” Brody mumbled.


  “This brings me to the Island of Reverie,” the woman’s voice said. “Three hundred sixty-eight years ago, what happened?”


  “Wawawa.”


  “I can’t hear you!”


  Brody was stabbed and jolted. A fresh flash of pain ripped through his bones and blood. He arched his back, convulsed.


  “They all died,” said the voice, low and womanly, “and after three hundred sixty-eight years, an alloy jungle has given way to a real one.”


  There was more muddled conversation. Brody breathed in swift, rapid strokes, his body fighting the mirage of Reassortment.


  The transport slowed, and he slid downward.


  He was dragged a ways, on his belly. Then the hood lifted from his head. A golden moon ringed by thick clouds and leafless trees appeared upon Granville panels. Brody shut his eyes. The tape was ripped from his lips, and he was lifted upright by the lapels of his bloodstained lab coat.


  His head tipped to the side, his eyes closed. “Why … you tell … me? What … I … do?” His lips bubbled with spit, and saliva dripped from the corners of his mouth, mixed with snot and blood. He had a terrible bitter taste in his mouth.


  “Open your eyes,” the man said.


  Brody moved his head about, his eyes shut, the light painful.


  “Do it!”


  Brody opened the left one, disturbing the slow-forming bruise that had cropped out. He opened his right. His vision blurred, then brightened, revealing three silhouettes of transhumans. He blinked, painfully, and they came into focus. One seemed adolescent, a boy, his body tattooed, sharp facial features. He didn’t look like a fully developed transhuman. The man looked spindly, also splayed with animated tattoos. And the woman—the way she twirled her shuriken was as mesmerizing to Brody as her voice had been.


  “We ask you,” the spindly one said, “because you feed our people to that organism, you sonofabitch!”


  He punched Brody with the butt of the baton, knocking him unconscious.
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    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Lady Isabelle stepped over the marble ground of the tower’s Grand Salon, her lavender silk skirt twisting around her body and bare feet. She felt beautiful, sensual this evening. Antosha had told her how the dress complemented her hair and eyes, then taken it off, slowly. Yet there was no amount of contentment an audience with Atticus Masimovian could not unravel, she knew from experience.


  She crossed under an arch onto the terrace, where the chancellor waited.


  “Is Hammerton Hall not the most magnificent architecture in all of Beimeni?” Atticus said.


  “Why no, my chancellor.” She ran her fingers over his back on her way to the balustrade. “It could never compare to your tower.”


  Atticus didn’t seem as if he heard her. He was looking out at Hammerton Hall, which stood beneath the Granville sky in all its glory. Designed by architect Wilhelm Vanderslooten in the 200s, dedicated in honor of the hundredth year of Chancellor Masimovian’s rule in the year 268 AR, the hall featured a combination of majorelle- and maya-blue outer beams, two hundred meters tall, topped by an opulent roof garden, the Dream Forest. A pond where black swans swam sat amid the trees and lime bioluminescence, overlaid by a white marble bridge, surrounded by statues of former leaders and entertainers. The performance area on the third platform, notable for its marquee performances, featured an overhead trellis that simulated the acoustics of an indoor performance hall.


  Isabelle pushed her hair over her shoulder. It smelled of coconut oil and was still a touch damp from her bath. Atticus reeked of sex, most likely with his maidens, though one never knew. “What made you summon me here on this steamy night?”


  Atticus wore a maroon cape and cashmere slippers, traditional resting garb. His hood fluttered around his neck, and his thick curly hair waved in the gusts. Sweat dotted his forehead. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a glowing slab of fluorite stone carved with Beimenian glyphs. “Do you know what this means?”


  “The ministers offered you that curio as their first gift, did they not, for the Bicentennial?” The chancellor held up the stone. She snatched it and made a show of feeling its weight in her hand, then set it back. She took two crystal glasses from a diamond cart and filled them with Loverealan wine and raised her glass. “To two hundred years in the Age of Masimovian,” she said.


  May it end as grandly as it began, she thought. They clanked their glasses, and she swallowed the sweet and tannic wine made in the depths of Silkscape City. She didn’t feel as ill as she had when she’d arrived.


  “What a year,” Atticus said, setting his glass down on a pedestal. “What a year!” He lifted Isabelle in the air and spun around with her. Her glass flew over the side of the balustrade, and she laughed like a girl in development, and for a second she remembered why she’d once loved him. “Smashing the records of Harpoon qualifiers,” he continued, “unprecedented rates of conversion! A healed economy! A dying BP! New hope with Reassortment—”


  “With Regenesis, you mean.”


  Atticus released her and pulled his sleeves down his arms. “So long as Antosha doesn’t stir the RDD the way he did last time, then yes, we have hope to meet Dr. Kole Shrader.” He picked a pipe up off a liqueur bar, lit it, and eyed Isabelle suspiciously.


  “Lady Verena and Lord Nero should’ve worn biomats in the Regenesis Chamber. You cannot blame Antosha for a synism breach of containment when RDD scientists break protocol—”


  “Perhaps it was an accident, as you suggested.” Atticus smiled and turned back toward the hall, pointing to it with his palm open. “Isabelle, this is the year of the Bicentennial,” he said, pronouncing each syllable. “The elite will gather, here, in my honor!”


  She sighed. She hated him most when he summoned her in this kind of mood. “It shall be grand, my chancellor.”


  She was thinking about Dr. Shrader’s awakening, not the Bicentennial, and the knowledge she and Antosha would gain from him about the Reassortment Strain, including its origins and humanity’s downfall—and how they could use this to pursue an evolutionary apex.


  Atticus poured a new glass of dark-looking liqueur. Isabelle smelled licorice. He sipped it. “Do you know why I instituted the Harpoons?”


  “For the good of the commonwealth—”


  Atticus laughed and puffed his pipe aggressively. “If I told the people that I would send those inferior among us to work fifteen-hour days doing nothing of importance, and trudge in circles and inhale air not fit for rodents and sift the ashes of the dead and scum until their final hour, what would they say?”


  Isabelle poured her own drink. She swirled it, eyeing the chancellor. The chatter in Marstone’s Database had turned ominous of late—an attack on the Research Superstructure executed, Captain Broden Barão reported missing. What could Atticus be so pleased about?


  “I think we should be more interested in keeping as many Beimenians as we can in the thirty territories, developing each child to their full potential, in that way improving our research in the Beimeni zone as we strive to return to the surface—”


  “What if I didn’t tell you that you would be placed in such an underworld,” Atticus said, ignoring her, “but instead provided you the means to escape. You work, you learn. You perform, you advance. You lose, you leave.”


  “A mirage.”


  “A prism.” Atticus moved his forefingers in an arched shape as if to form the image in a way she would understand. “Devoid of the Harpoons and the Lower Level, we’d have no conversion. Devoid of conversion, no athanasia. Devoid of athanasia, we’d have no Fountain of Youth. And without the Fountain of Youth, we’d have nothing. And as for those ungrateful souls who seek to destroy what I’ve built—”


  “What we’ve built,” she said, her voice a whip.


  Atticus studied her thoughts. She revealed nothing of her plans with Antosha. “Tell me about this … attack on the Research Superstructure … Isabelle, tell me what progress you’ve made on that, and on the BP.”


  “No casualties reported from the RDD infirmary, but the damage to the Superstructure was extensive. It will take twenty or thirty days to repair.”


  “Will the RDD scientists have passage to their facilities?”


  “Some will have longer commutes, but all the facilities will maintain access.”


  “Have you found Captain Barão?”


  “No. His neural feed disappeared from Marstone’s Database at the time of the attack. Miss Damosel doesn’t know where he is, I checked her thought log. Whether he lives or dies should matter not to us, Atticus. He has failed you for too long. This is a sign from the gods. We should end his term on Reassortment.”


  The chancellor swiped his goatee. “The people cannot have their captain taken from them—”


  “Not by you—”


  “Not by anyone. The commonwealth’s psyche is fragile right now. I feel the people at all times, their thoughts and dreams flow through me like my own blood, and I know they cannot handle the stress of losing their captain. I will speak no more of it. What have you done about the Beimeni Polemon?”


  Isabelle set her drink on the tray. “The supply lines are the least vulnerable they’ve been in years, and I’ve assured General Norrod the DOC will install sensors and cameras so as to coordinate defenses with the Janzer divisions—”


  “That wasn’t what I asked—”


  “Jeremiah Selendia yields little incremental intel and, truth be told, has little life left in him, so I’ve shifted my focus to his eldest son, to Zorian Selendia.”


  “Is he talking?”


  “He continues to claim that he doesn’t know what went wrong in Navita.”


  The truth was that the bastard claimed she’d delayed too long, allowed the BP time to escape. She’d prepared what she believed were flawless contingency plans with Lieutenant Arnao. She was to bring an end to the Evolutionary War, the guerilla war the commonwealth fought against the BP since 308 AR. Then something had gone wrong. When she and her army had arrived, the BP hadn’t been there and, worse, had booby-trapped the place. It had taken all her skill in the ZPF to escape and survive.


  “I believe him,” Isabelle continued, “though I’m still formulating how he might be of use to us. It wouldn’t be helpful to kill him.” Unlike his younger brother Hans, Zorian didn’t have the BP’s love, but he did have their trust. “My mind-sweeps in Marstone’s Database suggest something large on the horizon, and I’d like to find out where the next attack will be.”


  “Vile, ungrateful terrorists!” Atticus sucked on the pipe.


  “There’s more, my chancellor.” Isabelle rubbed her hands together, thinking about how she’d been almost buried alive in Navita. “The BP is burrowing, farther and deeper and wider than we expected. The Janzers discover intricate tunnels throughout the commonwealth by the day—”


  “How are they traveling, how are they communicating, how are they living outside our territories? Still!” Atticus threw up his arms. “Even after the destruction beneath Haurachesa! How is it that you haven’t stemmed their advance?”


  Isabelle was, at first, speechless. Without her attacks on the BP, she believed they would’ve already taken Beimeni City and let chaos reign in the underground. Why couldn’t her eternal partner understand this! She sighed. She didn’t care about his legacy. She cared about maintaining peace and order and ensuring a smooth transition to the end of the Age of Masimovian, which had overseen more inefficient life and death than she would ever allow.


  No, hers and Antosha’s rule would usher in a true age of tranquility and evolutionary advancement. An age where strict population controls and efficiently allocated resources would ensure the highest level of development for each new citizen registered in Marstone’s Database. Resolve, moderation, and persistence, these are the virtues of Atticus Masimovian, and I’ll make certain they lead to his undoing, she thought. And afterward, I’ll see to it that no baby is sent to a Lower Level!


  “The tunnels are a labyrinth,” she said, “and they build new passageways as quickly as we map and destroy the old ones. We’re mining all the data we have for the last half year, connecting loops and paradoxes and searching for anything we missed. It’ll take another fifteen days—”


  “We don’t have that long!”


  “I suspect an attack on the Bicentennial—”


  “Oh! Do you!” Atticus lifted the palm of his hand in front of his face. “Hullo, Atticus Masimovian, I’m your hand, and I think the Beimeni Polemon is about to bomb your Bicentennial celebration!” He rotated his palm toward Isabelle. “Gee, wonderful news. Maybe I should hire Danforth Diamond to destroy the BP.”


  “How dare you! After all the progress I’ve made. You’re the one who won’t let me execute false flag attacks or kill Jeremiah—”


  “Pull divisions from Farino. Pull divisions from Nyx. Pull divisions from the Permutation Crypt.” Atticus’s eyes narrowed. “The people need this celebration. It is of great importance to the commonwealth, and all who serve me, that it go smoothly.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Blackeye Cavern


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  “You were brave down there,” Arty said.


  Then why do I feel so terrible? Connor thought. He lifted himself out of the Cavern’s man-made lake onto the gravely shoreline. He’d just finished his thirty-third lap. Unlike his prior workouts, this one didn’t soothe him after his first Polemon strike. “We gave Captain Barão what he deserved,” he said, knowing this would be what his foster father would like to hear.


  Arty grinned in that wise way he always had in their unit in the Third Ward of Piscator City, where they once had lived. He wore a sleeveless tunic. Bracelets and bands carved and painted with the BP’s regalia—a Morelia spilota spilota, a black-and-yellow dotted snake, an ambush predator—wrapped around his arms and neck and waist.


  “It’s a start for what he’s done to his own people, son.” Arty rubbed his nose, which looked pointier than usual, perhaps because of all the weight he’d lost on his journey east from Piscator to the Cavern. He’d escaped prior to the Lady Isabelle’s surgical search there in the first trimester.


  Connor picked up his towel off a granite boulder and dried his chest and back, then glided the towel down his swim trunks, knees, and ankles. He’d been muscular prior to his escape from Piscator, his body built from lifting sharks and seafood in nets each day on the fishermen’s Block. The journey from Piscator to the Cavern had taken much of his excess weight, though with the constant workouts since he’d arrived, he was starting to gain some of it back. It felt good to have more strength.


  He looked out over the lake filled with cool water from the commonwealth’s piping system and splayed with blue-green bioluminescence streaking out from the shoreline. Prehistoric fossils engraved the sides of the cove and the limestone pillars that supported it beneath the Earth’s weight. A waft of warm air swirled around him, chilling him a bit, smelling musty, like a swamp, bringing forth memories of Piscator Territory. He thought about the time Captain Barão had visited the South.


  The captain had traveled to the Block this past year, just before the peak fishing season there, and given a rousing speech to the fishermen. He assured them he’d guide their return to the surface, where they could hunt on the sea the ways the men of the old world did, on ships with sails, safe from the Reassortment Strain, after he found a cure. How Connor had loved the captain that day, and how that feeling had curdled in his gut after his developer and longtime friend, Murray Olyorna, had told him of the captain’s betrayal of his father.


  “Can we believe nothing the captain says?” Connor asked.


  “I’m not sure we can,” Arty said. He loosened one of the bands on his arm. “He received the first bid during his auction. The champions are all the same, from what I’ve seen over the decades.”


  Connor wouldn’t have a clue about this. He hadn’t been registered within Marstone’s Database when he was born, so he wasn’t given professional care by a house of development, and he had never competed in the Harpoons. Instead, his older brother Hans had treated him with a synism called E. evolution, designed to alter his DNA, shifting his genome further down the Homo transition spectrum, closer to Homo evolutis. It was a rugged method of development utilized by the BP, and the infection it led to induced an intense fever, something unknown to any registered transhuman, whose immune systems destroyed 99.9 percent of known, natural pathogens. When the fever had struck him, Connor hadn’t been sure he’d survive it, first while in captivity in the Department of Peace, then on the run through the Polemon passageways. It was in the passageways that Murray had helped him recover, and it was later on during their journey to the East, just before they were separated in Mantlestone Village, that he’d told Connor the late Vastar Alalia had bid first for Captain Barão during his auction in 260 AR.


  Now Connor dried his long hair with the towel, then curled the towel around his neck. “So you’re suggesting that all Beimenians who receive the first bid are betrayers and liars.”


  “They’re all ambitious.” Arty set his own towel on the boulder where Connor’s had lain. “And worse, Captain Barão has great skills with the zeropoint field to go along with his physical, mental, and interpersonal know-how—”


  Connor tilted his head. “So he’s a lot like my father.”


  “In some ways,” Arty admitted. He looked away from Connor, as if he searched the limestone and granite for the right response. Or as if he didn’t believe what he’d just said. Connor couldn’t decide.


  “In the ways that matter,” Arty continued, “in protecting the unskilled and underprivileged the way a strike team captain should, in having respect for his fellow transhuman man, no, no, no, Connor, your father is very different from Captain Broden Barão.”


  “Do you think he’ll help us?” Connor slipped into a fisherman’s bodysuit, worn from heavy use on the submarines in the Gulf of Yeuron.


  “I don’t know. He and Jeremiah were once close. Captain Barão understood the commonwealth’s politics, particularly after Vastar died … particularly after the teams accused Jeremiah of killing him.”


  Connor thought on this. He’d heard the circumstances of Vastar’s death differently from Murray, who’d made it seem as if the commonwealth had killed Vastar, not his father, not the Reassortment Strain.


  “Did my father kill him?” Connor said.


  “I doubt it.” Arty removed the regalia from his arms and swiped beads of sweat from his face. “Your father was outbid by Vastar during Barão’s auction.” Arty again paused, as if he searched for the right words. He shook his head. “That sort of thing happens all the time.”


  He isn’t sure, Connor thought. He pondered how he might use this information to gain Captain Barão’s trust. Murray told him the chancellor sought a permanent alliance with the historical strike teams. Did the chancellor kill Vastar, framing Jeremiah? Or did Jeremiah kill Vastar, blaming the Reassortment Strain? Connor’s head ached. He rubbed his forehead.


  “How do you feel?” Arty said.


  “Never better.” Connor pushed his hands through his long, wet hair and wiped his nose.


  The truth was that he felt utterly ill, but not for reasons he’d expected. To be sure, the Polemon strike had enthralled him, traveling through the commonwealth’s supply lines into its coveted Research & Development Department, unseen and undetected, the excitement in the Superstructure, ambling among the throng of scientists, dressed like one of them in a bodysuit and lab coat, deceiving the Janzers and Marstone and by extension, the Lady Isabelle. How proud even Zorian would’ve been of him!


  Connor couldn’t remember when last he’d seen his eldest brother. Zorian often chided Connor for his underdevelopment, but Connor learned later on that the real reason Zorian disliked him was because he blamed him for their mother’s death. Solstice had died protecting Connor during a Janzer search and destroy mission in Piscator.


  Connor squeezed the Granville sphere in his pocket. It felt like a small, polished gemstone. Whenever he activated it with the ZPF, the photogenic synisms within rendered his mother’s likeness. What would Solstice think of him now, if she still lived? Connor wondered. Then he thought about Hans. His older brother had tripled as his father, his mentor, and his best friend in the commonwealth—until he had died on the Earth’s surface during a commonwealth Jubilee. Would Hans think Connor as brave as Arturo suggested? Would he approve of what they did to Captain Barão?


  Connor closed his eyes, reliving the scene at the Superstructure. Captain Barão had swayed beneath the marble arches, looking like death, exhausted and oblivious to the danger that surrounded him. The plan had unfolded the way Connor and Aera had designed it. Luke Locke and Brooklyn Harper, Polemon spies, blew a hole into the coolant piping near the Montauk Facility, drawing the Janzer reinforcements away from the Superstructure. By the time the captain neared the intraterritory transport tracks, the Janzers who guarded them had gone to secure the facility. Aera telepathically ignited the charges, disabling the Granville sky, turning the Superstructure into a gigantic underground tomb. Connor fitted the Converse Collar around the captain’s neck as Aera slipped the hood over his head. It had all happened so fast. The adrenaline had pumped through Connor like it never had before.


  And he realized his heart was pounding now the way it had then—


  “You don’t look so good, son,” Arty said. “Are you sure you don’t need sustenance, or uficilin, or—”


  “I’m okay.” Connor licked his dried lips. He felt sweat dripping down his neck and back. The Cavern was shallower in the Earth than the Great Commonwealth, but it didn’t have as robust a coolant system.


  “I’m just concerned about my father, and the plan, and Captain Barão’s willingness to help us after …”


  After Aera and Murray beat the commonwealth sense out of him, Connor thought, unable to say it. It’s something Zorian would’ve done, not Hans, not me …


  “Is it true what Murray said,” Connor continued, diverting his thoughts, “that the captain’s been demoted, with Antosha Zereoue promoted?”


  Arty knelt to the lakeside shoreline, dipped his forefingers in the water, and moved his hand around in gentle circles. The bioluminescent water streaked out concentrically. “That’s what they say.”


  “All Murray told me was that Captain Barão and Antosha hated each other, and that neither was a friend of the Liberation Front. Will this changing of the guard alter our operation to save my father?”


  Arty stood and wiped his hands together. “It’s a bit chillier than normal, isn’t it?” He dried his hands.


  “Arturo, I must know,” Connor said.


  Arty sighed. “I don’t know a lot about Antosha.”


  “Why do he and Captain Barão hate each other?”


  “Some say the captain felt threatened by Antosha, his shadow apprentice in the RDD.” Arty flipped the towel over his shoulder, then turned to Connor. “Some say he grew jealous of Antosha’s research skills and that to destroy him,” Arty moved closer to Connor, “the captain killed his eternal partner, Haleya Decca,” he put his hand on Connor’s shoulder, “upon the Island of Reverie … during a Jubilee.”


  “Just like Hans,” Connor said.


  He pressed his lips together, scrunching his face. He looked mortified. He felt something swell within him that he did not feel when he spoke to Murray about Captain Barão. It might’ve been anger, or fear, or a combination of both. How could Captain Barão tell us he loved us all? How can I trust this villain to help me save my father?


  A shadow spread in front of Connor. He broke away from Arty’s grasp, turning.


  “The captain awakens,” Murray said.


  Connor made for the cove’s entrance. He expected Arty to join them, but instead his foster father sauntered toward the lake.


  “You aren’t coming?” Connor said.


  Arty laughed like the big man he once was, putting both his hands on his slim belly. “I’ll do a lot for the Front, though I’ll freely admit I don’t have the stomach for interrogations. You go. Aera and Pirro are also waiting for you.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Blackeye Cavern


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  “Lady Eulalie, where’re you taking me?” Brody murmured.


  “Quickly, bring another dose of uficilin.”


  The voices around Brody dropped to whispers.


  “Lady Eulalie, what happened to my father?”


  “Hurry!”


  “Got it.”


  Brody heard himself mumbling, tried to get his wits about him. He’d been dreaming, he realized. A man with dark, wrinkly skin lifted a blindfold and chucked a glass of water over Brody’s face. Brody quieted and licked the droplets from his lips. They tasted like dirt and blood. The old man forced open Brody’s eyelids and used a loupe to peer into his eyes.


  “This fella’s been concussed,” the old man said, “and by the looks of him a lot worse.” He jolted the spindly man, whom Brody recognized from the attack, with his cane. “Dumb fool.”


  The spindly one shrugged.


  “He’ll be all right,” the woman said. Gently, she pushed a needle into Brody’s arm.


  He wheezed and puked over the side of the bed.


  “Disgusting,” the old man said, dodging to one side. “You all should be cleaning this up after you disobeyed me.”


  Brody wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. He was lying on a gurney in a small cove, his attackers around him. The tattoos upon two of them were Piscatorian, but the dark, wrinkled man with the cane appeared far too aged for any Beimenian territory, particularly a northern one where Beimenians treated their skin to a darker tone. The underdeveloped boy … and the woman … the boy, and the woman, and the spindly man all seemed … familiar. He searched his memories, but could not for his life identify any of them.


  Brody’s head throbbed violently. He attempted to connect with the ZPF and found he could not. Recent events rushed forward in his consciousness: the attack in the Superstructure, the ride in the transport, the oily chemical stench, and the baton and the pain, and now Brody registered the cold weight of the Converse Collar among his many aches and stings, recognized the glow of its green light around his neck. The design was RDD, used to suppress telepathy of skilled transhumans sentenced to the Lower Level or held in Farino Prison.


  “Are you taking me to the Lower Level?” Brody heard himself say. They didn’t respond. “Hullo?” He lifted his arms and legs—but only so far before the chains that secured him pulled tight. “What’s going on here?”


  “Johann is dead,” the spindly man said, “same as Stanley and Wilhelm and Nora and Nathan and Aislin and all the rest—”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Only Brody did know. He remembered every name from failed Jubilees, the celebrations that turned into funerals, the hope in the commonwealth destroyed by death after death after death. “I believe in our research,” Brody said softly. “I believe we’re close to the cure—”


  “You’re lying!” the underdeveloped boy said.


  The spindly man turned. He seemed surprised, yet pleased. He nodded, his teeth resting on his lower lip. He turned back toward Brody and raised the Reassortment baton. Brody steeled himself.


  “Boy! I told you to settle down.” The old man swung his cane.


  The spindly man seethed but did as he was told.


  The underdeveloped boy looked like he was trying to peer into Brody’s thoughts, his neck slightly bowed, his face sweaty, a look of determination in his sea-green eyes. He appeared adolescent, but his bearing seemed more like that of a seasoned RDD scientist than that of a commonwealth courier.


  The woman didn’t say anything. She toyed with her shuriken as if they were benari coins, leaning on her right leg, then her left. She had a taut, muscular body not unlike an aera’s.


  Could she be an aera, Brody thought, could she be the first to turn against me? Verena’s warnings seemed prescient, suddenly.


  The spindly man pointed a lean finger at Brody. “He justifies his actions as orders obeyed and tells himself what he does is for the good of transhumans.” He looked Brody in the eye. “But the truth is you were jealous of Jeremiah Selendia, and you lied to me, and you betrayed your oath!”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brody said.


  He had wanted the Reassortment project, but Jeremiah brought the Lady Isabelle’s investigation upon himself! Brody had never forced Jeremiah’s thoughts, speeches, or ideas that ran counter to the chancellor’s precepts! He searched his memories for Jeremiah’s research team. And then recognition took him. Murray Olyorna? he thought.


  No, Murray of the RDD he could not be. Murray and Jeremiah had disappeared many decades ago. There was no way they had survived, not without the Fountain of Youth, not without the ministry’s knowledge.


  But what if?


  Brody squinted at the spindly man’s sunken face, the angry lines around his eyes.


  “Wheel him to strategy,” the old man said and prodded the boy with his cane.


  The boy gripped the gurney handles. The woman held open a swinging alloy door. They left the cove and moved through a dim corridor. It was silent but for drips of leaking water and footsteps over stone. A moldy stench wafted through the hall. Brody sneezed, then winced in pain.


  In the strategy room, the boy grabbed a tray that held an apple, plain oatmeal, a glass of orange juice, and a slice of flaked bread. “I know this isn’t what you’re accustomed to in Phanes,” he said, “but it’ll have to do.”


  Brody didn’t know how starved he was until he spied the grub. His mouth watered. Would they poison him? Likely not, he concluded. It would be too much trouble to risk an attack inside the Superstructure, then travel through the transport and supply tunnels with a kidnapped supreme scientist just to kill him.


  He devoured the oatmeal and shoved the bread in his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in years. “What day is it?”


  The spindly man adjusted the gurney. “The plan is to release you,” he said. “But you get any ideas,” he pointed to the woman’s baton, “and we won’t hesitate. You’ll get out of this quicker if you cooperate—”


  “If you’re interested in benaris,” Brody said, “you’ll receive none.” He downed the juice. “If you’re interested in concessions of land, you’ll receive none. If you’re interested in altering the commonwealth, this is the worst manner to proceed—”


  “My boy,” the old man said, “we seek no such nonsense.”


  The elder spoke rationally and thoughtfully. Brody sensed a person he could converse with. “I know you’re the BP,” Brody said. “I’ve heard of your methods and am impressed by your adaptation to the commonwealth’s systems. It took great skill to—”


  “Spare us the lecture, my boy.”


  The old man nodded to the woman, who activated a Granville panel that filled the room with a scene from Piscator Square where a man was being apprehended by the Janzers. “A friend of ours is in your custody,” the old man added, “a friend you once knew well.” He leaned closer. “What do you know about Permutation Crypt?”


  Brody furrowed his brow and studied the man the Janzers had cornered. He wore a tan cape and bronze chains around his neck. Two burlap sacks hung from straps over his shoulders. His trimmed beard covered his dirty face from his ears to beneath his chin, his hair a nest, his boots of worn leather, tied at his ankles and knees. Two full Janzer divisions surrounded him with the Lady Isabelle and a pack of tenehounds at the lead. Whoever this man was, he was clearly important to the chancellor.


  “I do not know this man in Piscator Square,” Brody said, “and I’m unfamiliar with any Permutation Crypt. I live in Phanes, but I stay far removed from the politics of the great city. You should also know that by now a Janzer search is likely underway—”


  The old man flicked the phosphorescent collar around Brody’s neck with his cane. “In case you’re lying for Isabelle, know that this nifty toy keeps you out of here,” he plunked his head with his cane, then poked toward the ceiling, “and with our modifications, it also keeps Marstone away from you.” Brody nodded. The old man continued, “A supreme scientist, former or not, cannot be held under duress without the knowledge of the ministry. And you, my boy, being third in line for the chancellorship, should not have been withheld this information.”


  Brody studied the image in the panel. If Jeremiah lived, he would be aware, surely. Not even the supreme director Isabelle Lutetia could justify withholding such knowledge from the ministry. He determined to seek counsel from Minister Charles—if he got out of this alive.


  “I’m not giving you access to the Reassortment research,” Brody said.


  “My boy, that’s far from what we seek.”


  “What do you want, then?”


  The old man swiped his long graying beard. “That will depend on what you feel within. Expect a message from us, a message meant for you and your strategist and your striker, and no one else—”


  The woman, who Brody decided was an aera (though he remained unsure which one), handed the spindly man a box. The spindly man, who Brody was starting to believe might really be Murray Olyorna, slid open one end of the box and shook it upside down, dropping a unit access card—the card that Damy had thought she lost on North Boardwalk in Beimeni City—on Brody’s tray.


  Brody cringed.


  “In case it seems like a good idea to reveal our existence or this meeting, remember, we can bring the hammer home, anytime.”


  “Let me assure you,” Brody said, “I have resourceful allies in the commonwealth, and should any harm come to those I love, we will tear you all apart.”


  The old man signaled, and the underdeveloped boy replaced the hood over Brody’s head.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea
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  A raven landed upon the white marble bust of Chancellor Masimovian adorning the stone skywalk above the Janzer division’s post. It pecked and squawked, Lead, lead, lead, repeating a Janzer’s assertion to Damy earlier that they needed a lead in Brody’s case. Damy wished the damn thing would fly through one of the tunnels and disappear.


  She sat next to Verne on a seat made of synthetic liquid that froze at thirty degrees Celsius. After hours waiting, her bones felt like one giant bruise.


  Damy sighed. Verne took her hand.


  When Brody hadn’t returned home the night before, or the morning after, Damy had reached out to Verena and Nero through the ZPF, but Marstone indicated they weren’t available. She left messages and contacted the DOC, as was required by the Office of the Chancellor when a supreme scientist disappeared. Supreme scientists made for valuable targets to the criminal mind keen on ransom, though Damy couldn’t recall a successful abduction payoff in the hundreds that had been attempted over the decades. The Janzers always located the supreme scientists, usually within twenty-four hours, which was why, with no news at all on Brody’s whereabouts, she was starting to really worry.


  She accessed the ZPF and requested connection to Brody through Marstone, and was denied once again. She lowered her head and placed her palms over her eyes.


  “I’m sure he’s okay,” Verne said. “He’s the most skilled telepath in the commonwealth. No one could ever hurt him.” He looked at her with such hope in his eyes that she believed him. The Janzer hunt aside, Brody’s skill with the ZPF should overturn any attempt to hold him captive.


  The Janzers stirred.


  “What’s happening?” Damy said. She rushed toward the workstations, where the Janzer division operated six Granville spheres, though the data in the holograms they generated was hidden to her. “Tell me what you see.”


  “We have a lead, Madam Scientist,” the Janzer said, his eyes moving up and down rapidly. “We’re acting on it, though that’s all I can say for now.”


  “Damy,” Verne said, “there’s nothing more we can do here. Let’s go back to the lab. When Brody returns, he’ll be pleased with our progress on Project Silkscape and uplifted with news that the menagerie opening remains on target.” He leaned closer to her and whispered, “Let’s not give them a reason to demote us too.”


  Damy frowned and pointed upward, indicating Marstone, the eye in the sky. She followed Verne to the transport.


   



   



  Research & Development Department (RDD)


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  “What disgusting animals,” Damy said to Verne.


  Above her workstation was rendered the Phorusrhacos longissimus, the prehistoric “terror bird” her synbio engineers, scientists, and artists had created. They were ancient carnivorous, flightless birds. Strike Team Hyperion had discovered eighteen species on direct orders from Lady Isabelle, Damy had learned, and Verne had secured the fossils in the facility’s back end, where he and the team had done their best, in less than a day, to recreate the genetic materials and reverse engineer a known genome into the prehistoric beasts.


  The synconvert organism had aided in the creation of the terror bird’s genome, as she hoped it would, but she didn’t understand why Lady Isabelle desired something so … hideous. “We’re not keeping these … things in the menagerie,” Damy said.


  She and Verne worked side by side on the uppermost rim of the front end of the cylindrical Nicola Facility, the rim labeled PALEONTOLOGY 70. This part of the facility consisted of seventy circular floors, each lined with glossy green and midnight-blue elephant’s ear plants, and amaranth, whose burgundy blooms dangled like ropes against a backdrop of running water.


  “I don’t know,” Verne said, “some people might appreciate them … lawyers, holo-producers, politicians …”


  “Shut up, Verne—”


  “Traders—”


  She smiled involuntarily.


  “Gotcha,” he sang.


  She laughed until her unease over Brody’s disappearance overtook her. Brody, where are you? Damy adjusted the hologram, removed the layers of feathers and skin. The skeletal system of the subspecies Andalgalornis was rendered into view, its beak hawkish and hooked, skull sturdy and as large as a log. Where are you? The Janzers had provided no update. She pressed her finger to the bird’s holographic beak, telepathically requested the rest of the skeleton, and recorded how the bird attacked its prey.


  “Damy?” Verne said.


  She didn’t hear him. She recorded her findings. My hypothesis is that the birds lost the ability for flight in South America at a time when it was an isolated island continent …


  “Damy?”


  And adapted to attack their land-based prey with powerful jabs …


  She lost her balance, then steadied herself, holding the bottom of her pregnant body. She grew larger by the hour, it seemed. She found it odd to see and feel her body expand this way, and found it more than a little uncomfortable to move about the commonwealth. She wasn’t close to being as physically strong as she had been in 286 AR when she’d completed her training for the Harpoon Exams in House Summerset. She missed the simplicity of those years; she hoped Pasha and Oriana’s development would proceed as smoothly as hers had.


  “Damy?”


  “What, Verne?” she snapped.


  “Gwendolyn Horvearth’s assignment to Project Reassortment is being challenged.”


  Damy sighed. “I don’t care.” Pasha and Oriana kicked her.


  “Brody’s going to lose her unless we act, and you told me that she might be what he needs to lead us to the surface—”


  “He’s gone, Verne! What don’t you get about that? The Janzers don’t know where he is! Lady Isabelle doesn’t know where he is! I don’t know where he is! And Verena and Nero aren’t responding to me!” She held her head and leaned against the crystalline ledge.


  All the scientists in the facility gawked at them, even the ones on the other levels, who leaned over the sides and searched for the source of the racket.


  “Forgive me,” Verne said. He steadied her, holding her hand and her back. “Please, sit down. I’ll get you water.”


  Damy lowered herself awkwardly on a marble settee beneath the flora, and Verne returned with a glass. She sipped. “Who wants her?” she said, though she had an idea.


  “Antosha Zereoue.”


  “Bastard.” Damy finished the water. She squeezed the ridge of her nose. “Did you know he actually attacked Brody at his hearing, after Chief Justice Carmen exiled him from Beimeni?”


  Verne shook his head, crinkling his brow. “You don’t look so healthy,” he said. He squeezed her hand. “You’ve been pushing yourself too hard.”


  She rolled her hand in the air in a circle, released his grip, and said, “I’m fine!” She stood up, waving her arms to balance herself until Verne helped her steady. “What’s Antosha’s reasoning?” she asked.


  “He claims that following a demotion, a supreme scientist loses his priority claim upon neophytes.” Verne chewed his lip. “He’s right—”


  “That bastard—” Marstone hailed her. Damy, are you there? It’s me, it’s Nero.


  Yes, I’m here. Where have you been!


  An … accident with Verena. Is Brody with you? Can both of you come to the infirmary?


  I haven’t been able to reach him since yesterday. I hoped he was with you two. Verne and I are in Nicola. Be there soon.


   



   



  RDD Infirmary


   



  Verena lay on a hospital bed surrounded by hefty plastic, attached to an oxygen mask and tubes that fed her uficilin, air, and sustenance. Medical bots zoomed around her. They offered Damy, Verne, and Nero water every ten minutes, though they consistently refused, and between the constant, “Aha, Lord Nero, have a drink,” and “Aha, let’s save, save, save a life,” Damy’s head positively ached.


  She sat on a settee next to a sleeping Verne, once again feeling as helpless as a newborn. So many tubes surrounded Verena—tubes with bright colorful fluids, enzymes designed to repair her DNA, tubes with wires that measured her vitals, tubes with clear liquids, including water and uficilin. Nero sat next to her and seemed as hopeless, the color drained from his face and legs like juice from pulp. His eyes never left Verena’s face.


  Nero had explained to Damy how he and Verena had disobeyed Brody’s orders and sought to remove their z-disks and logs from the Regenesis Chamber prior to Antosha’s return. That this violated every unspoken rule in the RDD didn’t matter to Damy. She would have done the same, had she been in their place.


  Antosha’s work had led to the deaths of many of their friends and colleagues. That Brody felled Antosha in Palaestra Square and helped the commonwealth arrest him didn’t help endear the two.


  Chancellor Masimovian assured Damy and Brody it would be different this time; now Antosha knew his place. “It’s been so long since those years,” Masimovian had said, “his time in the Lower Level served him well. He’s learned from his error in judgment and will be a valuable addition to the RDD, much as he once was.”


  Damy knew it was bullshit, as did Brody. This attack on Verena, denied vociferously by Antosha as anything but a synism breach of containment, confirmed her fears. Now she couldn’t help but wonder, had Antosha attacked the Superstructure and abducted Brody? The thought chilled her more than the settee.


  Verne snored loudly, leaning on her, drool dripping down his mouth. “Verne,” she said. “Verne,” she repeated and nudged him.


  “Whoa, wha…thirty-four thousand contracts, no … fifty! … make it fifty.” Verne’s eyes fluttered open. He saw Damy’s expression and grimaced, looking like a child-in-development caught dipping his finger in raw cake batter. “It was just a dream!” he said as he wiped the spittle from his mouth. “I don’t trade anymore!”


  Damy didn’t respond. She put her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know what to do.”


  Verne massaged her arm.


  She threw herself off him. “Oh, my gods!” she said, wondering if she dreamed.


  Brody was standing in the doorway!


  “I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said.


  “Where have you been?” She waddled to Brody. “What happened at the Superstructure? Why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t the Janzers—”


  “Easy,” Brody said, holding her in his arms, eyeing Verne. “I’m okay. What’s happened to Verena?”


  “Do you have any idea what we’ve all been going through?” Damy said. Verne waved weakly, while Nero remained catatonic, his face a shade of green.


  “What’s going on?” Brody said.


  He seemed fresher than usual, his bronze skin glistened, his dimples perfectly placed, his bright blue eyes as easygoing as Damy remembered. How could he be so calm? Where had he been?


  “The bots tell us that Verena’s suffered an allergic reaction to the synthetic vibrio used for Regenesis research,” she said. “It’s not contagious. It’s—”


  “Antosha,” Nero said. “The bots can’t trace it, but I’m sure he’s responsible.” His eyes never left Verena when he spoke.


  “What were you two doing there?” Brody inserted himself between Nero and Verena. Nero looked up. “I thought we agreed you’d stay away.”


  “Not my idea…but we almost made it out, we almost—”


  “Got Verena killed! Stay away from Antosha! He isn’t permitted in our facility, and we’re not permitted in his!”


  Nero’s face reddened. He shook his head and stood. “Great, that’s a great way to foster conversion.” Nero paced the room. “The projects we all agree are symbiotic are now separated—”


  “That doesn’t explain where you disappeared to,” Damy said to Brody. “You should’ve called! We’ve been trying to reach you for days—”


  “Didn’t look that way when I arrived,” Brody said.


  Damy turned to Verne, whose matted hair sat askew. She said, “I feared the worst.” She trembled. “I thought Antosha—”


  “My love,” Brody said. He swiped the damp strands of hair away from her face. “Antosha can’t hurt us. He wouldn’t dare challenge me again. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I had to file a report with the DOC, and they told me you were safe, in the RDD infirmary, so I thought I’d just come.”


  Damy hated when Brody lied to her, but this wasn’t the right time to question him further. Marstone was listening. She looked up and back to Brody, who nodded. He couldn’t call me, Damy thought, or he would have. But where was he? What happened? Why can’t he tell me?


  To Nero, Brody said, “What’s her prognosis?”


  “Bots tell me the first three days after this type of contamination are critical.”


  “Will she survive?”


  Nero didn’t respond.


  Brody moved to Verena. He put his fist to his mouth. “This is on me. I should’ve requested—”


  “Brodes,” Nero said, “this is Antosha’s work, not yours, you didn’t transmit the signals to her DNA to generate a synism inside her body. He did, I’m sure of it.”


  “That shouldn’t be possible with Marstone’s oversight,” Damy said.


  “Right,” Nero said, “and Antosha was never again to walk through the Beimeni zone.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão
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  Brody smiled wistfully at Damy, who curled on the couch asleep, her hands cradled beneath her stomach, beneath their twins. He lifted her and placed her in their bed, where she cuddled with the blankets and pillows.


  She’s exhausted, he thought. She’s worked too hard on Silkscape.


  He kissed Damy’s forehead.


  He sauntered out of their bedroom and onto the terrace overlooking the city from the First Ward. The Granville sunset cast polychromatic hues over the fountains, amphitheaters, and white palm trees in Artemis Square. Phaneans moved among the Janzers, carrying on as if nothing untoward stirred in the commonwealth. Brody rubbed his forefingers over the animated tattoo on his forearm, the black and gold ink formed into a captain, striker, aera, and strategist holding hands, swaying, looking down upon the historic Livelle city-state. He activated his recaller and descended into his memories of Jeremiah Selendia, many decades ago.


  Jeremiah had taught Brody about Reassortment, about Beimeni, about Earth, history, women, and life. And as the penultimate light faded from the city, he recalled Jeremiah’s penultimate words to him. They’d talked about Marstone, how its use had shifted from technology that helped mankind understand the quantum universe to technology that monitored neurochips through the ZPF, to technology Lady Isabelle used to issue arrest warrants. “It wasn’t like this,” Jeremiah had said in the Ventureño Facility’s Cryo Room, Dr. Shrader’s stasis tank reflected in his eyes. “This abyss Masimovian has led us into, I fear we’ll never emerge.” And Brody had replied, “I don’t think we’re worse off than before.”


  Shortly after that, Brody had requested the Regenesis assignment, which led to his rise and Jeremiah’s demotion in 283 AR. Upon reading the chancellor’s communiqué, Jeremiah had said to Brody, “You were my greatest student. You were supposed to lead them with me. You betrayed more than me.” And shortly after that, Jeremiah was demoted from Reassortment, and Brody never saw him again. Five years passed, and three more supreme scientists would be demoted before the ministry appointed and the board confirmed Brody as the next supreme scientist of the Ventureño Facility and Reassortment in 288 AR. He learned that Jeremiah had been banished from Underground Northeast, not the Beimeni zone. Whispers of Jeremiah’s demise spread throughout the RDD. He died in obscurity, they said.


  Now Brody wasn’t so sure.


  In fact, he doubted everything the chancellor, Lady Isabelle, General Norrod, and Chief Justice Carmen had ever told him: that Antosha’s punishment would fit his crimes, that Jeremiah had perished, and that the BP was a traitorous myth. “If there is such an organization,” Lady Isabelle had declared at a ministry meeting many decades ago, referring to the terrorists, “I’m not aware. What I do know is that these attacks will not go unpunished. We will capture or kill those who bring harm to this Great Commonwealth.” The attacks she’d referred to were those perpetrated in Underground North, not dissimilar to the one Brody fell victim to recently. Brody tried to reconcile his knowledge with recent events, for what had been facts decades, years, and even days ago now seemed folly as Antosha was reinstated, promoted, and Brody’s encounter with the BP matched all the rumors he’d heard over the decades.


  Earlier, he’d awoken in his apartment unit to the melody of blue grosbeaks, forest scents tickling his nose. The plush carpet massaged his hands and face. He wore an undamaged bodysuit. Birds, dark-eyed and long-billed and blue-feathered, perched in the thickets—his unit had transformed into the Island of Reverie.


  He’d staggered into the bathroom and found his face unbruised, his skin bronzed and vibrant the way a captain’s should be. He assumed the uficilin had worked its magic, probably combined with a tranquilizer. The BP had hurt him in ways he wouldn’t forget, and worse, threatened those he loved most, yet they left him physically unharmed. He didn’t know what to think or how to feel. He wanted to talk, but also wanted to keep his encounter a secret, especially from Damy, lest he put her in harm’s way.


  He connected to Nero through Marstone. Meet me at the Pulp Crossbar.


  I can’t leave Verena.


  The Janzers guard the infirmary, and the Protector Prototype guards the patients. Antosha can’t hurt her.


  I have to be here when she wakes up.


  Ask the Janzers to keep you updated. Verena would want you to hear what I have to tell you.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Brody and Nero sat at a cushioned booth in the Rovartun Tower rooftop pub, the Pulp Crossbar, with its evening view of Fountain Square below, Hammerton Hall near, and Masimovian Center afar, a pale full moon in the southeastern sky. A blues band played mellow tunes for the Beimeni bar crowd, and potpourri released scents of pine and fruit trees from garnet pedestals spaced across the roof.


  Brody telepathically ordered a Blue Velvet, and a waiter bot dropped off a hookah. The synthetic leaves tasted like blueberries and macaroons when Brody puffed. He slyly showed Nero his recaller—which no one, not even Damy, knew he owned—before he hid it beneath a satin cloth. “What would you say,” Brody began, exhaling blue smoke, “if I told you there is a world beyond this world.”


  Nero shrugged. “Verena tells me I travel to it often.” The waiter bot dropped off glasses filled with Loverealan wine. “But that’s not why you invited me here.”


  “Do you wonder about the Superstructure?”


  Nero nodded. “How did they nab you? I mean, after Vigna, I’m surprised anyone had the balls.”


  “They had explosives, airborne paralytic synisms, and a Converse Collar. Look, I don’t know how to say this, so I’ll just say it. I believe I was taken by the BP.”


  Nero leaned back, the smoke sputtering from his mouth. Brody put his index finger over his lips, then swiped his hand for Nero to move closer. “There’s more. I know this will be difficult. I’m still unsure, but … Jeremiah Selendia may be alive.”


  Nero shook his head. “There’s no way—”


  “You cannot repeat or think about this conversation when we leave.” Brody held a stack of what looked like benari coins. He spread them apart, revealing a recaller, which also appeared as if it was made from silver, platinum, and gold, the official benari blend, then he restacked them and handed them to Nero.


  “Have you reported the BP encounter?” Nero said.


  “Just a cursory report with the DOC. I left out the interesting details.”


  “Will you request an inquiry from the ministry?”


  “The ministers squabble over any and every detail from benari allocations to Harpoon candidates. What would they say if I accused the commonwealth of apprehending a supreme scientist without any proof?”


  Nero removed the hookah from his mouth. “Apprehending?”


  Brody nodded. “And detaining. Where, I’m not sure. But I think I need to find out.”


  “Brodes, what’re you suggesting?”


  “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll keep you informed. You need to know.”


  “Why?”


  “If something happens to me, I need you to protect my family as I would protect yours.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Spas of Tranquility


   



  Natura, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Gwen floated around the natural spring, where a skylight allowed unnatural sunlight to burn through the low ceiling. She watched Antosha crouched naked at the edge of their cabana, looking at the thin sheet of cascading water, which shielded them from the outside world.


  At these depths, the depths of the Beimeni zone, temperatures were normally hotter than a desert, driven by the radioactivity in the planet’s core. Hundreds of millions of years ago, underground streams had developed in the Natura spas, which Beimenian engineers mixed with water delivered by the commonwealth’s coolant piping—lest the water burn a transhuman alive—and manipulated into falls. They gave off an aroma of minerals, moss, and musk that was new to Gwen. She breathed it in and sighed.


  Antosha stood and reached out toward the falls.


  Is he truly a killer? Gwen thought. She didn’t want to believe it. But as word traveled that two supreme scientists were battling for her skills, she couldn’t escape the whispers. “Antosha returned from the Lower Level,” Caterina had said. “How could you know this?” Gwen put in. Caterina continued, “Roger heard from Neal who heard from Steph who heard from Angel’s girlfriend’s sister-in-development that he killed transhumans and was exiled there by Chief Justice Carmen for his crimes.” Gwen didn’t trust many candidates or neophytes—for most befriended her only because she was a Variscan candidate and the Harpoon Champion—but Caterina had supported her from the beginning of development, before most candidates understood the differences between the houses of development. Why would she lie?


  “Evolution unmanaged is too random,” Antosha was saying.


  Gwen swayed to him and kissed the scar on his back and massaged his muscular shoulders. “Is that why you brought me to the spas, to talk about evolution?”


  He turned and caressed her neck. She moaned. He closed his eyes and kissed her. “I brought you here because I missed you.”


  He put his hands into the falls just outside their cave and parted them, opening their view of the colorful ponds and walkways and the fields and falls that hid the rest of the cabanas beyond. “The Beimeni illusion is powerful precisely because of the reality it creates in our minds, the sounds from the falls, the artificially cool air, the polished stone beneath our feet, the smells of pine and citrus and flowers, the Granville sky to please our eyes.” Antosha removed his hands, and the vision blurred into a sheet of water. “Take this away and we’d have nothing—”


  “I have you …” Gwen began, losing her voice. She’d not been with a man since Markus Venatici, and she’d always been with Markus in the virtual worlds of the Harpoons, never in person, never like this. Her lips quivered and her breath quickened.


  Antosha looked at her knowingly, reaching for her. “I would give you more than Beimeni, my violin. I’d give you the surface, and you and I would rule it all together as did the kings and queens of old.”


  Gwen liked the sound of that. She could see herself with Antosha on the surface beneath a terradome of her design, one that could stop Reassortment’s entry from below and above, something no terradome could presently do: a terradome that could allow the people to live without illusions. When Antosha takes over the Reassortment project, Gwen thought, we’ll work on it together. Then she remembered Captain Barão’s assertion in the Ventureño Facility, and the rumors about Antosha. She bit her lip. “We won’t hurt Captain Barão … I mean, not too badly … or permanently?”


  Antosha smiled. “Gods no, we will bend him just enough so the people see their captain’s inferiority.” He lifted her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “He’s proven that after decades of research, he cannot lead the people to the surface. My methods … are extraordinary—”


  “I’ve heard some things about your methods,” Gwen said. Antosha kissed her, and she thought she might not be able to utter another word.


  She found her voice. “How did you get that scar? What happened in Beimeni fifteen years ago?”


  “I worked closely with a group of scientists who shared my beliefs that the way to assure our ascendency back to the surface is through managed evolution. Some of the experiments didn’t work quite how we’d envisioned.” Antosha looked like he might cry. “Some of my friends died.” He put his hands on Gwen’s sides, and she felt a sensation in her body, like an orgasm. Her breath caught, as did her voice. “When I regain control over the Reassortment project,” Antosha added, “you and I will find the answers, the way the gods intended.”


  The pleasurable feelings eased, though Gwen still breathed heavily. “Captain Barão … believes you are his partner—”


  “How often must I remind you of his deceptions? The captain has his own interests in mind—”


  “He has skill with telepathy, like you, and he told us—”


  “He has failed for too long, and he doesn’t care for the people the way I do.” Antosha paused. “The way you do.”


  Gwen brushed her forefingers over Antosha’s chest and shoulders. “Why does the chancellor yield to Captain Barão in ways he doesn’t with any other supreme scientist?”


  “The chancellor has ruled in a way designed to hold power and write his legacy, but he has forgotten where true power derives in the universe.”


  She ran the back of her hand down Antosha’s forearm, then squeezed it. “Genes.” He’d told her so several times before.


  He caressed her breast and pinched her nipple lightly. “Transhuman skin protects our bodies from the pressures and heat down here, but it’s still as weak as cloth against much else. A diamond sword or a structural collapse—” He inclined his head and closed his eyes when Gwen kissed his neck. “My violin, we’ve only just begun to realize what we’re capable of …”


  He led her into the steaming spring then and eased her over a layer of red rose petals upon the edge. He kissed her arms, swiped his fingers over her legs, and massaged her feet and toes. She again troubled to draw breath. How did he affect her so? Was it in his mountain scent or something else about his presence that no other man possessed?


  Time ceased to have meaning, and it felt as if he traversed every part of her body before he finally massaged her breasts and kissed her chest and neck. Again she breathed so heavily and uncontrollably she thought something was wrong with her. Her face felt on fire.


  He rubbed his face beside hers and gently tugged on the bottom of her earlobe with his teeth. “My violin,” he said softly, “you are perfect.”


  And like all the time in his presence, the sound of his voice sent a soothing sensation through her. “When will we rise together?”


  “Follow my lead.”


  Hours later, the Granville sun set.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Gorges of Hillenthara


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Damy leaned against the cool railing near the falls. “This wasn’t supposed to happen for days.”


  She cringed and locked her knees together. This was supposed to be her day to get away from Beimeni City and the Nicola Facility. Since Brody had returned from Vigna, she hadn’t seen Verne outside the lab as much as she wanted.


  Take me to the gorges, along the Hillenthara, she’d transmitted that evening, but what she meant was, Take me away from here, take me somewhere I won’t feel confined, take me, take me, take me …


  The waterfalls crashed along two artificial limestone cliffs, covering her screams. Her heart pounded with the water, and she thought she might pass out.


  Verne held her up. “What do I do?”


  Damy pressed her lips tightly, perspiration dripping down her forehead. “They’re coming, the twins are coming!” She keeled over. “Oh! My gods! I don’t think I can move! Verne! Verne!” He lifted her in his arms and almost dropped her. He waddled and breathed, breathed and waddled.


  “Faster! Must go faster!”


  “I’m … as fast … as I … can.”


  “Oh, please, please, please, go, go, go,” Damy said.


  She felt his shoulders tremble beneath his suspenders. Unlike many scientists, Verne hadn’t maintained his developmental physique. He collapsed with Damy in his arms, sweat running down his cheeks. The pain was so severe now that when Damy turned, the marble bridge and its balustrades and Chancellor Masimovian’s statue blurred.


  “Verne!” Steam from the falls mixed with perspiration pouring down Damy’s face and neck and breasts and back in rivulets. Her silk gown stuck to her body.


  “Forgive me … I cannot carry you farther. I contacted Marstone … requested … medical evacuation.”


  Damy screamed.


  The world twisted. The falls, the statue, the balustrades, and the Granville sky all looked like an unstable hologram.


  “Please, calm down,” Verne said. He held her. “The Janzers are on the way. They have our location.” Verne peered through the balustrade down the trail. “The medical bots must’ve given you instruction for how to handle a situation like this.”


  “They didn’t really … tell me anything … other than”—gasp, gasp—“I was to report … to medical for the … delivery and”—gasp—“here we are … two days early”—gasp—“Oh Verne … what did I do?”


  “I want you to calm your mind,” he said. “Think about our walks along the hills in Gubertiana and in the farms through the vines in Vivo and the markets in Palaestra City and the cobblestone walks in Phanes.”


  She imagined the raspberries and blueberries in Vivo and the bazaar and their talks along the paths, until she could imagine nothing but her organs contracting.


  She cried out and twisted in Verne’s arms.


  Passersby gawked as if he were killing her.


  Damy lost her senses. The sounds, the words mixed with the falls, the sights too far, as if they lay on the other side of Beimeni instead of the other side of the bridge.


  I’m going to die and take Pasha and Oriana with me.


  She felt hands on her legs and arms and back, Janzer hands.


  “Verne!” She searched for him but didn’t see him. “I can’t …. access … way … Marstone!”


  She felt the cold gurney beneath her, and her voice broke as the Janzers jogged down the trail between the pine trees, with her raised aloft.


  Her screams mixed with the falls.


  The sunlight split through the tree trunks over Verne, who staggered and jogged, doing his best to keep up. Sweat and dirt streamed down his face, his blurred face.


  “Verne,” she said weakly, “send … messages …”


  And she passed out.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Palaestra City


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody sprinted through Solaris Station to the trench designed for the intracity transports. He entered one and 50 BENARIS PLEASE rotated in midair. He moved his commonwealth card through the bright blue letters and numbers, and the message disintegrated. The circular glass door rotated and enclosed the oval transport. He sat in a pearl chair and looked out of the glass enclosure as the transport whizzed along the narrow, winding trench through Palaestra City.


  He repeated Damy’s last message over and over, They’re putting me under, love you. Why would she to go the gorges? Why was she with Verne?


  Palaestra City, “the city of onyx,” zoomed by, its thousands of geometric buildings made of synthetic gemstones, lined with ivory onyx, and connected by glass skywalks. But all Brody saw was Damy’s head falling to Verne’s shoulder—with so much ease.


  Inside the city’s medical center, a medical bot with JENNY chiseled to its breast plate, handed him a white gown and escorted him to the hallway outside the delivery suite, where Verne sat on a bench, arms crossed, his unbuttoned silk shirt covered with dirt and streaked with his and Damy’s sweat.


  “What were you doing at the gorges,” Brody said, his voice as rough as granite, “with a woman less than three days from her delivery day?”


  Verne extended his arms, his palms toward Brody. “She asked me. She begged me. I swear—”


  Brody grabbed him. “You should’ve left her at home! You should’ve been working on Project Silkscape in Lovereal! You should’ve—”


  “It wasn’t my idea. I told her we shouldn’t go—”


  “You’re lucky she isn’t dead!”


  “Should I escort Vernon Lebrizzi to the waiting area?” Jenny said.


  Brody didn’t answer and set Verne on the ground. He realized how ridiculous he sounded, for his eternal partner and his babies could be hurt, or worse, if something had gone wrong with the accelerant injections.


  Jenny latched its alloy arm through Verne’s fleshy one. He didn’t resist. They disappeared through an exit at the far end, Verne’s head down, suspenders hanging off his shoulders. Brody turned. Damy lay in a bed on the other side of a glass enclosure, her legs spread, held by straps, and concealed by cloth.


  She should’ve asked me to take her to the gorges.


  Despite everything she was going through, he couldn’t stop the thought.
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  Brody took the hallway chair and waited. He didn’t know how much time had passed when Jenny opened the door. Behind the bot stood Damy wrapped in a cashmere gown.


  She scurried around Jenny. “Brody!”


  She threw herself into his arms, and he kissed her dotingly. He tasted the berries on her lips and inhaled her flowery scent. He tightened his grip.


  He felt terrible for being so selfish this whole time. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you today.” He held her face with his hands. She felt so cold and looked terrified, all the color gone from her bronze cheeks. “Are you hurt? Are … our babies …”


  He couldn’t say it, but Damy understood. She held his right hand and rubbed her face into it, then kissed him. “I’m fine, so are Pasha and Oriana. They’re being prepared.”


  Prepared, Brody thought. He made sure his recaller was activated in his pocket, for the more he thought about the commonwealth’s procedures, the more he hated them. Was this why his parents had kept him hidden? Was this why they had risked arrest, censure, and death: to keep him from being prepared and developed as if he was a pig and a computer, rather than a transhuman being? Instead of expressing his displeasure—that he and his eternal partner couldn’t even hold their babies—he said: “Thank the gods you’re safe.” Then he looked at Jenny. “Where are our children?”


  “Aha,” Jenny said, “follow me. The chancellor’s heirs are ready for the viewing.”


  They took an elevator deeper into the center. At the Natal Level, fifty floors down, Jenny led them into a hallway with windows looking on postnatal viewing booths. They passed new moms and dads and developers along their way to a booth with holographic blue and pink letters:


   



  
    PASHA BARÃO

  


  
    ORIANA BARÃO

  


   



  Damy hugged Brody.


  Jenny said, “Shall I allow your visitors to join you?”


  “Visitors?” Damy said.


  “Vernon sent us all messages.” Brody wiped his eyes and turned to Jenny. “Send them in.”


  “Even Vernon Lebrizzi?”


  Brody pursed his lips and turned to Damy. She had the look of a neophyte who’d done something naughty, but Brody could tell the guilt was twisting her inside. He could feel it in the ZPF. He wouldn’t hurt her, not now, with this their first and likely only time to see their twins until after they took the Harpoon Exams and were purchased at the Harpoon Auction. “Yeah, let Vernon in too.”


  The glass doors spun on the far end of the hallway, and in flew Nero, trailed by Gwen and Verne, all three dressed in cashmere gowns. After the kisses and hugs, the group turned toward the babies, who appeared so peaceful, so serene, so smooth, and so unaware of what awaited them in Dunamis and Underground West.


  Verne pulled Brody aside. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble,” Verne said. “Please, forgive me. I would never endanger—”


  “Let’s just forget about it,” Brody said. “Damy, Pasha, and Oriana are safe, and that’s all that matters.”


  Verne agreed. “Who’s that?”


  Brody looked up. Lord Thaddeus, tall and broad with a belly Brody didn’t remember, strode down the hallway. Lady Parthenia glided in his wake, still as slim as a twig, with a face that would melt any man’s resistance to temptation.


  “Look at you,” Lord Thaddeus said to Damy. She disappeared in his garb when he hugged her. “Beautiful, and a big-time scientist in Nicola.”


  “So good to see you, Monsieur Developer,” Damy said. She kissed his hand, then turned to Lady Parthenia and bowed. “Madam Developer, you’re as angelic as I remember.”


  “Where’s Noria?” Lady Parthenia said. “I was hoping to … see her again.”


  Small chance for that, Brody knew. Minister Noria Furongielle was more likely to travel to the fighting Hole of Yeuron or fishing Block of Piscator than to visit with Parthenia and Thad Summerset. Whereas Damy had told him the lady acted “unpredictably,” Noria said Lady Parthenia beat her nightly. “That’s not how it was,” Damy had insisted, “the lady struck her once, and only when Noria spit in her face after thirty hours in the simulators.” Brody’s development wasn’t easy either, but the Variscans would never strike their candidates. He eyed Parthenia carefully and, out of the corner of his eye, noted Thad likewise scrutinizing him.


  “I’ll not have Noria near my babies,” Damy said, “and I’ll not speak of her today.”


  Parthenia grabbed Damy’s hand. “My dear, I meant no harm.” She grinned and gazed at Oriana and Pasha. “They’re lovely, like their lovely parents. We’ll make sure they impress in the Harpoons, that their performances are worthy of your reputations and House Summerset.”


  Conversation ensued, and Brody, smile firmly fixed, did his best to discuss the hearing, the demotion, Antosha’s return, Gwen’s status, the attack in the Superstructure, and every other sensitive subject the Summersets dredged up. He was thrilled when Jenny gathered the guests and escorted them to the exit.


  Now he and Damy stood before their twins for the viewing, the only time alone with their children they were ever sure to have. Damy’s eyes followed Oriana when she swayed, bundled in her pink wool, her round eyes glazed and curious. Oriana reached a hand out toward Damy, and Brody imagined what his eternal partner might have looked like before development. Who might Oriana be without House Summerset? he wondered. And who will she become, given the choices we’ve made?


  Pasha, jealous of his sister’s attention, reached as if to the stars with tiny fingers. His cheeks, puffy like marshmallows, lifted when he smiled. His foot was stuck in a pillow, and when he kicked it out, another foot poked from beneath the blue wool. Brody wanted nothing more than to whisk them to Underground South, where security had never been as strong as in Central and Northeast. But if he developed them himself, how would they compete in the commonwealth? And if he hid with them, how could they elude Lady Isabelle?


  He hugged Damy, stuck in space and time until Jenny returned and told them the viewing was over.


  “Aha, come, come, it will be best this way.”


  Brody and Damy wiped their eyes, held hands, and took the elevator to the top of the center, where they meandered to the exit. They made their way to the line for the city transports, a line one hundred Beimenians deep. The glass-and-carbyne oval intracity transports stopped and zipped and zipped and stopped. They stepped forward, then stepped again, caught in an indolent daze.


  An adolescent boy, dressed like a Courier of the Chancellor in a chameleon cape and dark boots, intercepted Brody and Damy upon their approach to a vacant transport. The momentary holdup led to gripes from the crowd. “Either get in or we will!” cried one spectator, with cusses flying from others.


  The boy handed Brody two coins. “Captain, the Front offers its congrats to your family at this special time,” he said and disappeared into the crowd.


  Brody rubbed his fingers over the coins. They were burlier than benaris, altered, the forbidden snake on one side, the forbidden phrase on the other.


  He dropped them in his pocket.


  Damy dragged him into the transport. She glanced through the skylight toward the ivory onyx towers, drenched by illusory starlight and moonlight. “Don’t tell me the chancellor summoned you again.”


  “It’s not a hearing, my love. It seems word of our twins’ birth has spread, and we’ve received a benari gift.”


  “Can I see?”


  “Why don’t we wait until we get back to the city?” Brody wouldn’t put Damy in unnecessary danger, for if she were ever asked, she could truthfully deny her knowledge of his BP encounter.


  “Surely there can’t be any harm in allowing your eternal partner to hold benari gifts, is there?”


  “No, I suppose not.” Brody reached in his right pocket, the pocket without the BP coins, and delivered two benari coins with a 50 on the front.


  Damy narrowed her eyes. “Did he say whom it was from?”


  “I missed what he said, sounded like a lord in Palaestra City, but I can’t be sure.”


   



   



  Beimeni City


  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  Back in their apartment unit in the First Ward, with Damy in the shower, Brody set out his recaller and placed the BP coins near it. They’d already visibly oxidized, the forbidden phrase no longer legible. He pushed a small indentation on each of them, and when he did the coins split in half. One of them contained a cryptor. A cryptor was a diamond shard that contained a bacterium, E. cryptor, typically used by the Janzers who guarded Fountain Square, enabling Beimenians to know how long they’d have to wait for entry. He inserted the cryptor into a vein on the top of his hand. Activated, the cryptor filled with Brody’s blood; he knew the bacterium infected his neurochip, as it was programmed to do, when he extended his consciousness and read:


   



  
    TTAGTGAATCATA

  


  
    CAATCGGTCTCAC

  


  
    AATATATCTTTCG

  


  
    ATGAATCCATCCT

  


   



  Genetic code, Brody thought. Far too short to be that of any species. Confounded, he twisted the inside flaps of the coins and noticed the cipher key. He began running through the endless combinations and permutations. When the shower stopped, Brody removed the cryptor from his hand and tucked it back in the coin, closed the other coin, then hid them beneath a cushion on his couch between a slit in the stone.


  Damy was too upset herself to notice Brody’s distraction as he worked on the cipher over dinner. When she was asleep, he rose and stood on the terrace, overlooking Artemis Square. He ran combinations through the night, until finally, as the sky began to lighten, the letters moved through each other, revealing words:


   



  
    Spa of Delphi

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Lady Isabelle lay in a sea of burgundy rose petals and steaming water in Phanes Spa, her neck lodged against the bath, head resting on a warmed and new-mown hay-scented towel. Her dampened hair lay upon her neck and shoulders and curled around her breasts. A quartet of musician bots played chamber music in the corner, and the rays from the Granville sun flickered through a skylight above.


  “My lady looks troubled this afternoon,” Valentine said. The courier, also nude, lay relaxing on the other side of the bath, her long, colorful hair splayed around her. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “No, my sweet, I’m afraid not.” The BP attacks had worsened in the days since Captain Barão had disappeared. In his report to the DOC, he’d claimed he’d been abducted by common criminals seeking ransom. He’d convinced them they’d never get paid, and if they were caught, they’d be sent to the Lower Level. The next thing he knew he had awakened in his apartment unit. It wasn’t entirely unusual—many criminals don’t understand what it means to be hunted by the Janzers, and when they do, they often give up quickly—but the captain didn’t provide enough details to follow up. Isabelle would need more help, and soon. “Do you remember what I told you last trimester, about your future in the commonwealth?”


  “I might one day become Lady of the First Ward of the great city.”


  “Do you still want that?”


  Valentine hesitated, looking away from Isabelle. She gulped. “I do.”


  “To protect your people, you’ll have to make difficult decisions. You might have to recommend to the Great Court to exile citizens to the Lower Level. Can you do that?”


  Valentine turned back toward Isabelle. More assuredly, she said, “I can.”


  Isabelle sighed. She envied the courier’s courage and ignorance. She recalled her life before she’d been forced to kill her fellow transhumans; before her children had betrayed her and the commonwealth they’d sworn to serve. It twisted her inside, thinking about all the Harpoon candidates she’d worked with over the decades who’d joined the BP—whose lives had ended prematurely. Would Valentine betray her as well?


  No, she told herself, this courier would become as valuable to her as Lieutenant Arnao had. “There’s only one way to find out,” Isabelle said. She massaged the sides of her neck with her forefingers, then eased her head back onto the towel and closed her eyes. “You’ll have to join me on a surgical strike.”


  “I don’t know what that is.”


  “You will soon.” Isabelle received a Marstone ping from General Norrod and sighed again. He only ever contacted her with bad news. “Hush now, my sweet. I have an important call.”


  Lovely to hear from you today, General.


  You’ve got to see this.


  General Norrod delivered the security video from the Port of Life, and the scene unfolded in her extended consciousness. A transport floated through a supply tunnel, slowed, and stopped at Gate 32A.


  The transport’s ramp lowered.


  Six Janzers telekinetically moved drums filled with synisms off conveyor belts. They separated the drums by type. One of the Janzers used hand signals to direct the rest of the division to the drums labeled C. PERFRINGENS SYN-B5.3 MINERAL CRUSHERS. They stood in a line and passed the drums from one to the next. Within a minute or two, they’d loaded forty-two drums by Isabelle’s count.


  A Janzer on board the transport gave the halt signal, and the division on the ground stopped. He closed his fist—the departure signal. He placed his diamond-gloved hand on the screen: JANZER-D2753-13 ACCEPTED. SELECT YOUR DESTINATION. He tapped a box labeled PHANES TERRITORY. UNDERGROUND CENTRAL. RESOURCE DOCKS.


  The transport’s ramp lifted. Its joints shrieked, and in the ramp’s shadow against the limestone wall stood a transhuman, a Polemon terrorist, it seemed, covered with chameleon camouflage. The terrorist moved as swiftly as a striker (or aera?), pushed off the wall with his or her boot, and flew over the hatch. The terrorist drew a diamond sword and thrust it, rapidly and elegantly, through the lead Janzer’s visor. In the interval during which an entire division of Lady Isabelle’s Janzers stood stunned by the conveyor belt, signals delivered from the transport shifted, becoming consistent with the use of a scrambler.


  Finally, the Janzer on point rushed forward, but by then the entryway had snapped shut.


  The transport disappeared through the tunnel.


  Isabelle sat up. We need new Janzers, ones not so incompetent and as stupid as these!


  Agreed, my lady. Keep watching, there’s more.


  Another transport eased into the gate. The Janzer inside lowered the hatch, and one by one the Janzers on the ground loaded drums of C. PERFRINGENS SYN-B7.5 ATHANASIA. More camouflaged terrorists slithered against the wall, obvious on the video, but unseen and undetected by the Janzers. How this could be, Isabelle didn’t know. Perhaps they had developed new stealth technology or lifted it from the RDD, as they were clearly quite adept at doing.


  The Janzer closest to the transport finally spied their boots, then the rest of them. He broadcast a distress signal to the nearest division. JZ3865 REQUESTING SUPPORT IN POLG32A flashed across Isabelle’s extended consciousness.


  The Janzer lifted his pulse gun, and the terrorists dropped. Bombs exploded around the gate and filled the port with flashes, smoke, and debris. Janzers groaned and terrorists shouted. The cavern darkened.


  Emergency maroon light winked in the port’s corners. The Janzers lowered their visors and mobilized to an elliptical attack formation around the darkened center. She heard the faint sounds of BP unsheathing their swords in the darkness. The Janzers drew their pulse guns and shuriken. They fired a salvo into the shadows, then charged. The melody of death followed.


  A Polemon snapped a flare and moved her light over the pile of Janzers.


  “Lift their weapons,” she said, voice muffled. The BP stuffed Reassortment batons, canteens, goggles, shuriken, pulse grenades, pulse rifles, pulse guns, everything they could find into burlap sacks. They loaded as many synism drums as they could before the rumble of reinforcements echoed into the port.


  The BP hopped into the nearby transport and commandeered it.


  The Janzer reinforcements arrived.


  Late as usual, Lady Isabelle thought.


  One of them made his way to the track. He hailed the transport that hastened into the distance but received no response. He bent to his knee and positioned his pulse launcher on his shoulder, the scope over his visor. He pulled the trigger, and a thin wire shot toward the transport. An instant later, a ball of plasma traveled along the wire bridge and ignited, lighting the tunnel on impact.


  The Janzer flung the launcher over his shoulder and looked down. He tilted his head, then lifted what seemed to be a benari coin and turned it over. Carvings with the unmistakable mark of the BP focused in Isabelle’s extended consciousness—a Morelia spilota spilota, a snake no one in Beimeni would have ever crossed, but which she and all the Janzer divisions were familiar with. The Janzer flipped it over. Chiseled into the coin was the forbidden phrase:


   



  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   



  The video fizzled and disappeared.


  General Norrod spoke through Marstone. This was worse than the Superstructure. A direct attack on a Palaestran gate. The BP’s emboldened, my lady.


  How many casualties?


  Seven of ours. A handful of theirs. Lost two transports. One destroyed, you saw, another in BP control. Gate 32A down.


  Do you have tracking?


  No.


  What was the inventory?


  Mineral crushers. Enough to hollow out a village.


  I’ll check the neural feeds. Keep me updated.


  Lady Isabelle signed off. She revealed no emotion, even as the pressure built in her skull. She pulled in a breath of roses and jasmine and new-mown hay and steam, and she dipped into the tub. The petals parted, then constricted over her. Underneath the water, she screamed. The petals atop the water curdled and rolled.


  Isabelle lurched out and gasped as if she’d run a hundred kilometers.


  “My lady!” Valentine screamed. “What’s wrong?”


  “Everything.” A keeper bot handed Isabelle a robe, and she stepped onto the marble with water and petals dripping over her shoulders, down her back, off her calves, along her toes. “After you’re done here, get back to your homework. We’ll chat in the morning.” Tossing the robe aside, Isabelle darted to the dressing room.


  The supreme director arrived at the Department of Communications in her chameleon fatigues and black boots, a Reassortment baton at her belt. She took long strides through the spherical Cerebral Core, its top a hollowed dome made of polished stone, its atmosphere artificial and cool. Sixty black bots stood around the rim, maintaining a security laser grid. The beams that shot from their maroon eyes could cut through granite.


  She requested connection to Marstone’s Database, and the lasers cleared. Strutting to the ring in the center, which glowed with golden light, she held up her arms and looked up to the dome as it shifted to a starry rendition of outer space.


  Welcome to the Cerebral Core of Beimeni, Lady Isabelle Lutetia. How may I be of service to you? Marstone’s voice.


  I want all data that contain key words and phrases, Polemon, BP, Jeremiah, Connor, Johann, Zorian, raid, attack, Bicentennial, Hammerton Hall, Port of Life, Athanasia, mineral crushers. Adjust search for emphasis on at-risk territories, cities, and villages.


  Marstone hummed and began its search, in tune with her commands as no one else’s. For decades, Lady Isabelle had improved Marstone’s capabilities to monitor the citizenry’s neurochips and brain impulses—thoughts, spoken words, dreams, and subconscious ponderings in the ZPF. She’d recruited RDD scientist Antosha Zereoue, a purported master of telepathy, to aid in her quest to quell the safeguards the terrorists used to deceive her, the recaller among them. Antosha’s improvements led to more accurate searches, data, and coordinates to give her tenehounds and Janzers.


  Prior to Antosha’s exile, they enhanced Marstone’s reach, shifted it from passive to active, in order to fully understand the commonwealth’s enemies. She discovered a top secret gathering of the Leadership in Piscator, including Solstice Rupel, the BP’s chief recruitment officer. After Lieutenant Arnao led the search and destroy that left Solstice headless, Isabelle expected the BP attacks to subside, but they didn’t, and after the implosion of a supply line from Vivo to Phanes years ago, Chancellor Masimovian had smashed his fist into a marble table so hard that he shattered every bone in his arm. “Find them and kill them! Do whatever it takes!” he said. “Give me the resources I require,” Lady Isabelle countered, “give me Antosha Zereoue!” It had taken some time and persuasion, but eventually she’d prevailed upon the chancellor, as she always did on matters of national security.


  Marstone completed its search. Within the dome streamed brain impulses that contained thoughts, conversations, memories, ideas—all the inner workings of the transhuman mind from citizens as far away as Gaia and Marshlands and as close as Beimeni City. Hundreds of thousands of impulses floated before her, ranked by relevance:


   



  IMPULSE FILE 876535643


  Have you heard about the BP?


  Oh, yes.


  Do you think it’s real?


  I do.


  It’s so frightening.


  I hear they steal you in your sleep—


  No, no, they pull you out of the transports—


  If you refuse to join them, they’ll abuse you or kill you—


  Hey you two, shut up in there! You know they listen to everything!


   



  IMPULSE FILE 986535446


  The BP are everywhere and the BP are nowhere.


   



  IMPULSE FILE 896535243


  Gods damn it!


  What happened?


  Fucking Polemon thieves! Fucking, fucks!


  How many containers this time?


  An entire gods damned trimester’s worth!


   



  IMPULSE FILE 472535243


  You don’t remember what it was like! You don’t know! We need Chancellor Masimovian—


  Terry, they took our son! And now he’s gone! He’s dead!


  We’ll find another way! We’ll have another son! No to the BP! No to the BP!


   



  IMPULSE FILE 876423752


  Why should I join the BP? All they offer is more work and hardship. Best case a trip to the Lower Level. Worst case a trip to the surface. No thanks.


   



  IMPULSE FILE 877535857


  Did I imagine the episode? Or did I travel to an underground dwelling separated from the commonwealth, an unwelcome BP guest?


   



  Marstone, bring me the likenesses connected to the impulses referenced here.


  “I’ll be damned,” she said.


  Captain Barão floated beneath IMPULSE FILE 877535857. He wore his official Beimenian garb, a dark suit lined with golden buttons down his left side, a Beimeni beret on his head, his hair curled around his ears.


  Marstone, requesting a priority connection with Chancellor Masimovian.


  Atticus Masimovian received and accepted your connection.


  Why would you interrupt my pleasure hour?


  Lady Isabelle rolled her eyes. She hoped he might catch a deadly, incurable venereal disease and ease her and Antosha’s ascent as rulers of all the Earth. I’ve made a critical discovery, my dear.


  You found the BP enclave?


  Chatter implicates Captain Broden Barão as a potential coconspirator with the Beimeni Polemon—


  You needn’t interrupt me with this—


  I must arrest him—


  You must end this obsession with Captain Barão—


  Your indifference will be the end of us. The BP—


  Listen to me very carefully. Don’t you dare destroy the people’s psyche prior to the Bicentennial. I will deal with the People’s Captain at a time and place of my choosing.


  He disconnected.


  Isabelle telekinetically cracked part of the dome above. Bits of it showered over her.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Blackeye Cavern


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  Connor bench-pressed a hundred and twenty kilograms and grunted with the latest repetition. Five more repetitions and he dropped the granite barbells on the ground, chipping the limestone. He sat up, the sweat sliding down his face and around his animated tattoos, which presently appeared as a school of starfish over his chiseled back.


  Aera’s strike on the Port of Life had been successful, liberating enough mineral crushers to execute the raid on Permutation Crypt. It annoyed him that she wouldn’t let him go to the RDD with her. He might’ve been able to help the BP who had died.


  Or I might’ve died with them, Connor reflected. He opened and closed his fist, flexing his forearm, wondering how far he could push his transhuman body without developmental synisms. He’d asked Aera to retrieve these synisms for him prior to her strike, though Arturo insisted she could not. “It’s a huge risk to administer those synisms without the proper facilities,” he’d said, “and no developer, not even those on our side, would risk doing so inside their walls. Development is heavily regulated.”


  The benefits from E. evolution carried him only so far, and without the latest technology, he could only develop so far. Instead, he was forced to train without accelerants and boosts his competitors, and the Janzers, benefited from. Yet his meditations and physical training helped him grow stronger, faster, and smarter by the day. Though at times, like now, he felt frustrated, consumed by uncertainty about his skills against the Janzers and fear for his father’s survival in Permutation Crypt. And it seemed to Connor he’d have accomplished a lot more, maybe even helped his father evade capture, if he’d been fully developed years ago, somehow. “There’s more to it than just synism injections,” Arty had assured him. “You’ve seen what happened to Zorian.”


  The more Connor learned and thought about Zorian’s behavior, his fights with their father, his jealousy of his brother Hans, his unexplained anger and telekinetic violence, his rants and brawls with commandos—the more Connor understood that his father had done what he thought was right: protect his youngest son from the dangers of the ZPF, given the family’s unique and powerful connection; and protect the Polemon objectives if he should be captured by the commonwealth.


  And Connor was still alive. It was best not to dwell on things out of his control, he was learning.


  He left the weight room and went to the lake, alone. He lifted his Granville sphere from his pocket and held it. It looked like a polished gemstone the size of a walnut. It had been so long since he’d last activated it. The BP had removed his neurochip prior to his departure from Portage Citadel, for his, and the BP’s safety. Here in Blackeye Cavern, his father had installed protections from Marstone, so Murray had reinserted it. Connor would need it to train with Aera, Murray had assured him. Of course, there was another reason Connor missed his connection to the ZPF.


  He activated the sphere, and his mother’s likeness appeared before him, her reddish-gold and brown hair curling inside and outside her hooded sapphire cape, her white gown flowing over her bare feet. Sometimes when he looked at her, he’d see the Janzer’s sword that had killed her flash through her gut and across her head. Save yourself, Connor. When he’d lived in Piscator Territory, he sometimes heard her voice in his head, the way she’d sounded in the ZPF. Save yourself. He neither saw her murder, nor heard her voice today, for he wouldn’t again allow that vision of the past to burst into his mind, through the ZPF. He had better control than he did before he left Piscator.


  “You saved me, Mother,” he said. “And now I’ve got to save Father, for you and for us all.” He paused as if he searched for the right words. “I’m going to become a skilled telepath, just like you, and Hans, and Zorian. And the Janzers won’t be able to hurt me then. And I’ll help the Front. I’ll end the war, just like you wanted.” His mother’s smile seemed to brighten. Connor deactivated the sphere, swiped his eyes, and placed the sphere on his towel on the ground.


  He swam fifty-five laps in the lake. After he finished, he sat half in the water, half out, upon the gravely shoreline. Sometimes, like now, he found himself longing for his older brother Hans, for their expeditions in the Gulf of Yeuron, their chats about life in Underground South, and their trips to Piscator Square. Though he’d never admit it to Murray or Arty, a part of him also missed Zorian. His eldest brother would, at times, secretly and egregiously show Connor how he moved things with his mind. Connor couldn’t figure it out. He wondered what else Zorian might be able to teach him about the ZPF, were he with the Front.


  Connor wiped his face, clearing his head. He closed his eyes and took steady breaths. When he opened his eyes, he connected to the ZPF, seeing the energy within the universe’s substructure. He tried to disturb the water, the stones, and the sand below. He couldn’t. He exhaled, then lifted himself out of the lake, patted the gravel off his hands, dried himself, and put on a fresh bodysuit.


  Soon he would have his father back, and all the answers he sought about the ZPF, his family’s legacy, his mother, Zorian, Hans, and the Liberation Front.


  They lacked but one critical piece of the intelligence required to execute the raid and free his father—the schematics of Permutation Crypt. Aera’s abilities meant nothing if she didn’t understand its structure and function. Pirro was offering thousands of benaris to any man or woman who brought forward information on the Crypt’s layout. When Connor had asked why they didn’t have Captain Barão get it for them, Pirro had laughed and said the captain was the kind of man who needed to reach his own conclusions.


  Connor made his way to the simulation room, where Aera worked him almost daily. When she wasn’t around, he trained in there with Murray. Presently, she hung from the ceiling in a Harpoon harness, head bowed, eyes closed. She looked the way a spider might while hanging from a string of its web. Her lips moved, but no noise escaped, as if she whispered to the gods. Bioluminescent water trickled down the granite walls around them. The water, pumped up from the commonwealth’s coolant system, provided some temperature control for what would otherwise be a place hotter and more humid than the tropics upon the surface. Even so, Connor always left the room drenched in sweat.


  Murray activated a workstation. “Up you go, kid.” He strapped Connor into a harness. Connor’s world blurred …


  … When it reformed, he stood in a Janzer synsuit in a shallow stream that flowed over his boots. Alloy walls surrounded him. He passed dimmed lightbulbs every few meters. The air smelled of burnt hair and sewage.


  Connor lowered the visor and filtered the air. “What is this?”


  Our best simulation of Permutation Crypt, based on Hans’s z-disk and what little information our spies have brought forward. Aera’s voice in Connor’s head, without Marstone’s interference.


  “The water?”


  To slow you down.


  Connor heard splashes behind him. He activated his night vision, and a green hue overtook the corridor. Murray rushed forward in a Janzer synsuit. The corridor blackened. A maroon light flickered. Sker, sker, sker. The sounds of an unwinding chain echoed through the corridor.


  “Down!” Connor said.


  An arched blade swung over them, and they rolled.


  “What was that?” Connor said. It looked like a pendulum, but it was too dark to be sure.


  Murray scrabbled through the murky water. “Don’t know. Our information is limited.”


  Focus on what we do know. Uploading layout.


  An intricately woven labyrinth spread out before them. Connor extended his consciousness and examined pathways leading into and out of forks and alleys. In some ways, it was similar to the Polemon passageways.


  The outlines are an accurate representation of the Crypt, from Hans’s z-disk. Most internal walls are simulated, based on probability algorithms.


  “Which way do I go?” Connor said.


  When in doubt, turn left.


  “Why left?”


  It may lead to a solution.


  “Why not right?”


  An ancient writer once assured this, and you shouldn’t question his wisdom. Shut up now, please.


  Connor and Murray moved back-to-back, pulse guns in hands. They dipped through the putrid water, left, left, left, over and over and over, for hours, it seemed, but with no end to the darkness. A flash of maroon, and the blade returned. It whizzed between them, and they dived into the water toward the walls. Connor reacted almost as fast as Murray nowadays, a significant change from when Murray had first rescued him in Beimeni River.


  A Janzer’s foot smashed into Connor’s chest. He splashed backward. By the time Murray dispatched the Janzer with one clean shot, Connor was back on his feet.


  The Janzers are efficient killers because in battle they can act with a single consciousness, with the speed of many strikers and aeras, the minds of many strategists.


  A full division emerged out of the void and rotated into attack formation. They discharged their pulse guns, lighting up the corridor. Connor and Murray fell back around the corner.


  To hunt the Janzers, you must think like them.


  The Janzers turned the corner. Murray whipped around, and Connor spun him by the arm into the Janzer formation. Connor fell back.


  To defeat the Janzers, you must operate in tandem.


  Streaks of pulse-gun fire seared his night vision.


  Connor drew his diamond sword and brought it forward as a Janzer’s sword came down upon Murray.


  Murray swung out of the way, jumped at the wall, spun off, and shattered a Janzer’s visor with his foot, while Connor cleaved another’s neck.


  To kill the Janzers, you must disrupt their rhythm.


  Two Janzers closed in on Connor, and he slung his sword forward. One of them grabbed his wrist and twisted him down in the water. The other brought down a perfectly coordinated killing stroke, blocked by Murray.


  Connor broke away, spinning. He grabbed a Janzer’s arm, and swung him around for Murray’s sword. Then he shot the other with his pulse gun.


  Anticipate Janzer movements and you will conquer them.


  They moved back-to-back as quickly as cats through the tunnel and entered an arced cavern with fifteen tunnels. Connor created an algorithm to determine the surest route, but his solution conflicted with Murray’s. Sker, sker, sker. Connor looked up.


  Three blades swung for him and Murray. They dodged, as agile as dancers. Sker, sker, sker. Six blades now, swinging like pendulums, edged with maroon light.


  The blades swung one after another, sker, sker, sker. Connor rolled, targeted their bases in his extended consciousness, and fired.


  The two he hit came undone with an explosive crash. Sparks filled his night vision.


  Murray took out another. Sker, sker, sker. The pendulums swung so rapidly and frequently that they looked like shooting stars. Connor moved along the wall. He ducked, slid, and skimmed the sludgy water.


  He turned.


  Murray grabbed him and threw him into a side tunnel just before a pair of blades sliced the spot where he’d just stood.


  “Looks like you owe me one, kid,” Murray said. He lifted his visor and smiled.


  They rushed down the tunnel. At the end they turned left, left, left, and arrived finally in a darkened room.


  “Father?” Connor said.


  He dropped his sword and ran to his father, who lay on the ground. He was starved, his bones poking through his skin.


  Aera swung from the darkness and kicked Connor so hard he flew into Murray all the way on the other side of the room.


  Connor rolled over Murray and drew his shuriken.


  Aera killed Jeremiah with one swift stroke and charged. She swiped Connor’s legs, breaking them as easily as she might a child’s. When Murray moved in, she rolled him over her back. Connor could only scream and reach for Murray when Aera dug her sword through his visor, the weakest part of a Janzer synsuit. She pulled it out and spun, faster than a tempest, then slung her sword between Connor’s eyes.


  The simulation ended …


  … And Connor hung from the harness in the simulation area, his bodysuit drenched with sweat and lime light. Aera lowered him and Murray to the ground. She held the flat side of her sword under Connor’s chin.


  His legs felt as weak as water.


  “Your lesson today …”


  She stabbed her sword into the limestone.


  She knelt to him.


  “… is to never, never allow your emotions to dictate your actions with comrades in battle.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Palaestra City


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody boarded a transport that carried him to the Valanginian River, up the long, elevated maglev track, over the Two Rivers Basin, and through the city proper. He tapped the alloy latches over his shoulders. He found it curious the BP had included the place but not the time to meet in their cryptor. Did they expect him to drop all his responsibilities and raise the alarm at the ministry, based on the word of a terrorist group?


  That they chose the Spa of Delphi did not surprise Brody, for the commonwealth, aside from requiring payment to visit her Lady of Lux, the Delphi, didn’t patrol the area in force. The commonwealth taught its people that before time existed, the Twin Gods of the Cosmos initiated the Big Bang from which an infinite number of universes emerged, with the transhumans of the Earth in one of them. Places in the universe where the transhuman connection to the ZPF is strongest are where, purportedly, the Twin Gods manifest in physical form. Brody didn’t know if Delphi truly offered a connection to the gods. He’d visited her prior to the Harpoons and the Mission to Vigna, and all he’d heard from her was that she foresaw greatness in him and that he’d face a choice of destiny, words she could’ve shared with all her visitors, for all Brody knew.


  He had considered visiting Delphi the night he’d met with Nero but returned home instead. His insomnia worsened by the hour, it seemed. He had lain next to Damy and listened to the thrum of her heartbeat as he pushed strands of hair away from her nose. He could ignore the BP, to her peril; he could act with them, to her peril; or he could act against them, to her peril. He had contacted Palaestra Citadel’s administrators and requested an appointment with Minister Charles.


  The connection, if any existed, between the Warning Communiqué, the Lorum, Antosha’s attack, and Jeremiah Selendia still eluded him. This much Brody knew: his oath as a strike team captain required that he uphold the Formation of the Underground, the constitution that ensured supreme scientists, former or not, due process when accused of crimes.


  He neared Palaestra Citadel, the largest of a group of five alloy buildings that twisted and turned, like candles, to narrow tips, separated from the city’s geometric ivory-onyx buildings. Down below, the moat shimmered with golden bioluminescence. To Brody’s left, the steam from hundreds of fountains sprayed rainbows over the garnet promenade. He exited the transport and blended in with the Palaestrans, dressed casually in a bodysuit, leather boots, and a transparent cape.


  Above the citadel, the glass skywalks weaved a web of crystal through the buildings. Inside, two marble stairwells curved upward, surrounding a massive ball that glowed with blue phosphorescent light. A Citadel guardsman led Brody through a hallway. Though the air chilled him, it smelled of palm trees and roses, reminding Brody of Beimeni City. The guardsman placed his hand on what looked like a massive gemstone wall. Bright blue lines formed in the wall.


  The wall opened to the minister’s study.


  Tethys Charles sat upon a dais surrounded by crystal glasses, golden candles, and Granville spheres projecting data streams. “Enter, my friend,” Tethys said. He deactivated the holograms and swiveled on his chair. “For what reason would you request an appointment in the middle of the night?”


  Brody bowed, then spied the guardsmen. “I wished to speak with you in confidence, Minister.”


  “My guard cannot leak information from these halls.”


  “It’s not your guardsmen who concern me.”


  “So be it.” Tethys Charles seemed as if he understood Brody’s meaning. “Come, let us walk. The morning is beautiful.”


  He led Brody along a skywalk that extended to a platform with a cool waterfall, supplied by the commonwealth’s coolant piping, in the middle of the tapered buildings. White light obscured Brody’s view, while the noisy falls pelted him with droplets, but he didn’t mind. No one could hear them here, no one but Marstone, and to eliminate this risk, Brody activated his recaller.


  “I know why you’ve come,” Tethys said. “You want me to rid the RDD of Antosha Zereoue after the assault on your strategist. Would that I could act on my own on this one, Captain, but my hands are cuffed.”


  Though this wasn’t the reason for Brody’s visit, he prodded. “The chancellor?”


  “Lady Isabelle. She provided proof in principal that your strategist and striker violated the integrity of the RDD. It took all I had to convince the ministry to dismiss her motion for another Warning.”


  This didn’t make any sense. Lady Isabelle had no interest in Antosha or the RDD, other than ensuring its scientists kept their loyalty with Chancellor Masimovian. Brody shook his head. “What’s your memory of Jeremiah Selendia?”


  “Tough man,” Tethys said, “good man, brilliant scientist—”


  “Dead scientist?”


  “Most likely. How could he survive so long without the Fountain of Youth, even if he didn’t die when they say he did?”


  He tells it true, Brody thought. He could feel the perspiration drip down his neck as the steamy falls sprayed him. “I once thought his banishment was just.”


  “And now you don’t? He betrayed his oaths, his chancellor, and his commonwealth … but he was a good man in most other ways, solid, dedicated. He truly thought he’d lead the people back to the surface, and if he would’ve kept his opinions about Chancellor Masimovian more … diplomatic, he might be standing here now with you and me.”


  Brody knew Minister Charles disagreed with the chancellor on topics ranging from surveillance and security, to the Harpoons, to economic development, to scientific research—but Tethys Charles was no traitor. Even so, Brody wanted to tell him everything. Tethys had always been a source of support and sound counsel.


  He chose his words carefully. “What if I told you Jeremiah Selendia did survive this long without the Fountain of Youth?”


  Tethys folded his arms and rounded the waterfalls. “Wish that were true, my captain, but black-market athanasia could never have sustained a fully developed transhuman so long.”


  “What if he found a way?”


  “I’m not sure what you want me to say. The ministry would know if he did, that much is true.”


  “Do you have the details of his banishment, the timeline of events before and after the occurrence of the … attacks on the commonwealth supply lines?”


  “Somewhere in the citadel’s archive, but I can’t fathom your interest.”


  “I’ve just been demoted—”


  “You just earned your Mark.”


  “And Jeremiah and Atticus were as close as brothers.”


  “What’re you suggesting?”


  “Minister, your people, my team, thousands of deaths, countless demotions over centuries, exiles—we’ve all sacrificed, we’ve all suffered so much in our battle with Reassortment. Did we give up too much?”


  “Nothing matters but our return to the surface, we’ve given up nothing until we’re free.”


  Brody stopped. “Knowledge is freedom, Tethys. Choice is freedom. If we don’t claim it now, we’ll never have it up there, even if we do reach the surface. Grant me access to your archive and your confidence in this regard. No one can know of my research.”


  “It will be part of the official record—”


  “Then you will see to it that it isn’t.”


  “Some may consider such alteration of the logs … treasonous—”


  “I’m not asking you for this favor as the People’s Captain or as a supreme scientist or a member of the ministry … I’m asking you as a friend.”


  Tethys looked down, thinking, Brody imagined, of Seuelia, his eternal partner, and their children, Octavio, Veru, Sonata, and Charlotte. He was asking his friend to risk them too.


  Minister Charles looked up, finally, and led Brody by the elbow, his expression more sad than afraid.


  They entered a marble-floored and marble-walled room with steps carved into the walls and ceilings in a manner designed to give the appearance of infinite space.


  Brody activated a Granville sphere and searched for Jeremiah Selendia in the archive—as Palaestra was Jeremiah’s home territory, its archive would have more detailed information than the one in Beimeni City, where Jeremiah had served as an honorary minister, or in Livelle City, where Jeremiah would’ve been buried had he not been demoted. Brody pulled the Beimeni Press articles and videos. The commonwealth, Brody recalled, had accused Jeremiah of treason. His speeches contained hidden messages, codes for secret meetings. He’d been at the center of a plot to depose the chancellor, according to the press. Brody searched for more information on the circumstances that had led to the banishment. Jeremiah helped build the commonwealth. Did he also birth a terrorist organization while he was supreme scientist of the Ventureño Facility? Chief Justice Carmen had issued the banishment order due to conduct unbecoming a supreme scientist, but what did this mean?


  Brody rubbed his head. He telepathically flipped through hundreds of thousands of articles, publications, dissertations, decrees, reports, and other files. What was he missing? All the citadel archives were linked through the network. He shifted to Piscator’s and searched for recent arrests ordered by the DOC. He found none.


  Had the old man lied about Jeremiah’s arrest in Piscator Square?


  Brody didn’t know Minister Blaylock, the newly elected official in Piscator.


  But there was another minister near the South he could visit.


   



   



  Portage City


  Portage, Underground Central


   



  Brody arrived in Portage at dawn. He’d been absent from its capital city so long he forgot about its silver Granville sun, the way it altered the territory and somehow sucked the life from all it touched. He walked along the main skywalk that led into the citadel, its bronze spire bursting with lavender light at its core, the daggers around the edges built at a slight angle toward the center. The cylindrical base could fit thousands of Portagens inside. Copper-toned graphene weaved down into the earth. Golden phosphorescent light emanated like flame behind concave triangular glass windows, broken by the flow of engineers, managers, and workers inside. The long skywalks attached to the citadel in layers like a spiral staircase down to the base, where the factories hummed. Beneath the skywalks, Portagens hustled from building to building, kicking up a haze of clay dust, which, mixed with the territory’s silver sun, reminded Brody of Mars.


  He checked in with the Janzer post.


  A keeper bot led him into a hall lined with windows, heavy curtains, coolant piping, skywalks, and Citadel Guardsmen.


  “Son of Portage,” Minister Kurt Kaspasparon said. He bowed before Brody could. “Welcome home.”


  But for the gemstone-lined bands around his arms, the minister seemed the same man Brody had met over a century ago, a workingman of Portage, like Brody’s father. His hair was slicked back and fell to broad shoulders covered with an emerald cashmere cape. He raised a blue eyebrow at Brody.


  “Pleasure, Minister,” Brody said, noting his courtesies, doing his best to push aside the sadness his return to Portage brought forward.


  This was his first trip home since his mother’s execution and father’s suicide in 257 AR. The day his father had killed himself, the Janzers had arrested Brody and Xylia, his childhood friend, and brought them to Minister Kurt Kaspasparon. The minister found a home for the ten-year-old Broden Barão, an illegal, in the prestigious House Variscan. Lady Eulalie and Lord Rueben sought to add to their legendary status by developing illegal orphans, of which it seemed the commonwealth had a plentiful supply. But, Brody later learned, the minister couldn’t place Xylia with House Variscan or any other house of development, and she was sentenced to serve the commonwealth in the Lower Level.


  The minister and Brody ambled through the citadel with the employees, scientists, artists, and neophytes, most all dressed in silk tunics, lab coats, or capes.


  “What news do you bring me from Phanes?” Kaspasparon said.


  Brody paused. “May I speak with you in confidence?”


  “If not in confidence, how would you speak to me?” Brody smiled. The minister looked him in the eye, and Brody expected a familiar lecture. “They developed you in the Northeast, but they didn’t change you. You’re still that little boy who came running through my citadel.” Kaspasparon pointed to the balustrade at the far end of the hall. “Up there, do you remember what you said?”


  All Brody recalled of Portage were the days his parents died, the others a wash of feelings, as if part of a nightmare. The more he grabbed, the more the memories slipped away.


  The minister continued, “You said, ‘I’m the king of the world.’”


  “I’m sure I felt that way, back then.”


  “What troubles you?”


  Brody could never address the BP with Minister Charles directly, for Tethys would never compromise with the terrorists. Too much Palaestran blood had flowed on his watch, and the chancellor reminded him so at every opportunity. Something about Minister Kaspasparon’s manner and tone made him feel more comfortable, though he couldn’t help but notice the stares from Portagens who roamed the skywalks. Brody activated his recaller.


  “I wonder if we could speak … away from here … someplace where all eyes may not see us.”


  “Follow me.”


  They trudged up a spiral staircase with open views to the city and entered the Grand Parlor. Inside hung crystal chandeliers and heavy curtains decorated with dragons amid colorful caves. Golden tables, chairs, and fabric on the backs of the chairs, woven and shaped as phoenix feathers, filled the space.


  “This confident enough for you?” Kaspasparon said. Brody took a seat. The minister offered Brody a glass of whiskey. When he refused, Kaspasparon set it on the table before him. “Take it, Captain, you look like you need it more than I do.”


  Brody sipped and pondered his comments in the context of this unofficial visit. Many Portagens had recognized him already. He’d heard their whispers upon his entrance to the citadel. His visit was sure to arouse curiosity among the public, the ministry, and anyone else who might be watching. It was a risk coming here. He needed to make it count.


  Kaspasparon placed his hand over Brody’s. “You seek knowledge and counsel in these dark times, and you shouldn’t feel traitorous for doing so.” He removed his hand, and Brody leaned back.


  He’s in this with them, Brody thought.


  Kaspasparon brought his glass to his nose and inhaled deeply, then took a sip. “You’re wiser than you realize, Captain Barão. These halls and territory and citadel are friendly to you and the justice you seek.”


  “I seek information, not justice.”


  “Not yet, but you will. I know you as well as you think you know yourself. I was here with you in those early days, after the Janzers brought you in. I contacted the Variscans. I told them to take you, turn you into a Harpoon Champion. I knew you could become one.”


  “They taught me well, and I’m forever grateful to you.”


  It occurred to Brody that Minister Kaspasparon kept close contact with Chancellor Masimovian, ever his ally in ministerial affairs. His directness in this discussion might not be as friendly as it seemed. Brody stood, walked to the windows, and took in the scene outside.


  “Then why did you banish yourself from your home?” Kaspasparon said. “Pride? Disgust? Fear? Or was it to make sure you solidified your place in a commonwealth that doesn’t share the ideals you think it does, a commonwealth that turned against you?”


  Brody’s chest pounded. Kaspasparon’s words were enough to send them both to Farino Prison at the best, the Lower Level at the worst. He turned to the minister. “Did Jeremiah Selendia survive his banishment from Palaestra?”


  “Yes.”


  Brody sat back down. “Is he the leader of the Beimeni Polemon?”


  “Yes.” Kaspasparon spoke with power, without hesitation.


  Brody put his hands on the smooth, frigid table, troubled to draw breath in this parlor, which was as cold as the arctic depths. “What are you to them?”


  “The same as you—”


  “I’m nothing to them—”


  “You’re here, that’s more than nothing, that speaks louder than any thought, any idea that Marstone might learn, overhear, or conjecture from your conversations or your dreams—”


  “Does the commonwealth hold Jeremiah Selendia captive in this Permutation Crypt?”


  “It does.”


  “Did the DOC and DOP inform the ministry?”


  With all his assignments, all the stress of Reassortment and Regenesis, the Mission to Vigna, Project Silkscape, and Damy’s pregnancy, Brody wondered if he’d somehow misplaced a discussion on Jeremiah Selendia, if some key fact had been lost to his insomnia, like so much else.


  “You didn’t miss anything,” Kaspasparon said. “Lady Isabelle and Chancellor Masimovian break the Formation daily, spit on our founders, wipe the floors of Phanes Territory with the spirit of dissent against his administration. The commonwealth preaches conversion and progress and the ways of the gods, but beneath the show lies the Lower Level, where Beimenians die en masse, where the poor and unprivileged and underdeveloped exit our society, where—”


  Brody held up his hand. He could listen to this no more. He walked to the window, seeking air. What could he do?


  “If this is true,” Brody said, “you should go straight to the ministry in Phanes and demand Chancellor Masimovian return Jeremiah Selendia for a proper hearing and justice for whatever wrongs he committed.”


  “We both know the chancellor better than that, Captain Barão.”


  “But the ministry—”


  “Is at his mercy, don’t fool yourself.”


  “What if I could provide proof, indisputable evidence of the chancellor’s treason—Jeremiah himself!”


  Minister Kaspasparon stroked his chin. “If you seek Jeremiah, you might contact those with whom you share a common goal. I’m quite sure they’re waiting to hear from you.”


  Part III:

  

  Even Deeper


  
    On the Surface: Summer
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    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Isabelle gathered a Janzer division—one which she cut off from Marstone and Atticus—and marched across Artemis Square to the First Ward. They took an elevator up to Captain Barão’s floor, and she strutted along the wide skywalk, then into a corridor. She slid her fingers along the smooth marble wall, savoring the moment. Atticus still thought she lived by his rules, fool that he was. One day she would reveal the extent of his error. Until then, she would do her job. Her reign would go that much smoother if she eliminated the BP threat now.


  She hoped to find Captain Barão in his unit and save herself a trip to Palaestra, but she would go where she must to confront the so-called People’s Captain. Atticus might need Broden Barão to sway the citizenry, but she most certainly did not.


  After overriding the unit’s security systems, she ordered the Janzers to conduct a search. One of them removed a Granville sphere from his pack, held it in his palm, and tilted his head, communicating with it. Sheets of light and radiation emanated from the sphere, and a holographic map of the unit formed in a real-time rendition. The Janzer divided the search among his division, depending on the indications of interest the map generated.


  Isabelle sashayed about the great room, into the kitchen, and through the master bedroom, where Supreme Scientist Damosel Rhea slept. Isabelle didn’t disturb her. She ordered the Janzers to move silently while she searched the bedroom. Wooden ornaments. A crystal chandelier. Glyphs along the trim. She looped through the great room and onto the terrace. The Janzers scurried to and fro, using ultraviolet viewers, alloy detectors, infrared scanners, organic and inorganic analyzers. They deactivated Merrell, the Barão keeper bot.


  They left no molecule unturned.


  “What’re you hiding?” Isabelle said.


  She paced along a narrow corridor lined with holograms—one of Captain Barão standing with Lord Nero and Lady Verena on Venus, another of Captain Barão and Miss Damosel at Palaestra Lake, and another of Captain Barão and Atticus in Masimovian Tower. She swiped her hand through the hologram of the captain and the chancellor, then heard footsteps.


  “Madam Director,” a Janzer said softly, “I think we found something in the great room.”


  She went with him. Another Janzer held two coins, oxidized. She gripped them between her fingers and rubbed them. The alloy flaked off in her hand. She couldn’t make out the language or carvings etched on either side.


  “I don’t think those are benari coins,” the Janzer said, his voice just above a whisper. “The composition doesn’t match the official blend.”


  “What’re they made of?”


  “Oxidized lanthanum.”


  The Janzer telekinetically parted the coins. One revealed a bloody cryptor within, similar to other BP coins Isabelle had found in the possession of other traitors.


  She sent the cryptor through the air into a Janzer’s palm, while another moved the tip of a moist knob over the dried blood.


  “It matches Captain Broden Barão’s DNA,” the Janzer said.


  “I knew it!” Isabelle closed her eyes and connected to Marstone. She transmitted to Antosha.


  We have a problem. Inside Captain Barão’s unit are two coins that match the BP composition and a cryptor with the captain’s blood inside the coin.


  Is he present?


  No.


  Miss Damosel?


  Asleep.


  Good. Leave the evidence where you found it. Nothing’s changed—


  Captain Barão’s alignment with the BP was never part of the plan. Everything’s changed!


  That you found BP coins in the captain’s den doesn’t mean he’s their ally. It means they’ve contacted him. The traitors are pervasive. No doubt they contact many officials. The sickness has spread far under Chancellor Masimovian, and curing it will take more effort than we previously understood.


  You’ve been gone for a long time, this level of treachery cannot stand.


  Remain true to the plan. We will not fail—


  “What in Reassortment’s name do you think you’re doing?” Captain Broden Barão swore.


  Lady Isabelle turned toward the doorway, her chameleon cape twisting around her. The traitorous captain stood before her. She noted the way his eyes darted to the coins and the cryptor in the Janzer’s hand, then back to her. She could not sense his musings the way she should be able to. Either he’d grown more powerful with the ZPF upon his return from Vigna, as Antosha had suggested during the Mark ceremony, or he used a recaller to deceive her.


  “I was about to ask you the same thing, Captain.” She called her Janzers back into the great room. They surrounded her and Captain Barão and activated their pulse guns. “Why don’t you tell me about these.” She held out her hand, and a Janzer dropped the coins into it.


  “I’ve never seen those before.”


  “Don’t lie to me, Captain.”


  “Do you have a communiqué?”


  “I’m Lady of the First Ward. I don’t need one.”


  “Do you serve Chancellor Masimovian?”


  Isabelle rolled her eyes. “You have no ground to stand on. This is treason.”


  Supreme Scientist Damosel Rhea emerged from the hallway. Her cheeks looked red, her hair tousled. “What’s going on here?”


  “A misunderstanding,” Captain Barão said. “I’ve just sent a message to the Office of the Chancellor to personally thank Chancellor Masimovian for sending Lady Isabelle to offer her … protection.”


  “From what?” Damy said. She yawned and rubbed her face.


  Captain Barão didn’t respond. He turned to Isabelle, who caught his threat but sensed no message from him in the ZPF or with Marstone. It seemed doubtful he would contact the chancellor, or his office, even if he could shield his mind from hers. The captain was hiding something, not only from her but from his eternal partner as well. This reminded her so much of Atticus’s behavior that she wanted to arrest him right here and now. All the politics and procedures that might stop her from doing so were the same ones the chancellor used to mistreat his maidens, the ministry, the people, and most importantly—his own eternal partner. May I rid our world of these heathen men, she thought, and rule the people with Antosha, who would never treat me so poorly.


  “Please, Madam Scientist, open your hand.”


  Damy furrowed her brow. Isabelle nodded toward her arm.


  Cautiously, Damy reached out. Isabelle dropped the used cryptor onto the supreme scientist’s palm. “It contains your eternal partner’s blood. Perhaps you know why.”


  “She’s never seen that before,” the captain said, reaching for Damy’s hand.


  Damy turned away from him. Isabelle smiled.


  Damy narrowed her eyes. “You broke into our home because Brody went to the Fountain of Youth? He’s still entitled to athanasia, is he not?”


  Isabelle handed Damy the oxidized coins. Alloy flakes floated around Damy. “I don’t know what this is,” she said.


  “Let me enlighten you.” Isabelle activated the unit’s Granville panel, displaying holographic images of the manufacturing plant Zorian Selendia had shown her: men and women in stolen biomats pouring liquid alloy into sheets of coin-sized molds. Isabelle halted the scene. She zoomed in on one of the completed coins.


   



  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   



  Damy gasped. “What’re you suggesting, Madam Director?”


  Isabelle disabled the Granville panel, which turned a polished taupe. “I’m arresting Captain Barão.”


  “On what charges?” Damy’s bronze skin turned a shade of gray. Captain Barão reached for her, but she pushed his hands away.


  “Conduct unbecoming a strike team captain, to start,” Isabelle said. “Did you still plan on contacting the chancellor, Captain Barão?”


  The Janzers gripped Captain Barão’s arms to cuff him. Another placed a Converse Collar around his neck.


  “You can’t do this!” Damy said. “He’s a strike team captain and a supreme scientist, he has rights, the accusation must be brought before the ministry, and the chancellor—”


  “Will thank me for apprehending a terrorist.” Lady Isabelle nodded to the Janzers.


  A pair held Damy back while another two finished securing Captain Barão. While Damy screamed and pushed the Janzers away from her and demanded the chancellor and ministry be notified at once, the captain didn’t fight or even speak. It reminded Isabelle of when she’d arrested Minister Orosiris in Navita City prior to her attack on the false BP stronghold. The minister, it turned out, hadn’t been lying; he had no idea the BP had burrowed a phantom cavern beside his territory, and the chancellor had allowed his reinstatement. This time, however, Isabelle had proof. Contact with the BP!


  When she ushered Captain Barão into the hallway, she took one last glance into the terrorist’s home before the entryway reformed. His eternal partner was still shouting and fighting the Janzers, who blocked her way.


  “Sedate her—” Isabelle said.


  “Hurt her in any way, my lady,” Captain Barão began, as calm as the city’s spas. He shook loose of the Janzers’ grasp. “I’ll see to it you receive the next Warning.” The Janzers reestablished their hold over him.


  Isabelle laughed. “Is that your shield, Captain?”


  “Damosel,” said the captain, ignoring Isabelle, “Damy, please, stop, stop.” Tears and snot ran down his eternal partner’s face. She halted, looking at him from bloodshot eyes.


  “What?” she asked. “Why?”


  “I don’t anticipate I’ll be gone for long, my love,” he said, eyeing Isabelle. “The supreme director has shoddy information.”


  “This is wrong, Brody—”


  Lady Isabelle raised her hand, signaling the Janzers.


  They rushed out of the apartment unit, sealed and locked the entrance, then pulled Captain Barão to the elevators.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Palaestra City


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The morning’s colorful Granville sun filled Palaestra Square’s golden marble, emphasizing the illusion of steps created by holographic artists at the four corners. In the middle, Marshlandic performers, dressed in tanned capes stenciled with Beimenian glyphs, set up their stage for the evening’s festivities. Antosha watched it all from the terrace of the First Ward apartment unit he’d purchased, in accordance with the chancellor’s Twentieth Precept. His maroon silk robe splayed over the onyx ground. A crisp Palaestran wind blew through his black-and-silver hair. The sheep shall gather here, he thought, and I will spit on them all.


  “You’re falling in love with her,” Lady Isabelle said.


  Antosha sighed. He turned to face his paramour. “What lies has Marstone been telling you, my dove?”


  “Don’t let her destroy us.”


  Isabelle looked the most concerned he’d seen her since the day she’d warned him the chancellor had ordered Captain Barão to seize him. Dark rings circled her eyes, her porcelain skin appeared lined, wrinkled, it seemed. Pitiful.


  “Don’t despair over nonsense. Gwendolyn Horvearth provides the means we require to reach the ends.” He reached for her, but she backed away. “Don’t forget, it was you who suggested I help her in the Harpoons, you who called her the perfect accomplice in our plans with Captain—”


  Lady Isabelle slapped him. “I didn’t tell you to fuck her!”


  Antosha grimaced and placed a hand against his cheek. He turned to the balustrade, placed his hands on the railing, and squeezed so tight he bent the bar.


  “What should I do?” Antosha said. “The Bicentennial nears, we must move forward, Gwen must fulfill her role, and the man frozen near absolute zero must awaken.” Antosha looked into her lavender eyes. This time when he put his hand on hers, she accepted his grasp. “Come with me, sweet belle.”


  He led her inside his unit and activated the Granville panels upon the wall. The Earth’s surface was rendered all around them, a sinuous river, a colorful mountain range in summer, a city with skyscrapers taller than Masimovian Tower. “You and I will lead the people to the surface, not Gwendolyn, not Broden, not Atticus, not Damosel, not Avalonia or Decca or Charles or Furongielle or Genevieve or any of the supreme scientists who focus endlessly on conversion and expansion without any real knowledge of power.”


  “Captain Barão is working with the BP,” Isabelle said. “Neither you nor the chancellor would allow me to act, then I discover you’re off in the West, fucking that whore—”


  “Who will help us take Captain Barão down!”


  Isabelle caressed Antosha’s forehead, pushing his hair away from his liquid-silver eye with the back of her forefinger. “The evidence I’ve collected against the captain would justify any action. He’s ours already.”


  “Even so, that is not real power, and you, my dove,” he caressed her cheek, “should not settle for anything less.”


  “You would have me release him?”


  Antosha nodded. “I would have you achieve hyperpower. The chancellor thinks that his refined developmental system and Lower Level death machine created a perfected race, but what he’s done is ensure humanity’s extinction.”


  She leaned her face into his palm. “He thinks that without this system he’s created, we wouldn’t have lasted this long inside the Earth, much less expanded throughout the continent, from Gaia to Gallia.” She held Antosha’s hand. Her eyes looked glossy. “The slob has ordered me to reduce the population growth rate to five percent rather than eight percent from a birthrate of fifteen percent this year. Do you know what that means?”


  Antosha performed the calculations in his extended consciousness. “With forty and a half million births this year, instead of sending nineteen million Harpoon candidates to the Lower Level, you’d have to send—”


  “Twenty-seven million,” Isabelle screamed. And now more softly: “My children … all that effort … all that life, wasted.” She squeezed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger.


  “But you didn’t send nine million candidates to the Lower Level after the first Harpoon Auction this year.”


  “I sent enough. The BP will surely take advantage. Atticus doesn’t understand the problem he’s created.”


  “He is a fool.” Antosha shook his head. “His rule has been a necessary step toward ours, nothing more.”


  Antosha had the panel render night in Beimeni City into view, a bazaar with golden tents and offerings of Phanean carpets embroidered with shape-shifting trees. A double helix floated between two Janzer divisions guarding the market.


  “All I need do is make a few adjustments,” he brushed through the Janzers’ DNA as if it were the strings on his deodar violin, “and I could take out his entire army.”


  Antosha shifted the view to the chancellor delivering a speech at Artemis Square. Masimovian lifted his arms toward the millions of Beimenians who looked on. Antosha caused a rendering of several transhuman double helixes. “He’s created a race so weak that if I chose, I could wipe them all out.” He turned to Isabelle.


  “Can’t you eliminate these flaws?”


  Antosha led her into his study and activated a workstation. Above it materialized a geometric molecular structure.


  She caressed it with her forefingers. “It’s remarkable …”


  “It is the maximal, master genome. It is hyperpower. This is what I’ll use to restore the man frozen near absolute zero to his prior self. It’s what I’ll use to defeat Captain Barão and lead the people, with you, back to the surface.”


  Antosha wasn’t sure if she was listening any longer. She seemed enamored by the molecules. He’d spoken to her often of his work, but this was the first time he’d revealed his progress so vividly and so concretely. All those years in the Lower Level had served him well in this regard.


  “Barão’s strategist—” Isabelle said.


  “Learned the basics of hyperpower, same as the others will. And though its present form allows me to conduct operations with the CRISPR system unknown to transhumans, when it’s complete, we shall evolve thousands of times faster than during the Age of Masimovian, in ways directed to enhance diversity rather than limit it, ways that no transhuman, not even you or I, will fully understand until the process begins.”


  She turned to him, smiling, but there was something in her eyes he couldn’t read. “You have the Lorum. What else do you require?”


  He ran his thumb along the corner of her eye. “Reassortment in its raw, unaltered form … and volunteers.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Captain Barão’s never in the Reassortment research center,” Gwen complained. Standing on the terrace of her Champion’s Suite, she held out her glass and Juvelle, her keeper bot, filled it with Gallian wine. She sipped it, tasting tangy sweetness. “He wasn’t in again today.” She sighed. “It’s no wonder he hasn’t found a cure for Reassortment.”


  Caterina loosened her silk scarf, ruffled it, then pulled it around her bare shoulders. “Gwenny,” she said softly, “we’re not supposed to talk about our research!” Hundreds of RDD neophytes partied inside and outside of Gwen’s suite, including on the wide rooftop deck above. Caterina turned her head toward the crowd and made a show of moving her glass in a circle. “Not everyone here’s trustworthy!”


  Gwen scanned her terrace. A group of neophytes were taking shots of bright red liquor served by one of the migrant Jurinarians she’d hired for the party. Another group danced in sync with the electronica music near the grape vines dangling beneath a marble archway, and yet more neophytes had gathered beside and inside the hot tub. Many more danced on the roof and roamed in and out of the suite. Gwen didn’t think any of them were trustworthy, but she’d not admit that to Caterina. Her friend from development worked in the Leguna Facility where the primary focus of Supreme Scientist Vanya Canis concerned the creation of synisms with mechanical- and nuclear-engineering capabilities.


  “You’re not one to judge.” Gwen touched her lips. “As I recall after your first day shadowing in Leguna, all you could talk about were the biostars … and Cael—”


  “Shut up!” Caterina turned to Roger, her boyfriend since their early days of development, who chatted with his siblings-in-development. He looked like he had combed his hair this evening and parted it to the left, and he’d finally shaved his grotesque-looking beard.


  Gwen giggled. She handed her wineglass to Juvelle, then cupped her face and swayed as if about to swoon, doing her best impression of Cat. “‘Oh Gwenny, you won’t believe how cute my master is—’”


  “Shut up!” Caterina playfully swatted Gwen with the bottom of her scarf.


  Gwen laughed. She grabbed her wineglass from Juvelle. “Don’t be so prudish,” she said, bobbing with the electronica music. She sipped what remained of her wine, then held out her glass for a refill. While Juvelle poured, Gwen slyly looked at Roger and his friends, men and women who she and Cat had developed with during the first trimester. It was still odd to see them outside the Harpoon VR. “It’s not like he’s your eternal partner.”


  Another neophyte stole Gwen’s attention. Markus Venatici had stepped out onto the terrace. Shades of red and blue light drowned the glass walls on either side of him, emphasizing his dark features, the single curl of hair over his forehead, his long eyelashes, his mustache. Marble steps beside him led down to the hot tub where neophytes drank and danced. Their frolicking distracted Markus long enough for Gwen to position Juvelle ahead of her.


  Caterina turned. “Now who’s the synism calling the bacterium stupid?” A joke spread by the neophytes after several had heard it from their masters. “Does Markus know about … Mr. Right Now?” Caterina asked, raising her brow.


  “Don’t give me that look,” Gwen said, not unkindly. “What do you think? Cat, you cannot tell anyone about us. Not until—”


  “After the Bicentennial, right,” Caterina rolled her eyes. She grinned. “He can’t be that good, can he?”


  “It’s not about the sex. It’s about—”


  “Reassortment. Right. Sure thing. But you’re already on the Reassortment research team, Gwenny. And Captain Barão—”


  “Has been the supreme scientist of Reassortment since 288 and he’s not found a cure. He can’t.” Gwen shook her head, swaying with the music. “He’s too distracted, especially since his … disappearance.”


  Caterina held out her glass for a refill from Juvelle. “You never mentioned what happened to him.”


  “I don’t really know. It was the first day I shadowed him. He taught me about Reassortment, which is totally disgusting by the way. Then he dismissed me. He must’ve worked eighteen hours that day if he was there so late. He disappeared on his way home that night, and I didn’t see him for a few days. I worked with a few members of his team during his absence, then out of nowhere he returned … different.” Gwen pressed her lips together and huffed. “He shouldn’t be running the Ventureño Facility.”


  “So who should be? Mr. Right Now? He was exiled, Gwenny. He killed—”


  “I’ve heard enough about Antosha’s so-called crimes. None of you know him, not truly. He’s only ever treated me with kindness. If Captain Barão can change, so can—”


  Gwen took a sharp breath. Antosha had stepped out onto her terrace! He descended the stairs, his elbow interlocked with Supreme Scientist Vanya Canis’s arm. His sister-in-development.


  “Oh gods,” Gwen said, feeling her heart thunder inside her chest. She tugged Caterina by her arm and pulled her closer to the balustrade.


  Caterina’s wine splashed over her gown. “What the hell, Gwenny?” she yelled.


  “Shut up!” Gwen felt as if she were drowning. “Juvelle! Clean Cat’s dress!” Juvelle pushed on her left-side plate, beneath her arm, and out spun fifteen vials filled with synisms. The keeper bot plucked one and dabbed a metallic finger into it, drawing the liquid out. Juvelle pointed at Caterina and sprayed her. The wine coloring cleared from her dress. Gwen handed the bot her emptied wineglass. She wrung her hands together.


  “What’s wrong?” Caterina asked.


  Gwen looked out upon the Research Superstructure transport station and the surrounding facilities, drenched by Granville starlight. She wished she were in one of those facilities rather than on her terrace. “Mr. Right Now is here, right now.”


  Caterina peered over her shoulder. “I see him. He’s with the supreme scientist who runs my facility. He looks rather splendid tonight.” She raised an eyebrow and pushed out her lips.


  Gwen snuck a look. Antosha did look handsome. He wore a dark bodysuit with a phoenix sewed over his chest. Golden buttons lined his sides and forearms. His obsidian eye, flecked by snowflakes, caught her gaze. He whispered into Vanya’s ear. The supreme scientist of the Leguna Facility smiled and sauntered over to the hot tub. She artfully slipped out of her fur-lined cape, which had concealed her entirely. Beneath she wore a two-piece bathing suit and silk dress made of the finest Palaestran silks. The neophytes cleared a spot for her.


  “He’s coming,” Gwen said. “How do I look?”


  Now Caterina swayed the way Gwen had earlier. She placed the back of her hand on her forehead. “I don’t know. I’m just a stupid, silly girl who received a bid in the top five hundred.” More than thirteen million candidates had competed in the Harpoon Exams in the first trimester. “I wasn’t the champion.”


  “Asshole.”


  Caterina chuckled, looking again at Antosha. “He’s such a wicked man, Gwenny. That’s why you like him so much.” She kissed Gwen on each cheek, then whispered, “Have fun.” She floated to the other side of the terrace, where she joined Roger and their friends.


  The music seemed louder, suddenly. Gwen remembered the spa, when Antosha had made love to her until sunset. She’d fallen asleep in his arms. When she’d awakened, she had slipped his grasp and moved her forefingers over his bronze skin, from his neck, down his chest and abs to his manhood and legs, then back up to his neck. She loved the way he held her, kissed her, touched her, and how he said “gorgeous Gwendolyn.” And she loved the way he looked upon her now, as if she was the only woman who mattered in the multiverse, a look that made her want to grab him, kiss him, and wrap her legs around him.


  “I hope it’s all right that Vanya and I stopped by the Champion’s Suite,” Antosha said. “Your parties are well known in the RDD.” He peered toward Vanya, as did Gwen. The supreme scientist had sprawled on one of the chairs near the hot tub and now sipped a glass of champagne. She looked like she had arrived after a visit to the Fountain of Youth, her dark skin glimmering and taut around her cheeks and eyes. If Gwen didn’t know her, she might’ve mistaken her for an RDD neophyte.


  “I didn’t think supreme scientists hung out with neophytes,” she said.


  “How would we get to know our apprentice shadows,” he said, “if we didn’t mingle with them? The others are fools for ignoring theirs outside of work.”


  Though the music drowned out most conversation, Gwen lowered her voice. “What I meant was: Why are you here? Is that wise? What will people say—”


  “People are always going to talk, my violin.” Antosha touched her waist, and Gwen wanted nothing more than to ease into his grasp. “You may as well give them something good to say.” He stepped back.


  She gasped, then grabbed his hand. “I don’t want you to leave—”


  “A bit old to be hanging out with neophytes,” Markus said, “don’t you think?” He eased his arm around Gwen. She dropped Antosha’s hand and broke free from Markus. “You must be what, over a hundred?”


  Gwen looked at Antosha. In truth, while the supreme scientist of Project Regenesis was just over fifty years old, he looked as youthful as any neophyte. If he had only fixed his mismatched silver eye, he would be perfect …


  Gwen exhaled and placed her hand on Markus’s chest. “You’re drunk.”


  Markus moved his head side to side. “You just need to drink more.” He snapped his fingers at Juvelle. The bot’s eye slit glowed, then dimmed. It looked to Gwen, who shook her head no.


  “What, you’re too good for us …” Markus said to Gwen. Swaying away from her, he leaned against the balustrade, his elbows upon the crystalline ledge. “Now that you’re a Harpoon Champion?” A House Lissette candidate, Markus had received a bid from an RDD consortium in the top one percent of all candidates. But he blamed Gwen for sabotaging his performance in the second-half critical-reasoning session. They were both team captains, on separate teams, and though they’d crossed paths in the maze, she hadn’t helped him when she could have. They’d been on a dating “break” since the auction.


  “You’re a clever fellow,” Antosha said. He stepped beside Markus, who lifted his arms from the balustrade and straightened. It was the first time Gwen had ever seen fear in Markus’s eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Antosha brushed the back of his forefinger across Markus’s sweaty left temple. He whispered in his ear.


  Markus staggered away from them.


  “What’d you tell him?” Gwen asked.


  “The truth.” Antosha paused. “You are too good for him.”


  Markus made his way through the throng, then disappeared into the suite. Gwen didn’t know him to be a man to give up like that. Oddly, a part of her pitied him. “How’d you do that?”


  “Do what?”


  “Change him.”


  “It’s up here.” Antosha tapped his temple with two forefingers. “One day you’ll learn, and when you do the people will drown in your consciousness.” He grinned. “Did you wonder why Captain Barão missed work today?” Gwen shrugged. “He’s being held in the DOP on suspicion of treason.”


  Gwen opened her mouth wide. “Does this mean you—”


  Antosha waved his hand. “A misunderstanding. The chancellor will release the captain tonight.”


  “Oh,” Gwen said, lowering her head. “I’d hoped …”


  Antosha lifted her chin with his forefingers. “You must continue your work with Captain Barão.” He leaned closer to her. “The captain must trust you completely.”


  “I understand.” Gwen closed her eyes, hoping Antosha would kiss her and sweep her off her feet and carry her to her bedroom and pleasure her all night—


  “I want you to slap me as hard as you can.”


  Gwen’s eyes opened swiftly. She couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “What?”


  “Slap me and tell me to leave and when you do it, I want you to mean it—”


  “I can’t—”


  “My violin, you can do anything. Dig deep, find that most haunting secret, pretend I shared it with the world, and slap me, scream at me, hate me,” and when Gwen hesitated, “your parents conceived you in an alley and when your mother discovered her pregnancy, she left you to die on those steps in Transport City, she didn’t want you, she still doesn’t—”


  Gwen punched Antosha so hard he flew, and when he landed, he tumbled down the marble stairs, crashed into neophytes, and they all splashed into the hot tub. All eyes at the party turned toward her.


  Gwen felt tears burn her eyes. “Don’t ever come back here!”


  Vanya helped Antosha out of the tub. He held his nose. Blood gushed down his face. Gwen caught his nod to her before he and Vanya disappeared inside the suite.


  Gwen held her chest. She felt like someone had stabbed her lungs. What had she done to her lover? And what had he done to her?


  No one knew details about her parents except Caterina, Roger, Markus, and Minister Kurt Kaspasparon. To her knowledge, none of these people had spoken to Antosha. How could he know? Could he see her consciousness? Or did he view her file in the RDD’s database and make assumptions?


  She rested her hand on Juvelle’s arm.


  “Aha, mademoiselle,” Juvelle said, dabbing uficilin onto Gwen’s bloody knuckles, “should I ask the guests to leave?”


  “No, let them—”


  “Gwenny!” Caterina said. She arrived with Roger beside her. “What happened?”


  “He’s still trying to recruit me to his team,” Gwen lied, examining her cleaned and healed fist.


  “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Roger said, “or invite you to join my team in the Taos Facility.”


  Gwen laughed, then frowned. “He bought up my parents …”


  Caterina rubbed Gwen’s arm. “I knew he was a dick.”


  She coaxed Gwen into joining their friends from development for a drinking game called Guess the Synism. The Jurinarian migrant workers cleaned the hot tub, which bubbled with blood-stained water. The guests drank and chatted as if nothing had happened.


  But Gwen knew word would spread quickly of what she’d done. She danced with her friends from development, pondering Antosha’s next move, and hers.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Spa of Delphi


   



  Gaia, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “What are we going to say?” Nero said. “Great Lady of Lux, Delphi, have you seen our terrorist friends lately?”


  “Just follow my lead,” Brody said. “We’ll see where it goes.”


  Delphi wasn’t known to give straight answers to simple questions. Brody assumed the meaning of the BP’s note would become clear when they got there. When it did, he wanted his striker with him, more so after his arrest in the First Ward.


  The Lady Isabelle had overestimated her authority, as Brody assumed she did, when she took him from his apartment in the middle of the night. The chancellor had gone to Brody’s holding cell in the Department of Peace himself and powered down the teal laser beams that secured him. “I’ve been set up,” Brody assured the chancellor, who nodded. “You’ve ever been my friend, ally, and confidant in strike team and commonwealth affairs,” Masimovian offered, kissing Brody on both his cheeks, “and I would ask your forgiveness in this most unfortunate misunderstanding.” He hadn’t seemed as distraught as Brody would have thought. Was he not directing policy to the director of communications and commonwealth relations? Were he and Lady Isabelle not coordinating Janzer search and seizures with the ministry, as required by Beimeni law?


  So much still didn’t make sense to Brody, and he hoped Delphi might provide the answers—and that the BP would make contact, as they had offered in their cryptor.


  Now he and Nero neared the Protector Prototypes, alloyed bots covered with golden chains. Black orbs the size of oranges, tipped with diamond spikes, floated around the Protectors. Then the spiked orbs surrounded Brody and Nero, and they heard the gruff voices of the Protectors in their minds.


  Captain Barão, what business do you have with Her Lady of Lux?


  We seek wisdom from Delphi.


  You shall be granted access to Her Lady of Lux for one hundred benaris.


  Brody paid with coin, and the Protectors withdrew the spiked orbs closer to their bodies. They collected Nero’s shuriken and pulse guns. A keeper bot escorted them to the dressing area, where they changed into maroon robes—the traditional Beimeni resting garb—and galoshes.


  They scurried through the Corridor of Delphi. Water flowed down ruby walls. Soft apricot bioluminescence emanated from the pools below. In the main atrium, the falls transformed from clear and clean to milky and as dark as oil until they parted in the middle. When last Brody had visited the spa, the falls had been golden.


  Delphi emerged, burning in the flaming tar and dust and muck as she tiptoed over the bubbling pond. Her once silky obsidian hair was charred. He might not have known her at all if not for her iridescent almond eyes, which seemed to hold the cosmos within.


  Brody stepped back. “What’s happened here? What’s happened to you?”


  “My appearance does not concern a change in my being but in yours, for the Great Falls of Delphi reveal your consciousnesses, as experienced by the Twin Gods.”


  “Lady of Lux, we require your foresight,” Brody said. He pulled Nero’s arm down, and they knelt before her. “We believe we have discovered a traitorous act from among the commonwealth’s highest officials.”


  “Freely speak your minds here. No chancellor, not even Mr. Masimovian, holds sway over the gods.”


  Traitorous words for traitorous times, Brody thought.


  “Forgive us for bringing evil here, but we’ve seen proof that our chancellor, he who allows the people an opportunity for endless life, he who allows for equality in development and infinite underground expansion, he who has maintained peace and prosperity for so long … we believe he has committed an act unworthy of a supreme chancellor of Beimeni.”


  “You are a sworn captain of the underground and you know that I will not interfere in transhuman affairs. You will uphold your world’s rules and its traditions and its integrity at the expense of all else. This is your destiny. This is your purpose.”


  “Lady of Lux,” Nero began, “if I may speak on this.” She nodded. “We cannot cross the chancellor and have any hope those we care about will survive. Our lives may be lost, but more innocents shouldn’t suffer for our perceived treachery. We ask that you impart your wisdom of the multiverse to us and guide us in this monumental challenge.”


  You must see the darkness in your hearts that fills my spa, darkness that now spreads throughout the Beimeni zone.


  Delphi’s lips did not move, yet Brody and Nero heard her voice as clearly in their minds as if she spoke them aloud.


  “Do you speak of the BP or of the commonwealth, and how do you recommend we respond?” Nero said. “What do you see in our timescape?”


  You must see into yourselves, and you will know how to react. She turned and tiptoed over the curdling black water.


  Brody connected to the ZPF and, without Marstone’s interference, sent, Wait, Delphi, you once told me of a choice of destiny.


  She disappeared through the oily waterfall.


  You will know, Captain Barão.


  Should I help the BP? Should I bring forward the information to the ministry?


  You will know …


  Her Lady of Lux disappeared behind the falls.


  Brody and Nero dressed in their fatigues. They ambled past the Protector Prototypes, whose spiked orbs simmered gently around their bodies.


  Once they were clear, Nero said, “What was that?”


  “That was actually quite a direct conversation, for her.”


  “Are you kidding? Look into your heart? What total bullshit, I want my hundred benaris back.”


  “I paid, Nero, and besides that’s not why we’re—”


   



  
    A captain and a lord,

  


  
    Oh my, oh my,

  


  
    They’d never help a ward!

  


   



  The song echoed from a secondary tunnel perpendicular to the Corridor of Delphi. The rat-a-tat of footsteps pressed closer and closer, and a little girl, a child, stopped to face them.


   



  
    A striker and a captain,

  


  
    Oh my, oh my,

  


  
    Catch me if you can!

  


   



  Brody and Nero dashed toward her and into a tunnel lined with petrified wood and polished stone. The girl disappeared. Brody turned. Behind them, aristocratic Beimenians dressed in tunics checked in with the Protector Prototypes. None noticed the ruckus, or if they did, they didn’t react. Nero grasped the handles of his shuriken when the giggles and the tapping of the girl’s feet resumed. She flashed into and out of sight in the opposite direction.


  “Hey,” Brody shouted. “Are you all right?”


  Silence.


  He peered toward the girl and heard the scuffle of pebbles and earth as she dashed across the tunnel, far ahead again. Her curly auburn hair trailed behind her like a river. Brody and Nero jogged to the next fork. In the distance, where the tan light turned saffron, they caught a glimpse of the child before she raced off, giggling as she went.


  The men sprinted.


  The smell of the tunnel turned from lavender to cinnamon. The girl whisked from right to left, then stopped and danced and spun. Nero grasped her. “Gotcha—”


  Hoods dropped over his and Brody’s heads.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Hydra Hollow


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  Connor and Murray took Captain Barão and his striker to the Hollow. Connor was hopeful that the captain’s presence at the designated meeting location meant he’d support their cause. Murray said he wouldn’t bet on it.


  “Glad you decided to join us,” Connor said.


  Captain Barão shook his head. His eyes appeared as if he was drugged, and his face had turned green from a Converse Collar. Nero also wore a collar and squinted as Connor unlatched his and Captain Barão’s cuffs. They both sat against a limestone boulder near a blue bioluminescent wall where cold water trickled down the stone to a gutter along the base.


  Little Jocelyn burst through the curtain at the front of the cove and orbited Murray. He’d trimmed his beard, artfully forming sharp angles over his face that Connor remembered from their time on the Block. That felt like a lifetime ago.


  Jocelyn tugged on Murray’s tunic. “I think you owe me something …”


  She tapped her left toe, while her silk shirt, torn and discolored and three sizes too large, slipped over her shoulder. The sausage curls in her hair dangled loosely past her ears.


  “Hmm, not sure what that is,” Murray said.


  Jocelyn put her hands on her hips. “You told me if I tricked the grown-ups, I’d earn enough benaris to buy new grow lights for my garden, so how about it?” She stuck out her hand.


  Arty grinned. He folded his arms, and the bracelets, stenciled with the BP’s regalia, rubbed against his tunic. He pressed his lips together and nodded when Jocelyn peered up to him.


  Murray knelt and fixed Jocelyn’s shirt, then gently swiped dirt from her chin. “Oh no, I don’t think I remember that accord? You, Connor?”


  Connor shook his head no. He admired Murray’s devotion to the children in Hydra Hollow, though he disagreed with allowing Jocelyn, whom Arty had described as a “daughter of the BP,” so close to the Protectors near the spa and the commonwealth. The girl stood no taller than Connor’s waist. Jocelyn’s parents, he’d learned, had been arrested in Gaia City after she was born illegally, and her brothers took her and escaped with BP sympathizers along the Underground Passage to Hydra Hollow.


  “Uh-huh,” Jocelyn put in, “you said so. You promised.” She folded her arms and looked toward Arty, knowing he agreed with her. “See,” she said, pointing, “Arturo heard, everyone heard you say so.”


  “Silly me, now I remember, so here you go.” Murray handed her a ten-benari coin. “That should do it.”


  Jocelyn flew between the curtains and disappeared.


  “Nice,” Nero said, “so the rumors of child labor in the BP are true.” He wiped the grime from his mouth, where drool mixed with the cotton from the hood Connor had placed over his head.


  “As true as the commonwealth’s incineration of children in the Lower Level,” Murray countered. He chucked a ring full of keys between the captain and the striker. “A Lower Level that shouldn’t exist—”


  Captain Barão groaned as he leaned over to grasp the keys. He inserted one, then another into Nero’s cuffs, saying, “The Lower Level is meant to provide safety to the transhuman race should Reassortment seep into the Beimeni zone. It’s reserved for those who cannot live among developed transhumans.” He tried a few more keys. “Anyone there could never compete in our marketplace, not as a—”


  “Is it willful ignorance or are you just that dumb?”


  Arty put his hand on Murray’s shoulder. “Pirro’s expecting us.”


  Captain Barão and Nero shared a glance, then stood. “A little help,” the captain said to Connor, holding out the key ring between his cuffed wrists.


  Connor found the right keys and unlatched the cuffs. The captain and his striker rubbed their wrists, which looked bruised from where the alloy had dug into their skin.


  “Follow me.” Connor led them through the corridors of Hydra Hollow, narrow walks where natural streams flowed, and bacteria, which excreted peaceful pheromones, spread hues of green, yellow, and blue.


  They arrived at the main cavern, where Beimeni Polemon lined up for various goods and services, from fruits and vegetables, to meats, to beer, to herbs to tunics and slippers and massages and palm readings. The bazaar smelled of perfumes and coffee beans and geraniums and jasmine. Vibrant bioluminescence in shades of violet covered the tents and limestone pillars. Stalactites jutted from the ceiling, bright with glowworms; stalagmites sprang like a thicket along the cavern’s rim. The scenery from the streams and waterfalls gave the impression of dusk upon the surface of the Earth.


  “You have a shadow economy down here,” Nero said.


  Up here, actually, Connor thought, though he didn’t say.


  “This isn’t an economy,” Arty said. He put his hands on his belly. “Just some essentials and nonessentials for survival.”


  “Come,” Connor said, and they followed him through a tunnel to a cove with limestone pillars, orange bioluminescent stalactites, and a polished mantle-stone table topped by a Granville sphere. Pirro awaited on the other side of the table, leaning on his cane, swiping at his beard. “It’s about time; was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”


  A girl and two boys dressed in bodysuits, helpers of the Leadership, escorted Captain Barão and Nero to their seats.


  “My boy,” Pirro said to the captain, “I expect you visited the spa because you’ve discovered the truth.”


  “We came to evaluate the truth.”


  “Indeed.”


  Nero watched the helpers exit between two curtains, then turned to the BP, a look of exasperation upon his face, his mouth open wide. “Who are you people?”


  “You don’t recognize me?” Murray said. He swiped his face slowly, letting his thumb and forefinger brush along the angled curves of his beard.


  “This is Murray Olyorna,” Captain Barão said. He turned from Nero to Murray. “You didn’t have facial hair in the RDD, and you were about thirty kilos heavier, but you still have that acid tongue—”


  “Remember where you are, Captain Barão,” Murray said.


  Nero squinted at Murray, shaking his head, then he looked to his captain. “You’re telling me this is the Murray who—”


  “Your captain demoted,” Arty said. “Yes—how many times do we have to tell you?”


  Arty spoke with fire that Connor hadn’t ever experienced, not even on the occasions when they’d fought in their unit in Piscator, with Connor begging to be able to leave. Arty sat at the table as far away from Nero and Captain Barão as he could.


  Was this a mistake? Connor wondered. Did I stumble in thinking these people could all work together? He’d let this quibbling go only so far. His father’s life depended on the Barão Strike Team’s participation, and Connor didn’t plan on losing them.


  “That was so long ago,” Nero was saying to his captain, and to Murray, “you look so young. How is that possible?”


  “They’ve been stealing athanasia drums from the RDD,” Captain Barão said. “Isn’t that right?” Curiously, he peered around the cove. “Where’s the woman?”


  “Aera?” Murray said. He sat at the table near Arty.


  “You have an aera?” Nero said.


  “The First Aera,” Connor said. “She is with us, but prefers the sights in … the East to the Hollow.” He almost said the RDD but checked himself when Murray gave him a stern look.


  Nero waved his head. “Aera is a story told—”


  “She’s real,” Connor said. He took a seat beside Nero. “She escaped from Nyx, and my father helped her recover—”


  “I don’t believe it—”


  “I saw her,” Captain Barão said. “And you … yes, now I see him in you … you’re … Jeremiah’s son.”


  “Jeremiah’s son?” Nero said. He looked upon Connor as if to examine him. “Jeremiah’s son,” he repeated. The whites of his eyes expanded. “Jeremiah’s son—”


  “My boy,” Pirro said to Connor, ignoring Nero, “let’s begin.”


  They’re with us, Connor thought, at least for now.


  Connor nodded to Pirro and transmitted the contents from Hans’s z-disk to the Granville sphere at the table’s center. Murray had removed his neurochip when they left Blackeye Cavern but reinstalled it upon his entry to Hydra Hollow, where there were also safeguards against Marstone’s detection.


  Now Connor connected to the ZPF and the sphere, and holograms formed based on the data and his instructions. Two words appeared:


   



  
    PERMUTATION CRYPT

  


   



  Connor manipulated the data, and the Crypt’s layout replaced the words. Its parallelogram-shaped alloy rooms and tunnels formed into the shape of a saucer before the pieces separated a little bit. Strips formed in the spaces created from the separation, glowing bright electric blue. Connor expanded the rendition of Permutation Crypt. “Murray?”


  The group turned to Murray. “The prison is magnetized. The magnets are influenced by electricity that flows through coils. The Crypt’s electricity generates magnetic fields that in turn generate electricity and so on in what we believe is a self-sustaining reaction, at least for a period of time.”


  “What does that mean?” Nero said.


  “They can alter this facility,” Captain Barão said.


  “Yes, and most of our weapons would be rendered useless after one of those shifts,” Connor said.


  “The data Hans collected before he died in your Jubilee,” Murray continued, “suggests the possibility of one trillion three hundred seven billion, six hundred seventy-four million, three hundred sixty-eight thousand formations, or permutations, if you will, of the Crypt. But historical readouts indicate that only four hundred seventy-nine million one thousand six hundred permutations are possible.”


  “Which suggests what, exactly?” Nero said.


  “Some places never shift,” Captain Barão said.


  Murray nodded. “I believe that it is within these static structures, in what I call ground zero, where we will find Jeremiah.” Murray turned, pressing his lips together. There was more fear in his expression than hate.


  The striker seemed to sense Murray’s unease. “What’s the problem?” he said.


  Connor looked at Nero, then the captain. He said, “We lack the information to pinpoint the static parts and coordinate an effective attack.”


  Captain Barão folded his arms and looked up. “That’s why you need me.”


  Connor searched the captain’s expression for a sign of his leanings. He appeared stern, his jaw muscles taut, his dimples deep, but something in the way he sat back in his chair gave Connor hope he might be receptive.


  “We want Jeremiah,” Murray said, “but the first rule of engagement is not to proceed unless you have a chance of winning. Without more detailed schematics of the facility’s interior, and understanding of the shifts, we’ll never find ground zero, and we’ll all die trying.”


  Captain Barão and his striker exchanged a glance.


  “The only way to get this information would be directly from Marstone,” Captain Barão said.


  Murray nodded. “Yes, we know.”


  “This would not go unnoticed.”


  Pirro poked his cane toward the captain. “Your status with the commonwealth strike teams affords you some protection from the chancellor, my boy. He needs you, at least for now.” Pirro slinked away from them, using his cane. He stopped near Murray, then turned toward the captain, and his striker. “Though I can’t deny there would be some risk should you choose to help.”


  “What about Antosha?” Nero said. He moved his hand over his trimmed mohawk. “What do you plan to do about him?”


  Pirro stroked his beard. “Antosha’s return is unfortunate. We’ve been tracking his progress on Regenesis. He doesn’t yet seem any closer than your team in awakening the sleeping Kole Shrader. Yet it’s not this research that concerns us.” Pirro leaned forward on his cane. He looked all of his ninety-five years in that instant, the wrinkles folding over and under his cheeks and jaw, the veins in his arms and hands bulging like streams in the underground. “He’s been conducting ancillary research into transhuman DNA,” Pirro continued. “We’re unsure what he’s planning but sure it cannot be good.”


  “Gods help us,” Captain Barão said, holding his forehead.


  “I agree,” Murray said. “Antosha is a major threat to us all.” To Nero, he added, “You should understand this more than anyone here.”


  Pirro moved methodically with his cane, closer to the striker and the captain. “Getting Jeremiah back is the first step toward containing Antosha.” He looked to Nero, then to Captain Barão. “We have spies close to the board and the ministry and the research teams. With your help, we can put an end to Antosha’s research.”


  The captain and striker exchanged another look.


  Oh, deftly handled, Connor thought. He hoped his plan was working, for when the BP had formed the interrogation strategy, Connor had suggested they use Captain Barão and Antosha’s complicated past to their advantage. Yes, yes, they will help us rescue one enemy to take out another. We’re coming for you Father. We’re coming.


  “Captain Barão, do the board and ministry suspect an attack?” Arty said.


  “At board meetings, the chancellor damns the terrorists and believes strikes are forthcoming on Hammerton Hall and the Palace of Luxor.”


  “Luxor?” Murray said. He tapped the table with his fist.


  “The Autumn Gala,” Captain Barão said.


  “Might be that we are targeting them,” Murray said, nudging his chin, staring at Connor, “but not how he suspects.”


  Connor altered the view from Permutation Crypt to Beimeni City, with its beaches, spires, fountains, and hills. The view zoomed in on Hammerton Hall and the walls that comprised its beams, reflecting many shades of blue. “The Bicentennial will provide our cover—”


  “They’ll be ready for an attack,” Captain Barão said.


  Connor adjusted the holograms. “We’re counting on it.”


  “Gods, you sound just like Jeremiah,” Nero said.


  He looked at Connor as if he truly were Jeremiah, and not his youngest son, and it made Connor feel wonderful. He wished the BP would view him the same way. He couldn’t help but smile, then rendered Beimeni’s thirty territories into view. Bright light formed the transport routes flowing through the cities and interterritory tunnels.


  “We plan to use the inefficiencies in the transportation system,” Connor continued, “and the traffic on the day of the Bicentennial, to trigger a blackout in Phanes.”


  “The blackout may not affect Hammerton Hall,” Murray said, “but it’s a means to an end—”


  “Permutation Crypt—” Nero said. He spoke as if he couldn’t believe it, or perhaps, Connor hoped, as if he was starting to believe.


  “With your help,” Murray added.


  Nero looked to Captain Barão.


  “We need proof for the ministry—” the captain said.


  “And what surer proof exists than Jeremiah Selendia himself?” Connor said.


  “We have another issue,” Nero said. He turned to Pirro and Murray and Arty, then to Connor.


  Gods no, Connor thought, is this when we lose them? Did he miscalculate the influence of their strike team oaths? Did he overlook some aspect of the commonwealth’s politics?


  “What would that be, my boy?” Pirro said.


  “Our strategist and my eternal partner Lady Verena Iglehart has fallen into a medically induced coma, genetically poisoned, we believe, by Antosha. Can you ensure her safety, should the mission go ill?”


  “My boy,” Pirro said, tapping his cane on the ground, “I cannot ensure she will live, but should she recover and survive, what kind of a world would you want her to live in? A Beimeni where your chancellor sends millions of transhumans to their maker in the Lower Level and holds his iron fist over those of us who remain in the upper territories? A Beimeni where the man who poisoned your eternal partner could rise to the highest levels of power? Or is it a Beimeni where freedom of movement and ideas and education and mobility are upheld? This is what we seek, my Lord Nero Silvana, and we have a plan.” Pirro raised his chin, and his voice. “We can win.”


  Nero swiped his hands over his sweaty forehead and damp hair and looked up at the orange bioluminescent stalactites. He inhaled and exhaled the humid, mossy-smelling air. “Brodes?”


  “I happen to recall,” Captain Barão said, “a phrase Jeremiah often used, a phrase he dug out of the archives from the end of the Quaternary Period, one that I’m sure, now as I think of it, contributed to his banishment. I didn’t understand it then, as I think I do now.”


  The captain paused, and it seemed as if he were reliving the conversation in his mind.


  “What did he say?” Connor asked.


  “Give me liberty, or give me death.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody moved across North Boardwalk as he had countless times before, only now with a traitor’s eyes. Phanes Lake glowed like a giant gemstone in the evening’s dusk, the shoreline sparkling scarlet and silver. Couples built sandcastles and lay on dunes and huddled near bonfires. The smell of roasting boar meat mixed with sweeter goods, chocolate melted over marshmallows, strawberry cream pie, apple fritters. Janzers patrolled the scene. Scientists in lab coats roamed the boardwalk. In the distance stood Hammerton Hall, with its crisscrossing alloyed beams, the Dream Forest was illuminated at the very top.


  DOC Plaza was surprisingly filled with Beimenians when Brody arrived at the gateway, a bright archway of magnesium stone. Intracity transports whizzed in the nearby trench while people talked and shopped. Holograms modeled the latest fashions, a checkered miniskirt, a magenta bodysuit. Buy one get three free. Phanean gowns. Look like Lady Isabelle Lutetia. Synthetic reptile-skin coats, men’s galoshes, glowing handbags, Granville sunglasses. Sale! Sale! Sale! in shades of bright violet and red. He was out in the open, about to be more so. He couldn’t care. This was too important.


  I’m doing the right thing for my family, he thought and placed his hand to the DNA scanner. A crimson grid rotated around his eyes.


  What is your name and rank? Marstone’s voice.


  Captain Broden Barão, Supreme Scientist of the Ventureño Facility assigned to Project Reassortment, an honorary minister and supreme scientific board member.


  Green holographic lettering indicated CAPTAIN BRODEN BARÃO ACCEPTED. He walked casually through the pale corridors, passing enclaves with hundreds of technicians, transhuman and bot, working the systems that monitored the people, aided communications, and ensured that Marstone functioned properly. Brody checked in with the Janzers who guarded the Cerebral Core. Inside, the dome reflected white phosphorescent light, then shifted to a colorful nebula and scattered galaxies in a void. In the center, a ring of gold glowed on the floor. Along the edge of the circular chamber, black bot stood next to black bot. They drew back their maroon lasers, and Brody stepped to the center and requested direct access to Marstone, his heart thumping like a metronome.


  Today it’s Jeremiah, he thought. Tomorrow it could be me.


  Welcome to the Cerebral Core of Beimeni, Captain Barão, Marstone sent.


  Pull all data on Jeremiah Selendia.


  Specify the time frame.


  Day one, After Reassortment, to present day.


  The data feed rushed overhead in the cosmos. Documents that outlined Jeremiah’s birthplace, his developers, his promotions, his conversions, his assignments from Chancellor Masimovian, building out the territories, hollowing the underground for the RDD, and classified documents, documents labeled LAURENTIA: blocked in Marstone’s Database.


  Access data files labeled Laurentia.


  Captain Barão, you are not approved for entry. Shall I request?


  You require no request. I am Supreme Scientist of Reassortment and seek access to my predecessor’s information.


  You should have all of Jeremiah Selendia’s research in the RDD’s database.


  Marstone, open the files.


  Access is not permitted.


  Open. The. Laurentia. Files.


  Access is not permitted.


  Brody raised his arms and accessed the ZPF. He inserted his consciousness into Marstone’s, seeking the inner core, the center of its artificial intelligence from which it connected to the zeropoint field and where it stored its information—Beimeni’s secrets and desires and history and future. Brody manually pushed through the maze that formed in his extended consciousness and searched for the core. When he found it, he saw how indelible his presence would be. He pushed through.


  Marstone, give me access to the Laurentia files.


  Notes upon notes of interrogations and intelligence gathered by the Lady Isabelle, Lieutenant Arnao, and General Norrod streamed across his vision. The words PERMUTATION CRYPT appeared. Marstone, show me the schematics for Permutation Crypt.


  Reasoning.


  Show schematics considering integrity and security.


  Specify the form.


  Brody didn’t know what to say.


  Specify the form.


  Three of the black bots on the edge shot maroon beams of light into each other’s eye slits and built a triangle of light around Brody.


  Specify the form.


  The form today. Specks of metallic dust thickened, and the shapes of parallelograms hardened into renderings of alloyed rooms labeled with ancient Greek lettering and symbols Brody hadn’t seen since the Harpoons. Marstone, bring me the origin of Permutation Crypt.


  One facility was identified as HENGILL LABORATORY and next to it, a near replica called PERMUTATION CRYPT, with features similar to the asymmetrical Hengill Laboratory that now melted into parallelogram shapes inside.


  Brody downloaded all the information Marstone contained on Permutation Crypt into a z-disk. When he’d finished, TYPE 3 ERROR flashed, and the many maroon eye slits glowed around the room. Brody dashed out of the center ring, sliding as the lasers reignited. Crawling through the doorway beneath the lasers, he connected to the ZPF, leveled the stunned Janzer guards with a telekinetic thrust, composed himself, and walked back through the DOC.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Damosel Rhea


  Silkscape City


   



  Lovereal, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Damy and Verne stood upon one of the city’s tens of thousands of oak rafts along one of its thousands of inlets. Even from their distance, the gigantic Harsailles Menagerie hung as high as the Granville sun and as wide as a moon. Its carbyne base dug deep, deep, deep into the Earth’s crust, surrounded by water.


  Damy remembered a time when Silkscape City—so named for the synthetic silk spores that fluttered in its atmosphere and clung to crimson and golden tree branches—used traditional transports and didn’t have any streams at all, before the Janzers widened and deepened the Zwillerzweller River and nearly flooded Lovereal.


  She wished she were on the Zwillerzweller presently, on her way to Dunamis City and on to Halcyon Village to visit her children. Instead, her breath rasped out of her under the intensity of Lovereal’s sapphire sun. Its rays hit the streams of water that fell from curved ivory poles on either side of the inlet, leaving hundreds of rainbows in their wake. Reanaearon migrant women rowed on either end of the raft, their porcelain skin covered with perspiration. How long could they row this way? Damy wondered. The migrants moved like bots, and their feathered capes fluttered in the sweet citrus wind.


  They arrived at the major waterway that led to the Harsailles Menagerie.


  “Damy?” Verne said. He pulled her to the front of the raft. “Check it out!”


  Her mouth dropped, then lifted in the biggest smile she’d worn in years. Hundreds of Sigillaria trees, common during the Carboniferous Period of three hundred fifty million years ago, lined the fifty waterways that led to the menagerie, every one of them planted by her team.


  “They’re wonderful,” she said, even as her stomach turned at the sight of the unfinished menagerie.


  The engineers had assured her construction proceeded as normal, but the habitat looked further from completion than she’d hoped. When it was finished, it would be encapsulated in the largest structure in the commonwealth, capable of housing life from all Earth’s history.


  “What’s she doing here?” Verne said.


  Damy sighed. Upon the marble stairs that angled up to the menagerie, Minister Tatiana Avalonia stood. Her bronze skin glistened, her head wrapped with lotus silk of many colors, her blue-gold eyes encircled by dark mascara. Her entire outfit was made of gold, shaped like leaves, the metal strung together with gold chains, snaking from her breasts down to her crystal stiletto heels.


  The raft kissed the dock, and the migrants tied it to the railing. Verne held Damy’s hand and helped her onto the emerald-studded walk. Minister Avalonia quickened her graceful step. Two keeper bots on either side of her waved massive crimson leaves attached to crimson stems.


  Damy exhaled and asked Verne for a canteen. She drank so fast that water slipped out of the side of her mouth and chilled her neck. She wiped her lips and took a deep breath, preparing for Avalonia. She and Verne climbed the stairs. The sounds of drills and clanks from diamond on diamond rose up around them, along with the smell of burning alloys.


  “Minister, you grace us with your presence,” Damy said.


  The bots canopied the leaves over Avalonia. “Save your courtesy and your excuses for Phanes,” the minister said. “I’m here to put you back on schedule. I finished a debriefing with your engineers and scientists in the menagerie. Convenient how you’re never on time for these meetings.”


  Damy looked to Verne and back to the minister. “What meeting?” she asked, and Avalonia scowled. “And, Minister, the menagerie is on schedule, the construction proceeds—”


  “I see a monstrosity surrounded by scaffolding. I see trees and plants from the Earth’s past but few animals other than those hideous Effigia and Mammuthus.” Damy wanted to remind her of the many other species the team had rendered into existence but held her tongue. This wasn’t the place or the time for an argument with the minister. “The aristocrats seek entertainment in this venue,” Avalonia added, “not these passive, heaping … grotesque … creatures you’re populating here—”


  “You mean they seek a slaughter—” Verne said.


  “You will speak when spoken to, worm.” Avalonia stepped toward Verne, her canopy moving with her. “Interrupt me again, and I’ll see to it your next assignment is in the Lower Level.” She turned to Damy. “We’re less than two years away—”


  “Excuse me,” Damy said, “but without Vernon Lebrizzi we’d have no schedule. And that sort of entertainment isn’t what this project’s about. We’re not introducing land-based carnivores to this habitat.”


  “Miss Damosel, your reputation has not held true. Give the aristocrats a show, or go home.”


  Avalonia removed her headpiece and swung her long, colorful hair around her body, brushing Verne on the chin. He blinked and closed his mouth. She strutted down the steps. The bots resumed fanning her as she sauntered onto a ministerial raft lined with polished mantle-stone, topped with rose petals.


  What a jerk, Damy thought, a jerk with no understanding of the true importance of the project, the proper and significant conversions, the creation of a lost time, a lost world.


  No, all Avalonia cared about were the figures estimated by traders in Navita for the Prehistoric Consortium, owners and sponsors of the menagerie. The menagerie’s internal structure included a spiral-tracked elevator, “a twisted straw inside a giant cup,” as Verne called it, designed to allow visitors to view the flora and fauna through glass enclosures. Slides down the menagerie’s borders allowed for a different, elegant exit for the paleobiologists and paleobotanists from Damy’s team who traversed it daily. The traders estimated that upon completion, the menagerie would bring in one hundred million benaris in its first year and billions over time from the commonwealth’s aristocrats.


  “I don’t give a darn if the consortium and the traders lose on this venture,” Damy said.


  She expected Verne to nod mindlessly as he’d done in the past when she mentioned the Navitan traders, but this time he didn’t hesitate or wither in his response.


  “You only care about the science.”


  Damy nodded, and as she looked into Verne’s eyes, she saw something unfamiliar. What was it? A longing? A desire? Confusion? She wished she could read minds as easily as Brody. She did feel a tingle in her belly, a sensation she used to get around Brody, all those years ago.


  Maybe it’s the heat, she thought, maybe I need more water.


  “Don’t let her get in your neurochip,” Verne said. “At least the chancellor appreciates what we’ve accomplished.”


  “Does he?” Damy said.


  She didn’t realize how closely she and Verne now stood together on the steep stairs or remember when he put his arms around her, but she found herself easing into his grasp the way a kitten might ease onto a feather bed.


  “Avalonia cares only about the benaris,” Verne said and nuzzled her ear.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Silkscape City


   



  Lovereal, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  She’s always with Verne, Brody thought.


  He paddled on one end of a raft, a keeper bot on the other. He saw Minister Avalonia dash down the stairs, swing her hair over Verne, and strut onto her raft. He watched Verne and Damy together.


  His gut curdled.


  What had this trader done to his eternal partner?


  For sure, he thought, she wouldn’t willingly allow him to hold her. She must be dizzy with the heat.


  Was it normally this hot here, or were their coolant systems malfunctioning? Brody sniffed his shoulder, soaked in sweat, much like the rest of his fatigues. He hoped he didn’t smell as bad as he assumed he did. Dark circles lined his eyes, and the cut on his arm throbbed. He figured the injury had resulted from his slide along the ground in the Cerebral Core or happened when he’d pulled himself through the exit. Or had it come from when he fell on North Boardwalk? It was all a blur. He expected the DOC to issue a warrant for his arrest and needed to warn Damy, to usher her to safety and pick up their twins in Halcyon Village. He’d spent the boat ride wondering if they should flee south or east, or whether he should turn himself in and leave his heirs with the BP.


  Now he didn’t know what to think.


  After the bot helped Brody secure the raft to the dock, he activated his recaller and scurried along the walk. Damy seemed like a dark silhouette next to Verne in the dusk. She pulled away when she saw Brody. Her lips moved, though he couldn’t hear her, not with all the drills. She moved down the steep marble steps with Verne guiding her descent.


  “What’re you doing here?” Damy hugged him. “I thought you were going to Portage today?” He had told her that morning he was going back to visit with Minister Kaspasparon, that he had to reconcile his past before Pasha’s and Oriana’s Harpoon Exams.


  He couldn’t lie to her any longer. He’d crossed the chasm into new territory, and he knew time was limited.


  The Janzers who patrolled Lovereal stirred nearby.


  “Captain,” Verne said, “welcome to the Harsailles Menagerie.”


  Brody didn’t like this trader’s grin, or his tone, or his suspenders. He shook Verne’s hand and winked, a firm shake, a firm wink that undoubtedly said, Leave. “Darling, did you forget?” he said to Damy. “You were going to show me the new vegetation today so we might figure out what my lab could do to help yours.” To Verne he said, “Can you give us some time?”


  “Where do you expect me to go?” Verne said.


  Brody looked at Verne, then at the moat. “The engineering offices are on the other side of the island.”


  “Why can’t I come with you?”


  Brody looked at Damy in a manner he knew she’d understand. She turned to Verne. “Why don’t you check in with the engineers … push them to move forward the construction … alert them to Minister Avalonia’s angst—”


  “They don’t care about the minister, that much I know, though I’m sure they’d love to hear from you—”


  “You don’t need a chaperone,” Brody said.


  He pulled Damy away from Verne.


  “We’ll be back,” Damy said over her shoulder.


  “Take us somewhere secure,” Brody said. “We need to talk.”


  Damy hand-signaled the Janzers. Brody suppressed a flinch, but they fitted Brody and her with hardhats and fur-collared capes. The sight of the capes nearly made Brody pass out. “I guess we’re going somewhere … cold?”


  Damy didn’t answer. They ascended through the menagerie’s layers, layers of the Earth’s history, and only now did Brody understand the immensity of the Harsailles Menagerie. The elevator moved slowly enough for Damy to tell him what he stared at, though he’d heard her talk of this project enough to have an idea. She pointed out swaying, seaweed-like Charnia on the level labeled PROTEROZOIC EON, a mostly underwater habitat. At CAMBRIAN PERIOD, a sharklike creature with a pair of spiny, downward-curving appendages on its underside swam by. “These are the Anomalocaris, the largest predator in the Cambrian’s ecosystem,” Damy said. At PALEOGENE PERIOD, she said, “These are the Mesoreodon.”


  Brody took in the sheep-sized, hoofed mammals he’d heard about so often. Its eyes scanned them as it used its muscular jaws to rip through leaves from a nearby chestnut tree. At NEOGENE PERIOD, the elevator stopped.


  “Here we are,” Damy said. They stepped into arctic winds amid a tundra landscape, with low hills, streams, and the smell of salt and grass. In the horizon, snow-covered mountains and glaciers loomed beneath a sky bluer than the sea, a perfect Granville illusion.


  “Did you have to pick an ice age?” Brody said. The ground shook beneath his feet. He searched for cracks. “An earthquake? Here?” Damy shook her head no. “Are you sure?” She shook her head yes.


  Brody turned.


  A shadow moved up over the nearest hill. It was too big to be an elephant, with two tusks close-set, like long fangs. The ground vibrated. The animal’s muscles bulged through its gray skin. Its bean-like eyes seemed fearful, or at least cautious, of the human presence. Brody opened his mind and sensed the animal’s trepidation in the ZPF.


  “It’s the Deinotherium,” Damy said, “of the Gelasian age. His name is—”


  “Antarctica,” Brody said, “I remember.”


  Damy had directed Antarctica’s birth while Brody was on Vigna. While at first the medical bots thought Antarctica had been stillborn, Damy had known otherwise and revived him. The successful birth of the ancient animal provided new energy to her team, and to Project Silkscape.


  Brody smiled. “I said secure, not suicidal, Damy.”


  “Come on.” She took him closer to the animal. “He won’t hurt you.”


  Brody stroked Antarctica’s leathery skin. The Deinotherium twitched his leg and turned with tusks that Brody assumed could impale anything on the Earth. He ducked.


  Damy laughed and dragged over a massive trough full of bright-colored leaves.


  “Treat time?”


  The leaves disappeared before Brody finished his question. Damy brushed her forefingers across the side of Antarctica’s belly. Her grin disappeared when she stared at Brody. “The temperatures on this level tend to interfere with surveillance, even…” She pointed up toward the eye in the sky. “So what happened in Portage?”


  Brody exhaled. “It’s time that you’ve seen what I’ve seen, experienced what I’ve experienced, heard what I’ve heard …”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  Brody lifted her hand from Antarctica’s snout and took her to the edge of the level near a patch of aromatic plants. Antarctica lumbered back over the hill toward some trees in the distance. Brody wrapped his hand around Damy’s neck and, staring into her eyes, brought her into his mind. The NEOGENE PERIOD with its hills and snowy horizon disappeared …


  … And when sight and sound and smell returned, they were under a hood together, Damy’s face bashed by the BP as Brody’s had been. She convulsed as Brody had when the Reassortment baton struck. She listened to the BP and learned about Permutation Crypt and Jeremiah Selendia. She awoke in their unit with the Granville illusion of the Island of Reverie.


  “You were abducted by the terrorists,” Damy said, “and you didn’t tell me until now?”


  Brody pressed his forehead against hers. “There’s more.”


  He showed her his visits with Ministers Charles and Kaspasparon, the BP’s coded message, and Jocelyn at the Spa of Delphi. He showed her the briefing on Permutation Crypt, and finally, his confrontation with Marstone.


  “Stop!” she said. “I want out! Take me out!”…


  … The tundra reappeared. Damy stepped back, her hand over her mouth.


  “I would have told you sooner,” Brody said, “but you’ve been under a lot of stress, and when you’re not in Nicola or Silkscape City, you’re out somewhere with Verne—”


  “Don’t start about Verne again, he’s a friend! My gods! You’ve aided the BP and revealed yourself to Marstone. Does the chancellor know? Does Lady Isabelle know?”


  “I didn’t break any rules, I accessed Marstone’s Database, fully in my rights—”


  “I meant do they know about this Permutation Crypt?”


  Brody cupped her cheek. “I’m not sure about the chancellor, but Lady Isabelle tortured Jeremiah, searched his mind, closed in on the BP, sent their people to the surface as volunteers.”


  Damy shook her head. “It all makes sense now, doesn’t it?” She pulled his hands away from her face, then covered her mouth, her voice a whisper. “The Jubilees … I told you …”


  “Lady Isabelle seeks to silence the rebellion …” The forbidden word felt too comfortable to him now.


  “Where does that leave you in this? Brody, you’re not—”


  “I serve the people of Beimeni, as the strike team captains of Livelle served the people of the underground before me.” He paused. “I must find out the truth, and if the truth includes an illegal prison and the torture of a former supreme scientist, I must inform the ministry—”


  “They won’t believe you. Oh, why didn’t you tell me this sooner? Brody, you can’t keep all these secrets from me!”


  Brody moved his forefingers through Damy’s silky hair and inhaled her lily scent. “I’m so sorry. Please, forgive—”


  “Can you blame me for spending time with Verne when you’re never around? When you were on the mission, it was one thing, but since you’ve been back I’ve been just as much alone. I wake up at night and have no idea where you are, or to a home invasion by Lady Isabelle!” She caught her breath. “Then you’re arrested and as quickly released by the chancellor, and you and he told me it was just a misunderstanding. And now I find out the lady told it true, didn’t she? You’ve been committing treason! Do you understand what you’ve done to us? To me?”


  Brody nodded. “The ministry will believe if they see Jeremiah Selendia, and if they see but refuse to believe, or if all else fails, you will escape with our children. They’ll be fully developed soon.”


  “And go where?”


  “Navita, Piscator, and Gaia are a few of the territories friendly to the BP.”


  “No,” Damy said.


  “Please, my love—”


  “I’ll take the twins to the North—”


  Ernoooooooooloooooooooo.


  The Deinotherium’s howl and his presence in the ZPF had a nervous edge. Brody looked to the horizon. A triplet of tenehounds mounted the hill, their fur stretched on their backs, their alloy tongues slipping over alloy teeth. The hounds moved elliptically; their tails swayed methodically. Antarctica rumbled into the wilderness.


  “Tenehounds?” Damy said. Gooseflesh formed on her arms, and she turned from Brody to the hounds and back. “Say it isn’t so.”


  Brody closed his eyes and connected to the ZPF. He exhaled calmly, raised his arms to his sides, and reached for the hounds.


  “They’re … alone, I think,” Brody said. He dropped his arms. “I don’t sense a connection to the DOC within them …”


  “I can’t influence them,” Damy said. “Can you?”


  “No—”


  “What’d we do?”


  “Run.”


  The hounds dug up the synthetic earth when Brody and Damy fled.


  “This way,” Damy said and ran toward the crystalline slides.


  She activated a holographic lever. A doorway opened, and they slid down, down, down, beyond the Paleogene Period and into the Cretaceous Period, where the slide ended. They dropped their hard hats and fur capes on the slide.


  “What now?” Brody said. “Where’s the elevator?”


  “Follow me.” She led him between fountain-shaped ferns and tall tree ferns surrounded by thick roots. “We can’t access the elevator from here,” Damy said, gasping. “That’s why we entered on the Neogene.”


  “Where’re you leading us?”


  “The other side.” Damy pushed prehistoric leaves out of her way. “The lower periods have skywalks, up here, they’re not finished yet.”


  Owoooo, owoooo, owoooooooooooo.


  Brody and Damy turned.


  The tenehounds slid down the same slides they’d used and burst into the jungle. The ferns ruffled where they ran.


  “Hurry!” Damy said.


  They high-stepped through the foliage and arrived at the period’s marine habitat.


  On the other side of the glass in a reef swam Scaphites the size of transhuman hands, with feelers and eyes that oozed open and closed at the edge of their shells.


  They dashed beyond the habitat and swerved, avoiding the pursuit of prehistoric animals, then entered a swamp ahead of the Tempyska trees.
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  “Here,” Damy said, “we can hide.”


  “We should go this way—” Brody said.


  “No, they trapped us.”


  The tenehounds used the landscape, as they were trained to do, and controlled the other animals on this level, as they were trained to do. As Brody scanned the Cretaceous earth, he realized he and Damy were, in fact, surrounded.


  “Climb!” Damy said.


  They grasped the ropy insides of a Tempskya tree and pulled themselves up. All around, in the jungle, the ferns swayed.


  Damy had told Brody no carnivores traversed the menagerie, but as he observed the prehistoric gathering organized by the tenehounds, he didn’t know if that were true. He saw giant walking birds with heads like dragons and long narrow claws; chicken-like creatures with short grasping claws, dirty-gray fur, and yellow eyes; a reptilian beast with rows of sharp, glinting teeth. These and more prehistoric animals rushed around the tenehounds, which still moved in their elliptical patterns. Were the tenehounds predators, sent to kill, or harassers, sent to frighten, or were they informants, sent to discover?


  Brody didn’t want to find out.


  He calculated an escape route.


  After what seemed an eternity, a fight began among the Alxasauruses. Brody sensed Damy’s consciousness in the ZPF, influencing the animals with her mind. That shook the tenehounds attention long enough for Brody and Damy to climb around the Tempskya tree and lunge to the next, twenty meters away. From there, they flew to one and the next until they slid down and darted through the ferns again.


  They arrived at the slides.


  Far away, the tenehounds plunged through the jungle, their glowing eyes wide, their alloy tongues dripping.


  Brody and Damy closed the slide’s door and slid to the Devonian Period, where the slides connected to glass skywalks. They sprinted across to the next set of slides, moving back in time and down, down and back in time, to the Triassic and to the Silurian, down, down, down to the Archean base, the beginning of the planet, the start of life on Earth—where the Lady Isabelle and a Courier of the Chancellor waited with two Janzers.


  The supreme director looked divine beneath the menagerie’s lights. Her chameleon cape fluttered in the wind. “My tenehounds never stray from the DOC.”


  Brody breathed so hard he thought he might pass out. Damy clutched his arm, and he held her.


  “A traitor moved to Silkscape City not long ago.” Isabelle’s voice was as sweet as honey. “You two haven’t seen him, have you?”


  Brody didn’t know what she was doing. Did she speak the truth? Or was this part of her game somehow?


  “No traitors traverse … these walls … my lady,” Damy said with a slight bow. Her breath was rapid and shallow, yet she sounded unshaken, for which Brody loved her all the more. “And we welcome your patrol of this territory … at this important time. May you bring good tidings from this city back to our Chancellor Masimovian, and news that the menagerie, and Project Silkscape, will prove true to his grand vision … for an unprecedented significant conversion is near.”


  Well done, Brody thought.


  “I’m sure it is, Miss Damosel.” The tenehounds twisted around the slide, trotted next to the courier, who’d made her way beside Damy and Brody to their right sides, and licked her fingers. “Precious, aren’t they?” Isabelle said.


  She whistled and the tenehounds scurried beside the Janzers and sat on their haunches. “You believe you’re clever, do you, Captain Barão?” Isabelle moved closer to Brody and Damy, orbiting them as if she were in her Harpoon class. “I’ve noted your thoughts, seen with your eyes, heard with your ears, and I tell you this now, I can find traitors anywhere.” They turned their heads to their left sides, where Isabelle kept walking. “I can find enemies of the chancellor—anywhere.”


  She stopped in front of them and folded her arms. “Soon your children will be part of my classes. Think on that before you disturb the chancellor and the commonwealth.”


  “My lady, I live to serve Beimeni, as we all do.” Brody thanked the gods he’d already given the Marstone z-disk to Nero with orders to get it to Jocelyn.


  “I allowed your release from the DOP, Captain Barão. Do you know how many Beimenians can say they’ve enjoyed a second chance from me? And what do you do to thank me?”


  Brody bowed his head and clasped Damy’s hand.


  “Does your eternal partner even know you trespassed in the Cerebral Core and stole data for the BP, or has she been too busy slutting about with her favorite researcher to notice?”


  Damy’s grip tightened in his. I love you, she sent.


  “How touching,” said Lady Isabelle. “Truly, I’ve never seen a more lovely pair of traitorous BP scum. I will not stand by while you infiltrate the DOC, Broden Barão. You’re a criminal, and when I charge you with treason, your time in the Beimeni zone will end. In the meantime, send my regards to Cornelius Selendia and your new friends. Tell them I’ll be seeing them all, very soon.”


  Later on, Brody couldn’t say what happened first or last. He connected to the ZPF with the intent to shield them, but before he could secure Damy, before he could protect her and his twins, the courier telekinetically latched Converse Collars around their necks, then stepped aside. The tenehounds moved in sync with the Janzers, weaving hypnotically, positioning for the strike. Damy screamed.


  The hounds lunged.


  Brody moved as swiftly as he once had in the Harpoons, smashing one hound into the other, snapping one of their necks. The Janzers moved in with their swords raised. Then Lady Isabelle raised her fist, emitting blinding white light.


  When his vision returned, Brody found himself paralyzed, by what, he didn’t know. Lady Isabelle was upon him, holding his forearm, injecting a needle into his strike team tattoo.


  It felt as if she were burning him, igniting a fire beneath his blood, melting his bone. He was sweating profusely. He wanted to scream and beg for his and Damy’s lives, for the lives of their children. But he took regular breaths instead, allowing his body to quiver as the pain coursed through. He would not give Isabelle Lutetia the pleasure of his sorrow.


  For my twins, he thought, I must survive this.


  There was a final blast of hot liquid pain. Then Lady Isabelle drew back. When the Janzers backed away with her, Brody exhaled, assuming the assault had ended. Damy embraced him.


  The surviving tenehound rose. It looked back at him, baring its teeth, growling.


  Isabelle smiled in a way that Brody would never forget, her head slightly tilted, her face a formula of perfection that belied her soul.


  The tenehound ripped at his uninjured arm, tearing out a piece of flesh and muscle. Brody reeled. The hound swallowed, then bit into his shoulder and whipped him around like small prey.


  His vision tunneled. He heard laughter, Lady Isabelle’s no doubt, and the Janzers chanting Serve Beimeni, live forever, and Damy, poor Damy, who cried out loudly enough to wake the cosmos. He reached for her, still at the edge of consciousness as Lady Isabelle slammed a Reassortment baton against her skull.


  Part IV:

  

  The Animus


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: Second Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 212 – 213

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Piscator City


   



  Piscator, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Piscatorian palm trees divided the city’s alloy buildings, cutouts that weaved and elevated, as if built into a cliff’s side upon the Earth’s surface. At the precipice stood Piscator Citadel, its sparkling convex spires and wintergreen glass lofted to the twilit sky. In a building not far from the citadel, through the walls and windows, a BP commando helped Connor clamp the boots at the base of his stolen Janzer synsuit. A cornucopia of weaponry lined the walls—shuriken, pulse guns, Reassortment batons, diamond daggers, and an array of synbio poisons. Murray, Aera, and Arty also bolted into Janzer synsuits. Pirro, draped in a fur cape, observed from the corner.


  “We’ll burrow down to the southwestern Phanean supply lines,” Aera said to Connor and Murray. To Arty, she said, “Meet us there with a transport,” and to Pirro, “Have our backup transport ready, old man.” Pirro smiled. Aera looked past him. “Where’s the striker?”


  A pop and snap noise from the far wall drew Connor’s attention. The entryway cleared.


  Everyone turned. Lord Nero Silvana stood silhouetted in moonlight, his mohawk trimmed, his eyes narrowed to slits. A fur cape concealed his synsuit. A Reassortment baton hung holstered at his left side, a diamond sword at his right.


  “You’re late,” Murray said.


  “Lady Isabelle sent the Janzers and tenehounds after Brody and Damy in Silkscape City,” Nero said. He took determined strides forward.


  “Were they captured?” Connor said, feeling a chill run through him at the thought of the tenehounds. He’d last seen them during his escape from Mantlestone Village. He hoped never to see them again. Then another thought bothered him. “Did she send them to Farino Prison?” The BP had at one time thought Lady Isabelle sent his father to this prison, a fortress from which no transhuman had ever escaped, though escape wasn’t as much Connor’s concern as it was the captain’s role in the raid. How could he participate if he’d been arrested? When Nero didn’t respond, Connor prodded, “Is he dead, Lord Nero?”


  “No.”


  “Permutation Crypt?” If so, Connor feared this may complicate the operation. Security would be higher with the Janzers guarding three prisoners rather than one. New intel suggested Zorian was now also held captive in the Crypt.


  “No.”


  “What happened?” Aera said.


  Nero seemed reluctant to speak.


  “Please, my lord,” Connor said, “you can tell us, you can trust us, what did the Lady Isabelle do to your captain and his eternal partner?”


  Nero let out a deep breath. “Vernon Lebrizzi, a researcher on Damy’s team, found them unconscious and covered in blood at the base of the Harsaille Menagerie. He called for medical attention. Minister Avalonia was more upset with the Lady Isabelle over the stained marble than the attack.” Nero looked and sounded disgusted. “They survived, and Avalonia ordered they be healed—”


  “That’s strange,” Aera said. “Isabelle is risking open war with the teams.”


  “As far as I’ve heard, the teams remain independent of the struggle—”


  “For now.” Aera lifted six shuriken and hooked them down the side of her leg.


  “What will Brody and Damy do?” Connor said. He holstered a pulse gun on his belt.


  “Their duty,” Nero said. “They’ll attend the Bicentennial in Phanes, providing us the cover we need, then flee when they can.”


  “Isabelle won’t like their attendance,” Murray put in. He tested the sharpness of a diamond dagger, then sheathed it to his hip.


  “She doesn’t have a choice and neither does Brody. The chancellor expects the People’s Captain to greet his people at their great celebration.” Nero unlatched the chain that held the cape draped around him. “Masimovian apologized to them personally and promised to discipline Isabelle.” Nero spat. “Small chance of that, but I won’t let her escape justice.” He moved closer to the BP, into the light. He leaned back and let his cape fall, revealing not a Janzer synsuit, but one typically worn by the strike team strikers. Though it was made of synthetic diamond, it looked like polished obsidian. The mark of the strike teams was painted on his chest and atop the dark helmet that dangled from a chain beneath his arm.


  “You can’t wear that, my boy,” Pirro said.


  “I can wear whatever I want.” Nero turned to Aera. “So, Brody didn’t imagine you after all.” He examined her as if to determine whether she was a hologram. “They said you died—”


  “Sorry to disappoint,” Aera said. She grinned. “I was a striker once, like you—”


  “You served Chancellor Masimovian,” Nero said. He’d clearly not worn this striker synsuit in a while, for he tested his movements, twisting side to side, pushing out his elbows, stretching to his toes.


  “So did you.”


  Nero put his hands at the base of his back and leaned. His back cracked. “I serve him still.”


  “Do you, now?”


  Nero narrowed his eyes. “The stories … they say you’re one with the ghosts in Nyx … they say—”


  “I only know the Western territory as Angeles. Now shut up and prepare for the raid.”


   



   



  Piscator Shore


  Piscator, Underground South


   



  Their transport arrived at the deserted Shore Station, patrolled by a single Janzer division. Everyone would be in Piscator Square in the territorial capital, or at home, preparing for and partying during the Bicentennial.


  This is it, Connor thought. We’re on our way, Father, and I’ll see you to safety. Dead or alive, you’re coming home.


  The transport entrance cleared, and Murray moved his hand to the opening. “Aera, if you would be so kind …”


  Pirro smiled.


  Aera flew out faster than Connor had ever seen her move, even during their training sessions. She tumbled to the center of the Janzer division, which spread apart like a school of fish. She rose and spun, and in movement unseen, the six shuriken she’d attached along her leg flew, as fast and opaque as hail, through the Janzers’ visors. They all collapsed around her.


  Her amethyst eyes flashed when she bowed.


  “Bravo, my girl!” Pirro said. He tapped his cane against the transport and repeated, “Bravo.”


  “She’s okay,” Nero said.


  “You haven’t seen anything,” Murray said.


  “Let’s clear them out,” Connor said.


  He and Arty lifted their weapons and piled the Janzers in an alleyway. Murray took out the cameras with blasts from his pulse gun. Pirro moved across the limestone methodically with his cane. Murray, Connor, Aera, and Nero, bound for Draco Village in Phanes, split from Pirro, who split from Arturo, each destined for the supply lines in his own transport.


   



   



  Draco Village


  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  Connor hopped out at an abandoned warehouse. The transport eased over the maglev track slowly, then rapidly took off to return to Beimeni City, as Murray programmed it to do. Even from here, Connor could glimpse the lights from Hammerton Hall.


  Closer to him, the walkway was falling apart, and next to it pieces of the maglev track were torn at points. Connor was surprised transports functioned in the village at all. He stood among dying saplings, broken concrete, construction vehicles, feral cats, and heaps of trash that danced in the sooty air. The warehouse stood half-built, half-open to the night, and the rest of the village’s structures were even less complete, the decay apparent in their flaked stones. Even the sky was in ill repair, lacking the stars so essential to the Beimeni illusion.


  At the warehouse door, a hole opened, filled by a wrinkled Draco-gray eye that appeared the size of a pecan when it blinked. The alloy doorway, manually operated, slid and screamed, revealing an elderly woman on the other side. The hum of a factory reached Connor’s ears. He smelled molten alloy, burned wood, and chemicals. BP workers strode about in biomats, constructing what, Connor did not know, for he wasn’t privy to this aspect of the operation. They established an assembly line to load up ten transports that hummed in wait. In the center of the warehouse lay an ebony tarp beside a wooden table.


  “Murray’s with me,” Aera said to Nero, “Connor with you.” Murray unrolled a massive scroll over the wooden table, schematics, an archaic rendition with lines, arrows, times, compass, and a list of weapons. “We’ll avoid Janzers at all stages.” Nero agreed and Aera added, “Your captain’s intel suggests an S-shape, X-shape, and pinwheel are the common iterations of Permutation Crypt, but we’re ready for anything.”


  The diagram featured a mapping of each with tunnels denoted by black cylinders drawn on the left and right sides. “We’ll locate ground zero and the center of mass during the descent.” She pointed to the letters C-O-M splayed above red dots at the middle of each formation. “Expect the core to be better fortified than the perimeter.”


  Nero nodded, but something about his shifting stance and snake-slit eyes made Connor uncomfortable. Was the striker wary of this plan? Was he truly on their side?


  “We’ll dig down directly from here—” Aera said.


  “Hold up,” Nero said. He threw his pack of gear next to the table. “This isn’t how I conduct missions, learn as we go, no prep, ad hoc—”


  “I’ve fully vetted this operation,” Aera said. “You’re new here—”


  “I’ve seen half the planets in the solar system and most of the Earth’s surface, orbited the sun at close proximity, and traveled to the center of an exoplanet on the other side of the galaxy.”


  Aera spoke in a language known only to the strike teams. “Maybe so, but you’ve never conducted operations against the Janzers. You don’t know how they operate. You have skill, sure as all strikers do, but you rely on your strategist in planning.” Then, in Beimenian, she said, “Trust in my judgment as I know you trust in Lady Verena’s, and we’ll win.”


  Nero put his fist beneath his chin, his eyes scanning the blueprints and plan designed by Aera.


  She has him, Connor thought.


  Nero turned to Aera. “Are you waiting for an invite?”


  Aera let herself smile, something Connor didn’t see often. “We’ll use the mineral crushers to penetrate to the supply shaft and descend to the southern tip of the Crypt.” She pushed her forefinger along the blueprint, from the Beimeni zone to the Middle zone. She tapped the parallelogram labeled PERMUTATION CRYPT. “We’ll use ground-penetrating radar to obtain real-time maps and determine the center of mass.”


  “What about the transformations?” Nero said.


  Aera tapped an alloy box attached to her hip. “We’ll use a low-frequency EMP to destroy the mechanism.”


  “What about our electronics? Won’t they be disabled too?”


  “It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s the best plan we have. Better to go in there with Janzer synsuits and with shuriken and our fists than to be drawn into a never-ending labyrinthine hell.”


  “Fair enough,” Nero said. He tested the edges of his shuriken.


  Aera snatched one from him and held it over her chest. “Fidelity and honor.”


  “Loyalty and protection.” Nero mirrored her with a shuriken of his own.


  She handed him the shuriken, and he attached it to his synsuit. “Now you’ll find out what it truly means to be a strike team striker,” she said. She lifted the tarp. Beneath it lay the Draco Village bedrock.


  The BP removed their biomats and outfitted themselves in military fatigues, then formed ranks near the transports. “What’ll happen to the people here?” Connor said.


  “Them?” Murray smirked as he splashed camouflage synisms over his face, “they’re about to blow up Phanes.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  The timer on Connor’s armlet beeped, indicating that the transport bombs had arrived along the travel and supply lines on the eastern side of the Phanes Beltway. He handed Nero, Aera, and Murray the rappelling equipment and their helmets, and put his on.


  His breath fogged the base of his visor. Sweat flowed down his cheeks in rivulets. He’d trained so long for this, but now the time had arrived. He’d no longer be tucked away in Blackeye Cavern or Hydra Hollow where life was simpler and somewhat safer. He even kept his neurochip installed, carrying a recaller to disrupt Marstone.


  Father, please hold on, I’m coming …


  Murray set the timers for the bombs in the warehouse.


  Nero raised his brow.


  “No trace to the BP on this,” Murray said.


  Connor brought over the mineral-crusher tanks attached to belted packs with tubes that snaked out to a pair of gloves. He helped Nero and Aera put on their equipment. They checked their power supplies; the holographic readouts above their armlets indicated full power. Connor telepathically requested his hologram shift to a live feed from Hammerton Hall and he counted, “Fifty-nine, fifty-eight, fifty-seven, fifty-six, fifty-five …”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  “Thirty-four, thirty-three, thirty-two, thirty-one …”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  “Sixteen, fifteen, fourteen, thirteen …”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  Now Aera held up five fingers, four, three, two, and closed her fist. “Execute!”


  Nero telepathically activated the crusher glove. Silver phosphorescent light tumbled over the village bedrock, and he disappeared with the earth.


  Murray activated the ground-penetrating radar.


  The crushers hollowed through the ground like termites burrowing through a tree. Nero’s dusty silhouette emerged and dissolved as he fell, farther, farther, farther.


  “Halt!” Murray said. Orange light flooded the pit. “First stage complete.”


  Connor, Aera, and Murray rappelled down the pit on their bellies, one arm on the rappel device near their belts to control their descent, their other arm and legs extended for balance.


  “Good, this looks good,” Aera said when they arrived, now vertical, holding the carbyne ropes.


  Murray adjusted the GPR, and a new rendition emerged. “Aera, you’re up.”


  She dropped to the ground. “How far?”


  “Preset to fifty meters,” Murray said.


  Two flashes, and the sound of air whistled up from the supply shaft. When the dust disappeared, Aera said, “All clear here.”


  “Let’s move!” Nero said.


  They dropped into a nook lined with alloy, wiring, and mold. Connor heard a transport approaching, though he saw no headlight.


  “Prepare for stage two,” Murray said.


  The transport eased and stopped near the nook. The entrance cleared, Arturo called to them, and they climbed on board.


  During the journey, Murray and Nero continuously reset their GPR devices. They rendered images of the earth beneath Phanes and searched for the hollowed portion of Permutation Crypt.


  “Arty,” Nero said, “slow it down, we’re close.”


  “You sure?” Murray said.


  Nero brushed his forefinger over Murray’s hologram. “You’re not using it right. You have to turn the red knob all the way to thirty,” Nero curled the knob, “and the one over here to twenty-five. Otherwise, the signal won’t be strong enough.”


  “Got it.”


  Arty halted the transport. He shouldered a burlap sack with new rappelling equipment. They exited the transport and attached the ropes to the piping that ran along the shaft.


  “You sure this’ll hold?” Nero said.


  “These pipes should be able to withstand an impact from a transport,” Aera said, “so we should be fine. You’re up, striker, and remember, the crushers can’t penetrate the Crypt, but the Crypt might be able to detect their usage. So take us close, but not too close. We’ll set the EMP near enough to disable the shifts and security.”


  Nero transmitted instructions to the glove, setting it to disable the crushers in ten seconds. The striker pointed the glove near his feet and held the rope. He disappeared with the light.


  “Halt!” Aera said.


  Orange light engulfed the new pit. Connor peered down.


  Nero hung belly-first, crusher glove outstretched, one hand out to the side for balance, his legs bent slightly at the knees. The rappel rope held him from the middle of his back.


  “All clear,” Nero said.


  “Time to set the breaching charges and the EMP,” Murray said. He flipped a casing on his belt, pulled out the tiny sphere, and activated its holographic interface.


  “Arty, best for you to head back up,” Aera said. She threw her thumb in the air with a closed fist. “You get any trouble, drop a flare,” she opened her fist, “and get the hell out of here.” She raised her brow. “Got it?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Arty pushed a lever on the rappel device attached to his belt and zoomed to the top of the pit.


  “I’ll set the charges,” Connor said.


  “I’ve got the EMP,” Aera said.


  Connor brushed at the granite ground with his boot. Though he couldn’t see the Crypt’s alloy roof, he felt vibrations in his feet and legs from the structure’s electromagnetic coils. He activated an explosive cylinder, set the timer to one minute, and placed it on the ground. He laid a dozen pulse grenades nearby.


  Aera set up the EMP.


  “Timer is set for one minute,” Connor said.


  “Copy,” the team replied.


  Connor and Aera lifted themselves to Murray and Nero’s position. Nero telepathically activated the timer on the explosive cylinder and EMP. A countdown was illuminated within their synsuit visors …


  
    … 00:00:59 … 00:00:58 … 00:00:57 … 00:00:56 …

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Stay close to me tonight,” Brody said.


  He locked his right elbow with Damy’s left. His arm and shoulder still didn’t feel right. “The body’s blueprint is contained in the ZPF,” the medical bot in Silkscape City had assured Brody, “and it is from the ZPF we will regenerate your limb.” The bot had applied electromagnetic currents to what remained of Brody’s arm, and after a few hours of tingling sensations, and to Brody’s astonishment, his limb did reform as directed from the hidden map inside the cosmos. Little good this connection did for his left forearm. Unless he sawed off this arm and regenerated it as well, he would forever carry the burned T delivered by synisms in the syringe Lady Isabelle had injected into him: the burn that destroyed his animated strike team mark.


  Beside him and Damy, transports arrived and left, left and arrived, one after another, and a cool breeze that gave Brody goose bumps flitted over the stairs. The aristocrats gathered at Hammerton Hall’s base, and it was standing room only on all the platforms.


  Brody had never seen so many Beimenians in such a small area. This explained why the chancellor had called in fifty thousand Janzers from the outer territories. Masimovian spared no expense protecting his people from the BP. It made Brody sick to think on it.


  Not far from where he and Damy now stood, Danforth Diamond interviewed Minister Genevieve Sineine of Boreas Territory. Danforth’s fur cape was fit for a king, and Genevieve’s hair, puffed high and swirled through synthetic gemstone-studded bands, fit for a queen. The hall’s blue-on-blue phosphorescent light glowed behind them. Before them, a sea of Beimenians awaited the show.


  Better the minister in Danforth’s claws than me, Brody thought. He didn’t want any attention tonight, not until he knew the BP operation had succeeded, and that Nero had obtained Jeremiah Selendia for the ministry’s proof.


  “When will it start?” Damy said.


  Brody drank in the sight of his eternal partner, the silk gown that hugged her muscular back, the way her hair twisted up around her head and fell in loose curls upon her right shoulder, the daisy above her ear, her face healed from Lady Isabelle’s bludgeoning.


  She tapped her right foot against the marble step, looking even more nervous than he was. When the attack came, she would flee the Bicentennial, retrieve the children, and disappear. She still resented Brody’s acting without consulting her but said she would see to the safety of Pasha and Oriana. They agreed it was too great a risk leaving them in Dunamis, vulnerable to the commonwealth’s agents.


  He squeezed her hand tighter. “It will come when it comes. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you or our children—”


  “How can you say that after the ambush in Lovereal?” Damy looked up, a combination of doubt and hope in her expression. “Neither of us is in the fighting shape we were in after our Harpoon Auctions.” She laughed bitterly. “Who knew I’d need all that swordplay Lady Parthenia insisted—”


  “Isabelle’s attack in Silkscape City caught both of us off guard. That’s why we must stay in public view while we’re here. She’d not dare harm us at tonight’s celebration. The chancellor would never allow it.”


  Damy didn’t have time to answer, for Lady Eulalie Variscan fluttered over the stairs. “Oh, look at you,” she said to Damy, “so exquisite. How all those stuffy scientists must envy you in Palaestra.” She grinned and swayed her voluptuous body. Her skin was taut and powdered perfectly, and her eyes changed colors as she moved.


  “Pleasure, Madam Developer,” Damy said, bowing.


  Lady Eulalie kissed her cheeks and slung her arms around Brody, holding him tightly. “Oh, oh, oh, my little boy’s all grown and handsome and a captain and a supreme scientist! How I’ve missed you!” She looked around. “Where’s my other boy, where’s Nero?”


  “Yes,” Damy said, her head tilted, “where is Nero?”


  “On his way.”


  Brody had not yet told Damy about Nero’s direct participation in the raid, having learned only this morning that his striker planned to join the BP’s assault on the Crypt. He’d wished Nero luck and promised to look after Verena, should the worst happen. For if the BP could steal a supreme scientist from the Research Superstructure, surely then they could also extract a comatose Verena from the RDD infirmary.


  “Oh, oh, oh, I heard about Verena,” Lady Eulalie said with pouty lips. “Poor thing, I do hope she’ll be all right.”


  “So do we,” Brody said.


  A keeper bot called to Lady Eulalie. The lady waved. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said. She smiled and mouthed, I’m coming! “Oh, it was a pleasure to see you, but now I must greet the ministers, I so hope you’ll stop by our house when things … slow down.”


  “We’d be honored to visit,” Damy said.


  The lady kissed Brody and Damy on both their cheeks, then blended with the crowd.


  Damy locked her arm into Brody’s again, and they scuttled up the stairs to the second platform, where Minister Noria Furongielle awaited with two guests and one of her white tigers. Damy’s sister-in-development wore a maroon gown, opaque below and transparent above. Dried black roses and wintergreen vines, recently cut and still redolent, twisted around her back and chest. Her arms were locked through the arms of two men, twins, developers by the looks of them, their suits embroidered with snakeskin designs.


  The white tiger growled at Damy.


  “She can sense a slut when she sees one,” Noria said.


  “Are you sure,” Damy said, “or is it that she smells walking trash?”


  The tiger bared its sharp teeth.


  Damy drew back. Brody sensed her fear in the ZPF, though it had little to do with Noria or her tiger; she was reliving the attack in Silkscape City. He moved to comfort her.


  Noria cut in front of him, putting her hand around his neck. She looked like she might kiss him, and he wasn’t sure what he could do, here, at the Bicentennial, for Noria was a minister. He glanced at Damy, who looked angry and petrified, her bronze skin graying.


  “Congratulations on your heirs,” Noria said. “I do hope the Summersets make them as beautiful as the Variscans made you, and should the Harpoons go awry, know that I won’t let them leave the auction without a bid.”


  Damy found her voice. “We don’t need your help.”


  The white tiger lunged for Damy, who held back a scream.


  Noria raised her hand, and the tiger calmed and purred. It rubbed its head against Noria’s leg, leaving white hair upon her gown. Noria wiped the hairs away and gave Brody an energetic, wet kiss. She released him and turned … into the slap of Damy’s palm.


  Noria put her hand to her raw cheek, unable to hide the look of shock from her face. “Bitch.” She turned away from Damy and strutted toward the third platform, the twins on either arm, her white tiger in her wake, tail swaying.


  Damy breathed deeply, looking ill.


  “Are you all right?” Brody said. “Please, speak to me.” He cupped her face with his hands.


  “I’m okay … it’s just that after that other night …” She sighed and rubbed her thumb over his lips. “You have lipstick,” she said, then chuckled. “I’ve made it worse.”


  Brody licked his handkerchief and cleaned her fingers and his lips.


  Damy waved to Verne and Gwen. Verne was dressed in traditional Navitan attire, a green and yellow button-down shirt with golden suspenders, green bow tie, corduroy pants, and a long cashmere coat. Gwen wore a traditional Palaestran gown, interlaced with pink floral designs that shifted back and forth depending on how she moved. Her magenta heels matched a boa around her neck that fluttered near her ankles.


  “I love your dress,” Damy said.


  Gwen curtsied and smiled and hugged her.


  Verne bowed slightly to Brody and extended his hand. “Pleasure, Captain.”


  “Pleasure,” Brody said, not unkindly, though he wished he’d seen neither Verne nor Gwen tonight, his last night with Damy for gods knew how long.


  When Gwen and Damy finished talking about their hair and makeup and designers and Project Silkscape, Damy hugged Verne, and Gwen kissed Brody’s cheek tenderly. “You look stately tonight, Captain Barão.”


  “As do you,” Brody said. He kissed her right hand. “I’ve heard you have a nasty right hook.” In truth, he heard she had punched Antosha so hard he flew ten meters through the air and rolled so awkwardly down marble steps in the Champion’s Suite that many neophytes thought she’d killed him. He’d not seen her since the incident.


  Gwen batted her eyelashes, then pressed her lips to Brody’s ear. “I’m loyal to you, my captain.” She faced him. “Together we’re going to find a cure for the Reassortment Strain.”


  Brody grinned. “We should move on to the third platform.”


  Gwen nodded and stepped forward as if Brody’s words were an invitation to join them. “What about Nero?” she said.


  “Yes,” Damy echoed, “what about Nero?”


  “He’ll meet us up there.”


  The four of them proceeded up the steps together. On the third platform, near the trellis, the crowd gazed to the sky in unison. The firework launchers at the hall’s base burst, and the city skyline flashed. In the night sky, bright blue and green letters formed:


   



  
    CONGRATULATIONS BEIMENI ON TWO HUNDRED YEARS OF PEACE AND PROSPERITY

  


   



  The crowd clapped and roared. Large particles of some kind fell from the sky. When the phosphorescent lighting shone on them, Brody saw they were passionflowers, spinning, reflecting gold.


  Damy caught one in her hand and blew it from her palm in a kiss.


  Brody couldn’t tell if it was meant for him or Verne.


  “Attention. Attention. This is the evening’s first call to decorum.” Lady Isabelle’s voice boomed from the speakers.


  White light beneath the trellis dimmed, and the babble trailed to whispers and silence. Lady Isabelle floated across the golden marble stage beneath a spotlight. Her beauty struck Brody, oddly, even as the bile rose in his throat. Temporary animated tattoos that looked like neurons adorned her porcelain skin on her chest and neck. Skin tone and coloring designed—Brody realized for the first time—to feign solidarity with the lesser territories, ever an afterthought for her eternal partner, and fertile recruiting grounds for the BP.


  Isabelle arrived at the glass podium center stage. Her lavender hair splayed over a golden band, visible above her forehead, sparkling under the trellis lights. “Welcome, Beimeni,” the lady began, “to the opening festivities of your two-hundredth-year celebration of an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity.” She extended her arms. She seemed happier than Brody remembered in recent years, a color in her face similar to the day she’d attacked him and Damy. He felt a coldness in his stomach and swallowed. “I present to you … Supreme Chancellor Atticus Masimovian, he who will always serve.”


  Likenesses of Chancellor Masimovian repeated over the fifty Granville panels beneath the trellis. Lady Isabelle awaited an end to the applause. “And now, Great Commonwealth, to begin the first act in our celebration, I give to you the unforgettable, the spectacular, the luscious, Miss Veronicella!”


  “I loved her in the Cornucopia of the Underworld!” a man shouted. “Bravo!” another man screamed. “I haven’t seen her perform since A Gale in Winter in 237, what a year!” More praise followed. A woman almost fainted next to Brody.


  Veronicella took the stage, and her voice flooded the hall with serenity and peace.


  May the gods be with my striker and his comrades this evening, Brody thought, and may they prove my decision wise.


  After Veronicella, the duet of Gannon and Severina concluded with a standing ovation and more chants of “Bravo!” All Brody pondered was Damy, the twins, and Nero, who would risk his life tonight for a man they had so cleverly and clandestinely deposed.


  How times changed.


  How I’ve changed.


  Lady Isabelle reappeared. “I hope everyone savored the opening act of the Bicentennial. We’ll be pausing for an intermission while the chairs are cleared. Feel free to enjoy the pyrotechnic display outside and the refreshments at the south end of the third platform. I’ll call for decorum prior to remarks from our keynote speaker.”


  Brody held Damy’s hand, and they made their way to the balustrades at the third platform’s east side, facing the city’s southeast districts and the Cherry Hills beyond. Verne and Gwen laughed near a golden bot that held a tray covered with hors d’oeuvres. They took a shot of a strong synism-infused alcohol, which looked bright orange in the clear glasses. They sucked lime slices, then Verne fed her a blueberry tart.


  “They’re getting along well enough,” Brody said.


  Damy didn’t respond, but he noted the twist to her face.


  She doesn’t like to see him with another woman—


  “Hey, Captain!” he heard, the speaker a scientist on his team named Jeanerette. She waved and pointed to the bar. Brody waved his hand, No thanks. He leaned against the balustrade. Damy spoke, but he didn’t hear her.


  “Where’s Nero?” she repeated.


  He pinched his nose and rubbed his eyes. Another Reassortment scientist and her eternal partner greeted them, saving Brody momentarily, until Damy grabbed his cashmere coat sleeve and marched him down to the second-platform balustrades, separated from the Janzers and the aristocrats and the Bicentennial celebration.


  She turned him to face her. “Where’s Nero?”


  “On his way to retrieve Jeremiah Selendia.”


  “This is madness! Gods, you’ve done it again!”


  “I only found out this morning.”


  Though her face twisted with fury, she was choking back tears. Brody didn’t know what to say, so he stayed quiet.


  “Nero, fighting with the BP,” she whispered. “Oh Brody, please, let’s not wait to see how this turns out. We could leave right now, together. Save our children—”


  He looked into her eyes. “I want to make the world better for you and the twins. I have an opportunity to do that.”


  She turned away from him. “All I want is Oriana and Pasha in my arms in the North. I don’t care about the BP or Jeremiah Selendia.” She faced Brody. Whether it was hate in her expression, or determination, he couldn’t tell. “Have you forgotten what it was like to work with him?” Brody hesitated, and Damy added, “You told me more times than I can count that he was just like his brother-in-development. You’re trading one tyrant for another.”


  “No, no, I can’t believe that.” Brody reached for her, but she stepped away from his grasp. “I could be next. You could be next, Damy. The ministry must know—”


  “The ministry won’t believe you. And even if they do, Chancellor Masimovian will—”


  “But I have to try. Don’t you see?”


  “Oh, I see … yes, I finally do.”


  Splashes of light from the pyrotechnic display accentuated the illusory waterfall effect from the blue-on-blue light on the side of Hammerton Hall. The aristocrats cheered. Brody and Damy looked up toward the third platform.


  “Attention, attention,” Lady Isabelle’s voice boomed, “this is the evening’s second call to decorum.”


  “Come,” Damy said.


  Atticus Masimovian stepped up to the glass podium, his garb covering him so thickly it was hard to believe the chancellor stood beneath it all.


  The applause and screams and stomps sounded as if an army marched through the hall.


  Gwen and Verne returned, chatting and laughing.


  “Please,” Brody said in Damy’s ear, “stay close!”


  Damy didn’t respond. He’d never seen her look so distant.


  Masimovian smiled and turned to and fro as two panels emerged upon the stage on either side of him. “I love speaking to Beimenians,” he said, “especially when I have good news!”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  Masimovian raised and lowered his arms, and the crowd quieted. “It was two hundred years ago when I stood on the man-made ground of Livelle city-state. Two hundred years ago when I assured the newly created commonwealth that humanity would live on, would fight on, would prosper, would one day return to the surface.


  “Now as we all gather under the lights of the great halls and squares, expanded further and longer than anyone then imagined, it is altogether fitting and proper that I reassure the people my resolve stands by yours.


  “We shall move forward!


  “We shall achieve conversion!


  “We shall return to the surface of the Earth!”


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  He grinned and blew Beimeni-sized kisses. His lips moved to say I love you, and he waved in all directions. The lights reflected off his teeth.


   



  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   



  To the sounds of trumpets, the Granville panels displayed key moments in the commonwealth’s history—the construction of Livelle City at a depth of two thousand five hundred meters deep, the first expansion from Livelle City, the first iteration of the Fountain of Youth, the first man and woman to live to age one hundred, the first man and woman to live to age one hundred fifty, to age two hundred, a picture of Masimovian with his current age of 233 years was illuminated in gold, the first manned mission to Mars, the first manned mission to Venus, the first manned Mission to Vigna, Dr. Kole Shrader’s stasis tank, the construction and completion of Hammerton Hall.


  Red rose petals drizzled over the crowd, and Chancellor Masimovian embraced Lady Isabelle, her hair swinging around her with her gown. She grinned and let the petals drip onto her palms.


  “It’s with great honor,” Masimovian said, “that I announce a commencement of the celebratory session!”


  The orgy, Brody thought. This was his and Damy’s opportunity to leave, unnoticed. He would await word from the operation with Minister Kaspasparon in Portage Citadel, and Damy would secure the twins. If the ministry disbelieved him, she would remain hidden with them forever. He dared not think what might happen to him.


  When Brody moved through the crowd, he was blocked, for thousands of golden bots streamed across the third platform, carrying trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne glasses.


  Explosions blared in the Granville night, timed with the pyrotechnic display. The hall rumbled.


  The crowd assumed the tremors through Hammerton Hall were part of the show and cheered, but most of the Janzers on the third platform raced down the marble stairs.


  ZPF Impulse Particles


  Beimeni and Middle Zones


   



  2,500 and 2,750 meters deep


  Particle 1: Cornelius Selendia


  When the explosions filled the pit, Connor thought he saw Hans, his brother’s face and body formed within the light, outlined in smoke, his lips moving. Don’t be afraid. That’s what Hans had told him prior to their departure from Piscator. And later on, when Connor had asked if he’d see him again, he’d replied, “I hope so.”


  Hans might not approve of his participation in the raid, but surely he’d approve of the outcome. Father, Connor thought, we’re here, we’re here … I’m coming—


  “Down!” Aera said.


  Connor adjusted the lever on his rappel device, as did Aera, Murray, and Nero, and they broke through the smoke.


  Kneeling upon the hard alloy ground of Permutation Crypt, Connor activated his night vision.


  They darted through the parallelogram-shaped room, into a tunnel, and on to the next room.


  “I have movement,” Aera said.


  She unsheathed her sword, and Nero lifted a shuriken.


  “No,” she said, “it’s nothing, just a blown vent.”


  They scurried into the next tunnel, Aera and Murray on point. Nero and Connor trailed them.


  Connor breathed deeply as Aera had taught him, to keep his nerves, and emotions, under control.


  The team pressed onward, into a new tunnel, but when they did, a thick, transparent plastic barrier emerged. Aera and Murray were beyond it. Murray turned and pressed against it with his palms.


  The corners of the tunnel, the entryway, and the rooms filled with fluid and electric-blue phosphorescent light. Aera’s and Murray’s faces brightened in the void.


  Murray’s eyes were wide. He pointed to the ceiling and mouthed, Shift!


  “Brace yourself!” Nero said.


  The EMP should have fried the electromagnetic coils, Connor thought, just as a low hum and a rumble shook the tunnel.


  “Get down, now—”


  The tunnel’s walls, floor, and ceiling moved with such speed and force that Connor felt weightless. He and Nero levitated and twisted as the alloy-containing objects on their bodies and inside their belts forced them up.


  Along the corners, a blackened coil twisted through transparent tubes.


  A plate unlatched from behind Connor’s knee and calf when he crashed into the ceiling.


  “It’s been magnetized,” Nero said, stammering, his voice broken by the vibrations. The tubes that attached to the mineral crusher tank dislodged and swung around Nero. His shuriken loosened.


  Alloy stools and rods and fragments became pasted to the ceiling all around him and Connor.


  Beams from the wall dislodged. Connor saw them coming but couldn’t move. They shot across his synsuit. He wailed and his visor fogged.


  The shift ended.


  Connor and Nero and the weaponry and equipment fell with a thud and a ping, ping, ping of objects hitting the floor.


  There was silence but for Nero’s and Connor’s heavy breaths and groans.


  Connor grabbed his leg and experienced agony unlike any he’d ever known. I can’t move, he thought. I can’t move!


  “We’ve been thrown gods know where,” Nero said.


  Connor rolled. Where he’d assumed it was the parallelogram-shaped rooms that moved through Permutation Crypt, instead the walls, floors, and ceilings all moved in sync and separately. This was utterly unexpected, and unfortunate, for he didn’t see Aera or Murray. This newly constructed room was deeper and wider than the previous one.


  “There’re Protector Prototypes,” Connor said.


  A line of Protectors fit into the wall with their dark orbs tipped by diamond spikes at the ready. Hoses and wires attached to their helmets, chest plates, arms, and legs. An alloy chassis shielded their bodies. They were much taller and wider than the Janzers.


  “Stay down,” Nero said. “Stay still.”


  Connor laughed at the admonition, then wept reflexively, for his leg burned as if covered with lye.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Nero said.


  “I think my leg’s broken,” Connor said. He groaned and slid along the ground, reaching for his vials of uficilin and finding they’d shattered during the shift.


  Pairs and pairs of deep red eyes now glowed on the other side of the darkened room.


  Janzer eyes.


  Two pulse blasts flew above Connor.


  A Janzer division charged.


  Nero flipped over one of the Janzers, lifted its shuriken, broke off its visor, then sliced through its chin and skull.


  Connor felt as useless as a pup, his pulse gun deactivated by the EMP, his movements limited by his shattered leg. He rose, driven by adrenaline and will, determined to attack, though what, he could not see.


  Nero yelled, “Connor, down!”


  He dropped.


  The striker flung a shuriken through the visor of a Janzer about to thrust his sword into Connor’s helmet.


  He saved my life, Connor thought. He winced from the pain in his leg. After all this effort, I’m not going to be the cause of the operation’s failure! I won’t leave without my father!


  Nero swung his sword nearly as fast as Aera. Sparks burst in the Crypt like a galaxy in the pale hue of Connor’s night vision as Nero dismantled the Janzers, focusing on their visors or twisting their necks. Connor was surprised to observe Nero moving as effectively and efficiently as the enemy.


  “Come on, big fella,” Nero said after he finished the last one, “on your feet.”


  Connor moaned.


  The striker plucked a vial of uficilin from his pack and attached it to a syringe.


  “Hold out your arm—”


  Nero turned.


  An electric-appearing pulse swam through the corner of the room, like a tropical fish lighting and dimming in the Gulf of Yeuron.


  Nero injected the uficilin into Connor’s receiver on his arm. The relief was immediate, as if his leg were sewing itself back together, cell by cell. He grabbed the plating that had dislodged from his synsuit. Nero helped him reattach it behind his knee and calf.


  The alloy chassis glowed dark blue and lifted with the sound of cracking alloy.


  Connor unsheathed his sword as he limped and healed.


  “Not a wise move,” Nero said. Connor glanced at him. “We cannot hope to engage the Protectors and succeed …”


  The spiked orbs glided out of their cages, hovering.


  “… but they are slow to activation.” Nero lifted a handful of pulse grenades—apparently still functional—from the dead Janzers. He activated them and telekinetically sent them toward the Protectors.


  He and Connor slipped through the exit—


  The tunnel burst with fire. The explosion reached all around them, flying, engulfing, but not harming them, for Nero made sure he ran behind Connor, shielding his damaged synsuit from the inferno.


  Electric currents in the tunnel’s corners ignited as the Crypt transformed. This time, Connor and Nero lacked the alloy that stuck them to the ceiling, though the movement’s momentum sent them into the abyss.


  Particle 2: Broden Barão


  Brody turned to the clouds of fire and dust that settled far from the hall to the east, near the Phanes Beltway.


  The raid had begun.


  The Beimeni City Orchestra rose from a pit below the third platform, shining with hues of green, gold, and dark red. The tune they played was familiar to Beimenians, the sounds of woodwinds, brass, percussion, and strings mixed with electronic timbres, followed by chants from the crowd of “Serve Beimeni! Live forever!”


  Time to leave, Brody thought.


  Damy said something, but he could only hear the orchestra. We must leave, she sent through Marstone, as if she knew his thoughts.


  They weaved through the crowd, away from the dancers, away from the spray of champagne, the heat, and the orgy. Brody had just spied the fountains near the marble stairwell when Verne emerged. He approached them.


  Something about him seemed … different. He peered into Brody’s eyes and smiled as he whispered into Damy’s ear. Brody tried to pull her away from him, but the crowd pushed against him. A hand wrapped around his biceps, slender, with a strong grip.


  Gwen wrested him from Damy and Verne.


  She drew him close. Her tender fingers crawled over his arms and down his back as her eyes caressed and undressed him. She thrust him into the scrambled center, full of dancers and lovers.


  Like an organism, the orgy engulfed him.


  He escaped Gwen’s sensual touch, but she spun around him and tugged him back in. Amid the falling rose petals and spiraling, colorful blends of silk and cotton and cashmere clothing coming undone, Brody lost his view of Damy.


  “Please, Captain,” Gwen said, pressing herself to Brody’s chest, her voice seductive and insincere, so unlike the voice he knew, “if you don’t hold on to me now, Antosha will take me away from you, take me away from Reassortment.”


  In fact, Gwen sounded drunk. Brody held her arms and pushed her away. “Gwendolyn, this isn’t you, this isn’t—”


  She squeezed a jasmine flower that hung from her ear, and something, a powder of some kind, puffed into Brody’s face.


  He choked.


  He felt a rush throughout his body, followed by a sense of peace, as if he were being dipped into a Loverealan spa. He forgot what he’d been saying.


  Gwen teased with her magenta boa and spun, her dress lifting and falling, falling and lifting, slowly and quickly, all at once in Brody’s altered vision.


  She spun and spun and spun into his welcoming grip.


  “What do you see now, Captain?” she said.


  “I … don’t know.” His voice wobbled with his legs, his beret fell, and his hair trailed around his sweaty face.


  Gwen ripped him out of his dark jacket, revealing his sky-blue vest and silk shirt beneath, unbuttoned at the top. Brody perspired so much now that the hair on his chest clung to his shirt, and he lost his thoughts, lulled by her voice, her radiant lips, her flowing hair, her bronze skin and taut body, hopelessly and helplessly intoxicated with desire and lust.


  She waved her arms and hands in front of Brody’s face, and when his view of her cleared, her hair turned dark blue, her eyes turned red-pink, and her cheeks and bones and body looked just like Damy’s.


  He kissed her chest, and she pressed against his forehead with her wrist; he kissed her arm and her shoulder and neck and smelled Damy’s lily scent, nibbled on her ear and tasted her jasmine lips. She caressed his shoulders and squeezed him and moved her boa around the back of his neck, feathery and tantalizing; she held him, kissed him, and, as suddenly as she’d seduced him, released him, grinned, and swung away. Her face shifted back to Gwen’s, with her magenta boa, and she melted into the crowd.


  Brody turned, free of Gwen’s gravity.


  He blinked.


  Where am I? he thought. Recollection returned. Where’s Damy?


  He searched, but Gwen had led him to the other side of the third platform.


  Everywhere, couples frolicked, fingers tapped, wigs lifted, clothes were sprung open and undone, oily breasts and pectorals were bared.


  Damy, where are you?


  He tried to reach her through Marstone, again and again and again. Then he tried to call out to her through the ZPF, without Marstone’s interference.


  No response.


  He swam through the arms and scarves and boas and gowns and naked bodies and slung his mind out among the masses.


  Damy! Damy! Damy! Damy! Damy!


  He ducked under arms, twisted between dancers, moved between champagne glasses, and avoided waiter bots balancing trays. Golden rose petals obscured his view, and champagne splashed out of bottles.


  “Damy, where are you?” he screamed.


  He dodged the limbs and noise and spray, desperate and deranged, saliva dripping from his mouth.


  “Damy!”


  He bellowed her name, like a lion searching for his lost cub.


  “Damy!”


  He pushed a man out of his way.


  “Damy!”


  A woman’s arm slammed into Brody’s back, and he fell forward.


  “Damy!”


  A man bumped into him, shoved him, sneered at him. Brody scurried through a lane. The buttons to his vest came undone.


  “SOMEONE HELP ME FIND HER!”


  His vision blurred. Was he ill? No, it was the sweat that poured down his face. He wiped his eyes. He blinked and groped as if in the dark, and now the couples who rotated around him, who drank and lip-synced and dipped and copulated, looked on him as if he were an alien, as if he didn’t belong.


  And Brody understood that he didn’t any longer.


  Particle 3: Damosel Rhea


  Verne enveloped Damy, like a wet leaf over a twig, and she moved here and there, bounced off Beimenians, unable to escape. Let me go! Let me go! His touch wasn’t as gentle as the Verne she knew, his look not as peaceful, his scent not as desirable. Even his bow tie wasn’t the right size or color. As quick as Damy escaped his grasp, Verne folded her back, he like the Earth, she the moon.


  Damy slapped him, angrily and unapologetically, but Verne didn’t react.


  Oh Verne … what’s come over you? Is it this orgy?


  He threw her from his grip, never letting go of her hand, and swung her back into his arms. When she looked up, she didn’t see Verne.


  She saw Antosha.


  Antosha held her, his liquid-silver eye mismatched with his snowflake-obsidian eye, his long salt-and-pepper hair waving over his ears. He wore a shirt lined many shades of gray beneath a long white coat, with two red roses in his vest pocket.


  Damy spit at him. “Don’t touch me!” She screamed, though her voice was barely a whisper in the binge. “Don’t ever touch me.”


  Antosha laughed. He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket beneath his roses and rubbed it near her nose.


  It felt moist and numbed her face with the smell of eucalyptus.


  “No!”


  She lunged for him.


  “You stay away from us!”


  He dodged her and stuffed the cloth back into his pocket. He spun to Gwen, who danced solo amid the crowd, her magenta boa a streamer around her.


  What has he done? Damy thought. She inhaled and gagged on the eucalyptus vapors that escaped her cheek. She darted to the balustrade outside the third platform, then to the fountains near a chiseled marble bust of Chancellor Masimovian. A raven landed and cooed, Love, love, love. Damy ignored the bird and splashed her face with the cool water from the fountain.


  Marstone pinged her.


  Damy?


  Brody?


  Yes, my love.


  Where are you!?


  I’m beneath the Chalice Archway on the roof.


  What?


  In the Dream Forest.


  Why?


  Come up here—


  Let’s just GO.


  Come up to the Chalice.


  No, Brody, let’s leave!


  Marstone interfered to let her know that Brody was disconnected.


  She tried to reconnect but couldn’t.


  She threw more water on her face, dismayed the stench wouldn’t ease, annoyed Brody had gone up to the Dream Forest when all she wanted to do was get out of here. Whatever ill-advised plan he’d concocted with Nero would go along now, her wishes be damned, and no one should suspect him. His alibi was laid clear. Nero’s less so, but his absence would be considered understandable with Verena’s coma. He would take his chances with the ministry, and she would disappear with the children in the North.


  Oh Brody, why in this good commonwealth would you go to the roof?


  Damy weaved through the orgy to the elevator. A pop sounded nearby and champagne flowed over her and the crowd’s pitch rose to a frenzy.


  At least she couldn’t smell the eucalyptus anymore.


  She protected her eyes from the shower, found the elevator, and entered alone. She slammed the button labeled DREAM FOREST.


  Particle 4: Cornelius Selendia


  When the shift in the Crypt ended, Connor rose, sore but mostly healed. He felt a tug on his elbow and started. “Follow me,” Nero said.


  Without GPR, Connor and Nero wandered the dark tunnels.


  They traversed many kilometers of granite and alloy, this Connor knew for sure.


  The unevenness of the tremors beneath suggested the Crypt might’ve been attempting to shift, but couldn’t. Perhaps it was the first sign the Polemon operation was turning in their favor.


  In Connor’s training with Aera and Murray, he’d experienced this scenario often: lost in the endless labyrinth, blind but for the green hue of his synsuit’s night vision.


  They reached a fork.


  “Which way do you think?” Nero said.


  “We go left.”


  Nero slapped Connor’s helmet. They took the left corridor.


  They moved in a box pattern as the passageways angled up or down, moving left, left, and left through tunnels now barely wide and tall enough for one transhuman to proceed. The air smelled of burnt leaves, heated as if by the sun.


  An incalculable length of time passed. Connor saw movements in the distant void that he presumed were Janzers, but when he arrived all he found was more granite and another fork.


  Finally, the tunnel widened.


  Nero unsheathed his shuriken, and they entered the new parallelogram-shaped room, pervasive with the scent of burning minerals. Transparent silos filled with curdling synisms intermingled with workstations throughout the room. Nero activated one of the workstations, and a hologram formed above it.


  Connor flitted from side to side, a sword in one hand, a dagger in the other. There was nothing to hear except for the spher, spher, spher of the synisms that fermented within the silos. Nero brought up FACILITY DIAGRAM, and the hologram formed the Crypt’s map with its interlacing tunnels and rooms, much more complex than even Brody’s intel had suggested.


  But the center of mass was unmistakable—a group of parallelogram-shaped rooms situated in a row, larger than the rest.


  “Can you transfer the data to your neurochip?” Connor said.


  “I can, but another shift will render this information obsolete.”


  “The center of mass won’t change,” Connor insisted.


  “But the way to reach it will.”


  That was true enough, yet they must proceed. Connor wouldn’t leave the maze without his father. “Without the layout, we don’t stand a chance,” he said. “Sooner or later, Janzer reinforcements will arrive from Phanes. Download the data and let’s move.”


  Nero tilted his head and raised his brow. “Fair enough.” He moved his eyes rapidly, extending his consciousness. “I have the way.”


  They exited into more claustrophobic tunnels, more darkness, more dead ends. Connor felt a growing sense of desperation. Even if they did locate Father, how would they find their way to the pit and escape?


  Before too long, the tunnels widened, and as the air loosened and cooled, Nero said, “We’re not far from the COM.” He leaned forward, listening.


  “Hold it,” he said. His striker ears had picked up something, it seemed, too faint for Connor’s underdeveloped ears. “Stay close to the wall.”


  Connor did as Nero said, his sword in both his hands laid against his body, sweat pouring down his face, condensing against his visor.


  He heard something now: the sound of diamond upon alloy, then something like rubber upon alloy, and pulse blasts.


  From the near tunnel, a bulging arm covered with diamond reached out and struck Nero’s face. He slammed onto his back, stunned.


  Connor attacked with the moves Aera had taught him, inscribed in his muscle memory now. The Janzer stepped forward and drew his sword in an arcing motion. The sword seemed as one with his arm, he moved so fast. Connor blocked, left and right, twisting and turning, until the Janzer herded Connor into the wall, then rolled him off his feet with his blade.


  Nero and Connor lay on the ground side by side, disarmed. The Janzer sheathed his sword and drew two pulse guns. He aimed at their faces. “Traitors—”


  A blade rapped the side of the Janzer’s helmet, loosening it. It swung across again, and the Janzer’s head landed next to Connor with a thud.


  “Stay down!”


  Aera spun away from a pulse blast, then slung two shuriken through the narrow tunnel and through the visors of approaching Janzers.


  “Where the hell have you two been?” she said.


  “Smoking leaves,” Nero said, “interested?”


  “What are you, a comedian now?”


  Nero shrugged.


  “Don’t quit your day job.”


  They raced down the tunnels, up a ladder, along an alloy platform, and up another ladder. Aera crashed through a door. The holding cell spread out before them, a single, rusted tub in the center beneath a single bulb of light, hanging from a chain. Darkness beyond.


  Connor gasped.


  Father hung over Murray like a wet rag, as thin as paper. Not harmed, just malnourished.


  Jeremiah opened and closed his eyes, struggling, as if he were lifting and lowering the cosmos. “My son …” He reached, trembling. “You’re … alive …” He coughed.


  But when Connor touched his father’s hand, his bony fingers, and the rest of his bony body, disappeared!


  Murray looked at his empty arms as if he’d been robbed.


  The holding cell’s door slammed shut. The light bulb swung into the ceiling, shattering.


  “It’s a trap!” Nero said.


  Connor shifted his visor to night vision.


  Shadows moved in the corner of the massive cell.


  Janzers.


  They turned their swords over their heads, perpendicular to their bodies, as they moved into elliptical attack formations.


  “Break them!” Aera shouted. She backflipped over the eastern front, then downed a division as easily.


  Nero and Murray engaged Janzer after Janzer.


  “Get out of here, kid,” Murray said, “save yourself!”


  Not this time, Connor thought. He’d left Murray in House Tremadoci during a Janzer strike. This time I’m fighting. Pulse blasts turned the green-hued room into a storm of flashes.


  The Janzers streamed in an endless wave, rotating and spinning, never breaking formation no matter how many fell.


  Connor took two out with his sword and another by twisting its neck the way Aera had taught him. They’re adjusting, he thought. They discovered the attacker’s weaknesses, avoided the strengths.


  The team’s greatest weakness, evidently, was its synsuits.


  The plate over Nero’s thigh sprang loose first, and as fast as the armor flew, a Janzer rotated a sword into his flesh. Another Janzer kicked Nero across the cell.


  They engulfed Aera, whom Connor could no longer see.


  Murray crouched beside the tub, taking fire. An onslaught of pulse blasts aimed at his shoulder finally dislodged the armor there.


  The Janzers targeted the weak plate behind Connor’s leg, which popped free. They closed in, and before Connor could react, a Janzer’s boot spun into the back of his leg, crushing his newly healed bone.


  He dropped to his knees, grimacing and hissing, and another Janzer roundhouse kicked him in his head and sent him flying backward.


  Aera broke free and flung a flash grenade in the air. When it ignited, it filled the cell with silver phosphorescent light and revealed swords frozen midswing, pulse blasts frozen midsalvo, shuriken frozen midthrust.


  The Janzers swatted at Connor, over and over and over, rotating, providing fresh legs and arms and swords for him to fend off.


  He killed as many as he could, until he couldn’t see or move any longer.


  A Janzer jump-kicked him, and he spun in midair, crashing into the ground, where he rolled, avoiding sword thrusts, dodging pulse blasts, no longer feeling his broken leg.


  I will not let them keep my father! Connor found his feet beneath him and worked back-to-back with Murray, the way they’d trained.


  Nero swung and spun through the Janzers on his good leg, pushing toward Connor and Murray, but there were too many.


  A Janzer broke Connor and Murray’s formation, and another ripped the armor from Murray’s forearm, while another swept his legs.


  Murray clawed along the ground, reaching for his sword, until a Janzer’s sword tore through the exposed flesh and bone above his wrist.


  He screamed loud enough for all the villages in Phanes, all the cities in Piscator, all the facilities in Palaestra to hear.


  Aera fought four divisions at once, too far away. The Janzers plucked away her armor the same as Murray’s, their swords and daggers rising, falling, piercing her flesh.


  He couldn’t see Nero. Yet Connor slashed and spun, moving and killing as if he were a striker.


  More Janzers swooped around Murray. One ripped the rest of the body armor from him, and he again spun to the ground. His face was covered with blood.


  “Save yourself!” he shouted. “Connor—”


  A Janzer rotated and swung his sword with the grace of a falcon, splitting Murray in half, then kicked him to be sure he broke apart before a healing agent might be used.


  A fountain of blood sprayed over Connor, blinding him. He fell to his knees, remembering his nightmare, the one where Janzers killed his mother.


  Connor screamed louder than he ever had before.


  He felt a connection to the ZPF in a manner he’d only sensed in Zorian’s presence: a powerful telekinetic connection.


  He raised his arms and pulled all the zeropoint energy he could summon to the holding cell, focusing it, spreading it, concentrating it upon the Janzers with all his skill, all his emotions, all his intensity and tenacity in the ZPF.


  Connor tore hundreds of Janzers apart, severing them the way they had killed his mother and his developer.


  Then he collapsed.


  Particle 5: Damosel Rhea


  Damy stepped onto the teal stone pathway cautiously, then earnestly, like the breeze that hissed through the Dream Forest. She passed several giant sequoias infested with worms that glowed bright lime green. She walked around the pond, inhabited by lotus flowers and black swans.


  Music hummed up from beneath the trellis, far, far below.


  She passed the marble statues of chancellors and ministers and supreme scientists of the past and present.


  The top of the Chalice Archway, a gilded bulb with a chiseled reddish-orange phoenix feather, poked above the trees. As she moved, the rest of the archway came into view.


  “Brody?” she said.


  No response.


  She attempted to link to him through Marstone.


  No response.


  A shadow sprang up from behind the arch.


  “Brody, is that you?”


  Damy felt her heart thump. She stepped back.


  “Brody?” she said one last time, on the balls of her feet, ready to run.


  “Not Brody,” Verne said.


  “No.” She stepped back. “NOT AGAIN.”


  “Damy? It’s me. It’s Vernon.” He held his arms out and plucked his bow tie in a way that only Verne ever did.


  Her heart calmed. “Where’s Brody?”


  “Not sure, but if he’s not with you, then my guess is he’s under the trellis.” Verne kicked the ground and moved toward her. “I’m glad you’re here.”


  Damy wasn’t glad. She had to find Brody and get out of the Bicentennial and find out what happened with Nero and protect her children. She eyed Verne carefully, still seeing no sign of Antosha in him.


  Verne reached for her. His fingers touched hers, and she enjoyed their warmth. Something changed inside her, a sensation unlike any she’d ever felt, like something tapped on her neurons, one by one. She troubled to draw breath, then steadied herself. The negativity is your enemy. The enemy is your negativity. Ignore the negativity and defeat your enemy.


  Whether it was discomfiture or pleasure in her heart, Damy did not know. What she knew was that Verne, the child orphan turned Boy Plunger turned developed transhuman-cum-RDD scientist, who shadowed her and answered her and would die for her if she asked him to, had somehow wrangled his way into her life.


  And now that they were here together, she was glad for the chance to say goodbye.


  Damy peered into his blue-gray eyes and thought, Verne, Verne, Verne, you are my Verne. She ran her fingers through the waves of his hair, softer than a desert dune. She squeezed his hand tighter. She felt a bit light-headed. She tried to reach Brody again, to no avail, and decided to stay with Verne in the forest.


  They meandered along the path beyond the Chalice Archway, around the sequoias, over an artificial stream, and back again. Along the way, they talked about the twins and Project Silkscape and the commonwealth. Verne apologized for taking her to the gorge. Damy accepted and told him to forget it.


  “Brody hasn’t forgotten it, though, has he?” Verne said.


  “It wasn’t your fault I wanted to see you.”


  Verne stopped and looked at Damy, who looked back at him. She felt heat all over her chest and face now, as if her body burned.


  “I’ve wanted to say this for so long but didn’t know how,” Verne said. “I know it’s not appropriate. I know you might slap me. I know you might hate me—”


  “I’d never hate you—”


  Verne’s face turned as red as Damy’s, and he leaned into her. He swayed with her and the faint chords of music that swelled in the forest, as the wind swirled flower petals around them.


  “When I’m with you, Miss Damosel, in this underground labyrinth, this underground inferno, I’m awake, I’m alive …”


  Damy felt light-headed. Memories flowed to the surface, like the veins through the nearby lotus leaves: the first day she’d met Verne, fresh off the Harpoons, a trader who believed he’d take over the world, take over her world, and she’d put him in his place and sought his removal from Nicola. As he held her now, beneath the canopy of leaves and the starry night sky, she felt uncontrollably and wildly numb. And she saw this had been the only reasonable physiological response with Brody so far away, the birth of the twins so near; she needed to keep her feelings for Verne tucked in her subconscious where they wouldn’t destroy the life she worked so hard to build, her life with Brody, her life in—


  Verne pressed his lips to hers.


  She closed her eyes as his essence guided her, made her want him more than she understood she did. She opened her eyes, as if awakening from a dream. She pressed her forefingers to her lips and turned away, as if to holo-capture the moment, keep it forever where only she would ever find it. She closed her eyes, her heart beating so fast she thought it might implode, the heat escaping her body as if she were a star going nova.


  “I apologize,” Verne said, breathing hard, his voice cracking.


  Damy struggled for air. She felt as if she were suffocating beneath layers and layers of cloth …


  The sensation began in her toes and spread to her ankles and moved up her knees, into her pelvis and breasts, around her neck and eyes and head. She coughed and wheezed.


  “Damy?” Verne shouted, reaching for her.


  She eased to her knees. She clutched her throat and coughed, then dropped backward on the ground.


  “Damy!” Verne straddled her.


  She barely saw him now. She scraped the skin around her neck, pulling, grasping at the vessels that sent her blood rushing. During her last conscious breath, she felt Verne’s hands touch hers as he pushed with her against the invisible terror—


  She lost the strength to keep her eyes open.


  Damy felt Verne’s balmy tears drip upon her chest, the last drops of love she would ever know.


  Particle 6: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Gwen grinned and twirled with her magenta boa. She swirled it over Antosha, spun out of his grasp and back into it. She wished he would play his deodar violin, slip off her clothes, and make love to her for hours and hours as he had in the Spas of Tranquility.


  He held her close, and she heard his heart hum as she knew he could hear hers.


  Polychromatic rose petals drifted down from the trellis.


  She looked up and saw Brody staggering through the crowd of soaked and naked bodies. Antosha twisted Gwen away from him and held her arm to his. They danced, and she breathed in the scents of perfume, sweat, sex, and champagne, her vision obscured by flying hair and boas and foam.


  Brody neared.


  He looked revolting, even more so than earlier, when she’d had her bit of fun with him for the evening’s performance. His hair shot out in all directions, his eyes were bloodshot, and his mouth dripped with saliva. Tonight, the people would see just how unworthy a scientist he was, and finally, finally realize that Antosha should lead Project Reassortment.


  She danced faster and screamed with delight.


  A woman grabbed Brody and kissed him. He threw her off and sailed through the crowd. Gwen saw him disappear and reappear, obscured by a hand, a glass, a fountain of champagne, an aristocrat’s legs thrown around a lover. She broke from Antosha and floated to Brody. She smoothed his hair, moved the boa around his neck.


  “I knew you couldn’t stay away from me forever,” she said, running the back of her hand along Brody’s slippery chin. “I knew you wanted me.”


  Brody licked his lips and swallowed and his voice slurred. “Gwen, you’re not yourself.”


  “Me?” she laughed. “Look at you. You have lipstick smeared along your cheek, you’re drenched in sweat, you stink like an ox.” She giggled. “Dance with me.” She twirled with her boa again.


  Brody spoke, but she couldn’t understand him.


  Now Brody grabbed Gwen and pulled her close. “You don’t know what he’s capable of!”


  She leaned into him for a kiss, but he grunted and pushed her aside.


  She lost her step, but Antosha caught her and she twirled with him.


  “Get away from her!” Brody said.


  Antosha didn’t respond.


  Brody looked here and there as if he was searching for something. But for what? The Janzers? Gwen had seen them bolt hours ago. More likely he was still looking for Damy, but she was in the forest for a meeting with her lover, or so Antosha told her. How he knew this, Gwen did not ask, did not care.


  She enjoyed Antosha’s touch presently, his smell, his lips, his hands all over her. He pushed his head beside hers, looking at Brody, Gwen assumed, who wouldn’t leave them alone.


  It’s over, Gwen thought. The people will never want a debacle like Brody running Reassortment research. They’ll want … no, they’ll beg Antosha to step up after they see what Brody looks like tonight in the highlights from the Beimeni Press.


  She smiled at the thought.


  Antosha broke away and cut in front of Brody, who lacked coordination in his lunge for Antosha’s throat. Antosha squeezed a tiny balloon near Brody’s face.


  More fun. More fun.


  Brody sneezed.


  Antosha strutted to Gwen, lifted her by her arms, and spun with her. She responded immediately.


  “Not even you, good captain,” Antosha said, “can hold back my violin.”


  Brody’s eyes reddened. He blinked and rubbed, rubbed and blinked. “What’d … you … do to me? You … what’d you do …”


  “Are you seeing the world clearly, Captain?”


  Antosha tangled Gwen in his arms and dipped her.


  “The Granville panels, good captain, they are where you will experience your choice destiny, not with me, not with Gwen.”


  Antosha had told Gwen that Brody told him about Delphi’s constant prediction for his life, his choice destiny.


  Brody swayed. Gwen thought he might topple.


  Now the scene around the celebration flickered and focused upon a canopy of leaves. The view dipped down the long trunks.


  “The tide in their affair has come,” Antosha said, spinning with Gwen, “and taken them like a flood, wafted her lover on to a crime of passion.”


  The Chalice Archway was rendered into view and beyond it, Verne, his fingers tethered to Damy’s throat. The hiss that escaped her lips was like no sound Gwen had ever heard.


  “A crime of passion!” Antosha spun Gwen past Brody. Like a boomerang, she returned to his grasp.


  Brody moved toward the elevator, his gait somewhere between a stagger and a sprint.


  Gwen stepped out of Antosha’s arms and looked up.


  “What happened?” Gwen said.


  Antosha grabbed her and laughed. “Our music, my sweet violin.”


  Particle 7: Broden Barão


  Brody punched DREAM FOREST and latched to the wall. He blinked rapidly. He felt as if two people competed for his sight. He peered over the skyline of Beimeni City, and its buildings parted and returned in a trail of darkness and moonlight. He closed his eyes. He exhaled. He envisioned Damy beneath Verne, who straddled and hovered and choked her. Had he really seen it? Was it some mirage of Antosha’s? He’d been drugged, he knew that much, but Damy’s face, the horrible sound she made, seemed so real.


  Brody stumbled through the maze of giant sequoias.


  “Damy!”


  His speech slurred. He careened over the bridge and called her name.


  “Damy, where are you!”


  Silence.


  “Damy, can you hear me?”


  Violet rose petals rained through the airy parts of the canopy. Some twinkled through and across the Dream Forest, over sculptures, tree trunks, the pond, the archway. He looked up. The Chalice Archway!


  Brody staggered under the archway and ran into Verne. They fell to the ground.


  Verne gasped and groaned.


  “What did you do?” Brody said. Verne’s head moved and multiplied, leaving tracers.


  “I didn’t mean it!” Verne said. “I mean, I didn’t, I mean—”


  Brody threw him against the archway. He knelt to Damy.


  Her face broke and trailed and combined.


  Brody rubbed his eyes and placed his unsteady hands on what he thought was Damy’s chest but was instead the ground, cold and rough upon his fingers. He waited for the specters to combine, felt her silky hair and nose and chin.


  He pushed his ear to her chest. When he heard nothing he screamed, a scream loud enough to shake the commonwealth.


  “Damy … please don’t … don’t leave me …”


  He heard a voice.


  He killed her.


  “Who’s there?” Brody raised his head and turned to and fro. The voice sounded like his own. He couldn’t be sure if it spoke out loud.


  He killed her!


  “I’m so sorry!” Verne said, on the ground now, face to face with Brody. “I. Didn’t. Do. This.” He struggled to draw breath. “I would never hurt her—”


  He killed her!


  Brody jerked his head to the side.


  Verne killed her!


  Brody turned to Verne. “You,” he said, “this is because of you!”


  “No, no, no, I tried to help her! I tried to save her! I summoned the Janzers!”


  He killed her!


  “You killed her!”


  Brody grabbed Verne by the throat. His hands tightened, his arm twisted, and he heard a snap.


  Verne’s eyes emptied.


  Brody dropped his limp body.


  “Damy!” Brody scrabbled over the ground. “Where are you?” He reached for a phantasm and fumbled his hands about. Finally, he felt her hair, and the flower, the daisy.


  Damy’s dead body.


  Brody held her.


  The Janzers surrounded him, shackles in hand.


  Brody didn’t notice.


  He rocked back and forth with his Damy in his arms.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Permutation Crypt


   



  2,750 meters deep


   



   



  So much blood, so much death, so many Janzer body parts strewn across the holding cell. “Did you do this?” Nero said to Aera.


  She shook her head no, looking more than a bit surprised by what just happened. In fact, the First Aera looked slaughtered, much as Nero assumed he appeared, covered with bloody streaks. Only this picture was one he’d never seen before. What kind of connection to the ZPF could overcome the Janzers’ telekinetic defenses?


  Aera knelt to Connor. Her body armor was torn and blood streaked from her wounds, though, it seemed, she’d used ufilicin to stem the flow.


  “Is he …” Nero couldn’t bring himself to say dead. A piece of him hoped Connor had died, and a piece of him hoped Connor had survived, for the ability to kill transhumans—even Janzers—with the ease of thought reminded him too much of Antosha Zereoue. Yet it was a skill that might be useful, should more Janzers arrive from Phanes, or should his captain require his talent in battle.


  “He’s alive—” Aera said.


  Two silhouettes crashed into the cell.


  Nero shifted to standard vision. He didn’t recognize this man. He did recognize the man draped over his arm—Supreme Scientist Jeremiah Selendia, or what was left of him. Lacerations split his cheeks, blisters riddled his arms, and burns covered his torso, bits of clothing melted to his skin. His face was scarred, his hair and beard matted. Dark violet circles hung beneath his eyes. A T was branded deep in his arm.


  Aera advanced, sword raised.


  “Wait!” the man said. “I’m here to help.”


  “Traitor!” Aera said and moved forward.


  “Aera, hold it,” Nero said.


  She checked her advance. For a long moment, she held her sword drawn back as if to strike. “Jeremiah wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Zorian!” She pointed her blade at Murray’s body parts. “Murray wouldn’t be dead—”


  “No! Murray!” Zorian said. Carefully, he handed Jeremiah to Nero.


  The BP had told Nero about Jeremiah’s eldest and estranged son, Zorian Selendia. He did look a lot like Jeremiah, Nero reflected. He had sharp features, an aquiline nose, and a crested hairline. He was covered with dust and sweat. He wore a tunic but wasn’t as haggard as Jeremiah. Then the reality of the situation struck Nero. He looked down. Jeremiah Selendia, the all-powerful Jeremiah Selendia, he thought, alive and in my arms. Jeremiah mumbled something incomprehensible. Who would’ve thought this possible? Certainly not Nero, for he’d been told the former supreme scientist had perished decades ago, fallen ill of old age and shame without athanasia and his RDD.


  Memories of Jeremiah surged forward in Nero’s mind from the ZPF; Jeremiah’s constant scheming, his lectures about commonwealth behavior, and his insulting claims that the strike teams had betrayed their oaths to transhumankind. Who did he think he was? What made him so righteous? He created Marstone! He killed Vastar Alalia! He helped the chancellor consolidate power in Phanes!


  Nero pushed aside these thoughts. He had to control his emotions, lest he kill Jeremiah here and now, failing his captain and his eternal partner with one stroke.


  Zorian knelt in a bloody pool, putting his hand upon Murray’s lifeless face, half-covered by a visor, half-exposed, revealing his bloodied eye. “Murray,” he said. “Murray, Murray, Murray, ever the fool.” He sounded mournful. He turned. “And Connor! Gods, no!” He rushed to his youngest brother. “Oh, thank the gods, Connor lives!”


  “You stay away from us,” Aera said. She examined what remained of her damaged synsuit. “Don’t give us trouble and none will come to you.”


  “They sent Icarian to the Lower Level!” Zorian said. “They’ll send me there next! You have to take me with you!”


  “No fucking way,” Aera said.


  “You know,” gently, Zorian set Connor’s body against the rusted tub, “I always thought you had a pretty face.” He took one step and leaned forward. He had the intense look of a Selendia that made Nero feel uncomfortable. “I’d hate to bust it up.”


  Before Nero could blink, Aera spun toward Zorian, who telekinetically brought two Janzer arms across his body, blocking her.


  Then he lifted five, ten, twenty more Janzer arms and closed their diamond-gloved hands into fists, thrusting them toward her.


  Aera backflipped and avoided the fists, then swiftly she jump-kicked Zorian over the tub.


  “END THIS NOW!” Nero said.


  Aera turned to him, breathing deeply.


  “We have no time to fight each other!” Nero pointed his dagger toward to the doorway. “The reinforcements will be here any second!”


  “He gave the commonwealth Jeremiah!” Aera said, pointing a shuriken at Zorian, who was now covered with Janzer blood.


  Zorian limped forward around the tub and knelt to Connor. “You’re leaving out something else I did, Miss Aera.” He lifted his brother, letting his limp body sprawl across his arms. “I sent that bitch Lutetia right into the trap beneath Navita, and you guys couldn’t even finish her off.”


  “What?” Nero said.


  Aera threw her head back and laughed. “You think I’m going to believe that?”


  “I don’t care what you think. I love my family.”


  Nero had heard enough of this. “We have to get out of here, all of us.”


  Aera pointed her sword at Zorian, looking toward Nero. “You think I’m letting him come back with us?”


  “What’s the harm?” Nero said. Jeremiah mumbled as Nero injected him with uficilin. “Let Jeremiah deal with him when he’s recovered.” He injected uficilin into himself.


  A smile flitted over Zorian’s face before he turned stoic.


  Nero set Jeremiah down, then placed the tip of his bloody shuriken beneath Zorian’s chin. “If this operation turns ill on your account, I’ll rip out your entrails and hang you by them in Artemis Square.”


  Zorian nodded and raised his eyebrow. “How colorful.”


  Aera searched the ground for something.


  “What’re you doing?” Nero said, holstering his shuriken.


  “We can’t bring Murray back with us,” she said, “but we won’t leave his body for the commonwealth.” She lifted several charges from the Janzers’ dead bodies. Then she raised her eyes as she extended her consciousness and scanned the area. “We’re clear,” she said. She lifted a Granville sphere out of the tub, the one that apparently had projected Jeremiah’s likeness in the ZPF, tricking them. She crushed it under her boot, then set charges around the tub and Murray’s body.


  Nero carried Jeremiah, and Zorian held Connor, while Aera led on point. They all made their way back into the Crypt. It shook when the charges exploded in the holding cell.


  They’d traveled through the countless half-lit tunnels and rooms. Throughout the Crypt, sparks flew from the coils overhead and in the corners, alloy and wiring splayed about. Either the damage had been caused by the EMP or the shifts afterward. Nero didn’t know and didn’t care. Aera assured him she had the route to the pit where their rappel ropes hung. Nero wasn’t about to argue with her.


  Farther on their journey, she said: “Go, go, go,” with a sense of urgency he’d not heard during this operation.


  Nero turned. The Janzers’ shadows moved far down the tunnel. The ultimate parallelogram-shaped room before the pit lay ahead, according to Aera.


  Jeremiah’s breaths were raspy, but at least he survived. We have all the proof the ministry and board will need, Nero thought, hoping that Brody and Damy had escaped the Bicentennial and Verena was safe in the RDD.


  “Wait here,” Aera said.


  “Where’re you going?” Nero said.


  Aera dashed to the middle of the room, then telekinetically sent pulse grenades to the other end. She ran back, throwing her arms forward.


  “Down!” she said. “Down!”


  Zorian protected Connor, while Nero protected Jeremiah.


  The blast shook the floor.


  The Janzers neared.


  The gash in the wall led into the void. Carefully, Zorian lifted Connor, handing him to Aera on the other side of the ruptured wall. After Zorian stepped through, Aera handed Connor back to him, then helped Nero with Jeremiah.


  Once they were all through, Aera lit a flare. Solid ground. They were still inside the Crypt’s frame, but the maze was behind them. “Stay close,” she said, “watch out for unexpected drops.”


  Nero felt the power of the coils in his boots. Jeremiah was light in his arms, but it would be difficult to move quickly, or survive, if the Crypt shifted.


  “Hold it,” Nero said. They reached a part of hollowed earth where the alloy and granite ground was damaged. Nero turned sideways to get a better look. The pit seemed as if it might lead all the way down to the mantle. He extended his consciousness and measured the length to the other side at about 122 meters. “We’ll need a bridge.”


  “I’m on it,” Aera said.


  She knelt to the pit where the ruptured alloy gave way to the deep below. Then, telekinetically manipulating the plating and stone, she broke it apart, then put it back together, creating a bridge for them to cross.


  Janzers streamed through the gash in the alloy wall, far behind them, yet too close.


  Aera drew a pulse gun, one she’d apparently lifted from a Janzer in the holding cell, and gave them cover fire.


  Zorian crossed with Connor first.


  Pulse blasts flew past them, lighting the void. Aera halted her cover fire when the Janzers reloaded.


  “Time’s up, striker,” she said. “Time to run.” She hand-signaled him, letting him know she was also out of ammo.


  Nero rushed across with Jeremiah. When he reached the other side, Aera was beside him.


  The Janzers charged.


  “Let’s move,” Aera said. She dismantled the bridge, thrusting its pieces toward the Janzers. Then she sent her last three pulse grenades in their direction.


  The team ran as fast as they could.


  Explosions shook the ground beneath them.


  Along the way to the rappel ropes, Nero said to Aera, “You fight in the way of the Elders, methods of movement in the zeropoint field this generation of Janzers are unfamiliar with,” he gasped for air, “methods I haven’t even seen in the instruction manuals, methods the Grakas don’t even—”


  “And you fight like a little boy.”


  Nero smiled. He glimpsed the ropes in his night vision, hanging like vines from above.


  “We’re almost there,” Nero said to Jeremiah, “stay with me.” He could hear Jeremiah’s raspy breaths.


  They attached the ropes to what was left of their synsuits, Jeremiah tethered to Nero’s back, Connor to Zorian’s, and shot upward.


  On the way up, an energy wave passed above them, and an explosion rocked the supply tunnel, one only a pulse launcher could have executed. They whacked the walls in the pit and tangled and untangled.


  Aera unsheathed her shuriken and drove them into the rock.


  The ropes stayed intact, but the hoist was offline. Below them, Janzers started up the ropes.


  “Uh, guys?” Aera said. “Normally I’d love to tow your asses, but I’m in a bit of a hurry today. Do you mind?”


  Nero and Zorian unsheathed their shuriken and climbed.


  When they crested the summit, a transport lay in pieces.


  Embers danced in the dead air. A dead body steamed on the ground.


  Zorian eased his brother against the wall.


  Nero placed Jeremiah next to his son, then shed the rappel ropes from the pipes and threw them down the pit. Several Janzers screamed as they fell.


  In the distance, six flares held by six Janzers moved through the supply shaft.


  The shaft rumbled. Aera stopped.


  “What was that?” Nero said.


  “A transport,” Aera said.


  “Which way?” Nero said.


  “Hide!” Zorian said. “They’ll run us down.”


  They grabbed Jeremiah and Connor and moved to the wall near the pipes.


  The transport whirred and slowed at their location.


  “We must move fast,” Aera said. “Without a scrambler we have no way to—”


  A pop echoed in the shaft as the entrance cleared.


  “Stay with me,” Aera said, now poised to strike.


  The tip of a cane poked out.


  “Don’t fire!” Pirro peeked out from the transport, pulling his beard with his fingers. “You didn’t think I’d let you run around down here alone, did you, girl?” He jabbed his cane toward Zorian. “Oh no, he isn’t coming with us.”


  “He is,” Aera said. “We’ll discuss it later.”


  “What about Arturo?” Pirro said.


  Nero looked at the dead, burned body. “He’s gone.”


  “Oh, no,” Zorian said, “not Arty too …”


  Aera and Nero turned to the pit, where a scraping noise echoed in the supply shaft.


  “Move it!” Aera said. “We’ve got climbers.” She lifted Arty’s body, then sprinted to the transport.


  “You were due back in Piscator two hours ago,” Pirro was saying as he powered up the transport, “so I set out, as we discussed. Set the walls to transparent and ran over a Janzer division, but not before they used the launcher—”


  “Today, Pirro!” Aera said.


  He stroked his beard and telepathically manipulated the transport’s controls. They whisked away from the pit.


  “Murray captured?” Pirro said.


  “He died in the cell block, defending Connor,” Aera said.


  “How did you make it out?”


  “We almost didn’t.” Aera looked at Connor, whose chest lifted and fell beneath his destroyed and bloodied synsuit. “We’ll have to talk about what happened sometime,” she turned toward Nero with a look in her eyes he’d not seen before, a bit of fear, a bit of concern, “but not now.”


  Pirro brought a withered hand to his brow. “May the gods take old Murray and Arturo to a better place than here.”


  Nero turned toward Zorian and Jeremiah.


  The eldest son focused on his father, who was mumbling.


  “Strike … iron … fist …”


  “I’m sorry, Father,” Zorian said. He kissed his father’s bruised forehead. “It’s over …”


  “Blood … will … flow …”


  Epilogue


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Parthenia Summerset


  Halcyon Village


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  A morning Granville sun, shades of orange, blue, and yellow, reflected off Halcyon Lagoon. Seagulls fought over scraps along the synthetic white sands. Dunamisians strolled through markets, up the layers of cobblestone walks between compressed diamond support pillars and white marble buildings topped with golden or light blue domes. Beneath the largest golden dome, Lady Parthenia Summerset stepped into an elevator and descended through layers of alloy.


  When the doors opened, she scurried through the main gallery lined with holographic murals, garnet chandeliers, pedestals topped by burning potpourri, and sconces filled with burning candles on the walls. She dashed down a spiral staircase to where Minister Kurt Kaspasparon waited for her beside Lord Thaddeus. Kaspasparon had arrived earlier without his guardsmen, wearing leather boots and a simple cape over a bodysuit. He didn’t look like a minister.


  Lady Parthenia knew he’d negotiated Brody’s safe passage to House Variscan. But that had been over a century ago, and as far as she knew, Brody barely spoke to the man. What interest did he have in the twins?


  “This is most … irregular,” she said.


  Kaspasparon lowered his hood and bowed deeply to her. “Madam Developer, I thank you for your hospitality, and confidentiality, during these troubling times.”


  “We’re out of time for courtesies,” Thad said. “We must begin.”


  He pressed his fat thumb to a small box. The entrance cleared, revealing the Summerset’s legendary developmental facility. Thirty bluish-white oval bulbs glowed overhead in rows. A dozen robotic arms dangled from three tracks in the ceiling. Medical bots moved from open suspended incubator to open suspended incubator to holograms to workstations, dizzying in their speed. Polychromatic liquids flowed through tubes around Oriana and Pasha.


  The air held a natural aroma, musky, dry but not untenable to Lady Parthenia’s taste. She sensed Kaspasparon’s discomfort. “What troubles you, Minister?”


  “Biologically, they should be nearing early adolescence by now, no?”


  “We’re a bit behind,” the lady admitted, “though I can assure you, they’ll be full-grown adults in time for the exams.”


  “It’s not the exams that concern me.”


  “These walls are impregnable. Oriana and Pasha would be safer nowhere else in the commonwealth.”


  Kaspasparon folded his arms. “What happens when they leave?”


  “They will be fully developed transhumans capable of feats far beyond anything you can dream of,” Thad said. He turned and conversed softly with a medical bot.


  “Times are volatile,” the minister countered. “The commonwealth is … changing.”


  “So it is.” Lady Parthenia looked down. “We could’ve taken on more candidates if we wanted to, but we didn’t.” She turned to the twins. “We’re dedicated to these babies. We’ve developed countless candidates over the decades, including Miss Damosel …”


  Thoughts of Damy pained Parthenia still. She lost her thought. She and Thad had left the Bicentennial after the second act performances, but she’d seen the Beimeni Press report, the “Midnight Murders.” She had assured Damy she would protect her children and fully develop them into functioning Beimenian citizens.


  She would fulfill her promise.


  “I am sorry for your loss,” Kaspasparon said. He put his hand on the edge of Pasha’s incubator and patted it. “House Summerset’s quality work is renowned in the East and the West.”


  The lady smiled and gave a slight nod. She pushed her fingers through Oriana’s hair, as soft as silk. She has her father’s hair, she thought, his true eyes. She bobbed her finger on Oriana’s button nose. Her mother’s. Pasha was chubbier than Oriana but had Brody’s dimple cheeks and his nose, small and sharp.


  “I’d love to hear about the latest methods,” Kaspasparon said. “We don’t have many developers in Portage, and none as talented as you.”


  “We use the premier implantation technology and procedures,” Lady Parthenia said proudly.


  She hand-signaled the bots. They pushed the twins into an adjacent room behind a low plastic wall, attaching them to tubes and wires. A viscose green fluid filled the tubes and squirmed into their veins. Internal visuals of Oriana’s and Pasha’s cardiovascular and nervous systems formed above Granville spheres, looking like neon webbings over silhouettes. She reminded the minister how development had been done before the commonwealth had existed. In Minister Kaspasparon’s youth, the bots numbed newborn skulls but kept the babies awake during the procedures. They inserted millions of microscopic filaments, a thousandth of the width of human hairs, over the brains. They connected the meshes to the neurochips that functioned as transmitters and receivers to facilitate the transhuman mind-body-cosmos interface.


  “Nowadays,” the lady was saying, “the surgeries are endovascular, no incisions, which lowers the risk for hemorrhaging and death.”


  “Does that create other risks?” Kaspasparon said.


  “Minimal,” Thad put in, “confined to the anesthesia injection.” He pointed to the bots. “What they’re about to do is steer the filaments through the network of arteries, veins, and capillaries that supply blood to the neurons necessary to enhance the mind-body-cosmos interface.”


  “What’re they putting over their heads?”


  “Helmets lined with thousands of tiny magnets that the bots manipulate to separate the filaments and send the mesh material to various parts of the brain. It’ll also allow them to place the neurochip.”


  “What happens if you’ve done something wrong?”


  “The bots would pull out the mesh the same way it entered.”


  A hologram formed of the twins, illuminating the neurons of their nervous systems. The bots directed the surgery. Their telepathic communication led to adjustments in the meshes and the neurochips until the words PROCEDURE COMPLETE appeared, first through Oriana’s likeness, then through Pasha’s. The bots zoomed in on the twins’ brains and the neurons magnified to the size of a transhuman, electric impulses traveling as fast as light.


  “The optic factors are now being installed,” Parthenia said, “manipulating and enhancing eye color and vision.” The neurons shifted again, and the traditional genetic code letters, As, Cs, Gs, and Ts, flashed beside the images. “They’re programming increases muscle mass with growth factors and a reduction in body fat.” Another shift and the screen sizzled crimson, while new layers of code floated beside the neurons.


  Overhead, red bioluminescence winked—


  A Granville sphere upon a pedestal in the center of the room activated. Above it was rendered the scene outside House Summerset: the Lady Isabelle led a Janzer division through the narrow, sinuous streets of Halcyon Village.


  The bots continued, unhindered.


  “No,” Parthenia said, “no …”


  Isabelle forced open the golden doors to House Summerset. Wind blew out the candles that lined the main gallery.


  “Impregnable?” Kaspasparon said incredulously.


  Parthenia didn’t answer him. Her eyes narrowed. She looked livid. She had negotiated with Supreme Director Isabelle Lutetia regarding her candidates in the past. She knew an unsteady response—even after such disrespect of a forced entry without a communiqué—could mean the end of Oriana and Pasha, and, perhaps, her house of development. When Lord Thaddeus stirred, the lady grabbed his bulky arm. “I’ll speak to her myself.”


  “My lady,” the lord said, “let me go. If she arrests—”


  “I’m a woman, she’ll deal differently with me.” She looked at the twins and back to Thad. “If it goes wrong, get them out—”


  “I won’t let her take you—”


  “It’s the twins who need us now.” Parthenia disappeared into Thad’s many layers of silk when he hugged her. “We must protect them.” She closed her eyes and kissed her eternal partner on his fat lips. She darted up the spiral staircase, two, three steps at a time to the elevator.


  She caught her breath and steeled herself, remembering who she was—the greatest developer in Dunamis Territory, the wealthiest territory in Underground West.


  When the doors opened, she strutted out across her gallery, her golden gown and colorful beads flowing behind her.


  Keeper bots and Janzers stood with the Lady Isabelle, though Parthenia noted she wore no weaponry.


  “I know why you’re here,” Parthenia said. She hid the combination of fear and anger she felt from her face. The Janzers arced around her, holding activated pulse guns, the tips burning bright blue. She nodded to them. “Is this necessary?”


  “Madam Developer, your reputation is well-known,” Isabelle said, not unkindly. She stepped closer to Parthenia, towering over her. “You harbor enemies of the state—”


  “They’re children.”


  “They’re likely near adolescence by now, no doubt, perfect for a courier’s training, and as heirs of Chancellor Masimovian, they are his to do with as he pleases, and he has spoken.” Isabelle held out a z-disk. “They will serve—”


  “They will complete development,” Parthenia said, not accepting the disk, “as was agreed, as is commanded by the precepts, and they will compete in the Harpoons; and if deemed unworthy, or unbid upon, then they shall fall to the Lower Level.”


  “You dare defy the Office of the Chancellor?” Isabelle scowled, closing her fingers around the z-disk into a fist. “Your chancellor has been defiled, your Great Commonwealth’s great birthday destroyed by traitors whose spawn you wish to see full grown. What happens when they turn traitor as well?”


  “They shall never know their ghosts, my lady.” Parthenia paused, struggling for breath. It was only when the Janzers deactivated their pulse guns that she added, “They will grow as strong and wise as you, and behind these walls they will become true Beimenians, trained in the ways of the Formation, and the precepts, and attend your classes where I expect you will … further their education, to their benefit—”


  “And to yours. Do you think me a fool, Lady Parthenia?” Isabelle moved closer to her. “Do you think I cannot see with your eyes or hear with your ears or sense the treachery beneath your façade?”


  Parthenia’s expression didn’t reveal emotion. She steadied her singing heart.


  “Is it a champion’s children you wish to have for your own?” Isabelle twisted away from her and walked in a semicircle, as she was wont to do during Harpoon classes. “Or would you dishonor Captain Barão’s lineage by removing his name from theirs?”


  “I will not remove their surnames,” Parthenia said, a response the Lady Isabelle clearly did not like. Before Isabelle could offer a retort, Parthenia said, “I will develop these babies into loyal citizens. I will do what I must to serve the chancellor—”


  “As will I.” Isabelle put the z-disk in her pocket and hand-signaled her Janzers. “I will hold your house and the chancellor’s heirs accountable should you falter, until I can complete their education.”


  “My bots will show you out.”


  “I know the way.”


  When the entrance clanked closed, Parthenia Summerset covered her mouth, and though she wanted to cry, no tears fell. Instead, she leaned against the cold doors, and laughed.
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  For the first twelve days of development, Oriana learned all aspects of Beimenian language. And she learned about physics, chemistry, thermodynamics, astrophysics, ergonomics, food science, metaphysics, gene therapies, underground survival—all the transhuman skills and knowledge except those that really interested her, like telepathy and other neural abilities that would make her a Harpoon Champion.


  On her thirteenth day of development, Oriana rolled out of bed, grabbed the blade that lay on the bedside table, and skipped to the wooden door frame. She stood tall and placed the sharp blade flat above her head, then engaged her extended consciousness, a technical readout created by her optic nerves, viewable for her alone. Violet neon lines formed, measuring the distance between yesterday’s and today’s marks. Another fifteen centimeters. She chiseled DAY 13 next to the mark.


  She dropped to the ground for her morning push-ups. Then she flipped over and did crunches until she felt the burn from lactic acid in her abs. She stretched her legs, arms, and back, then cartwheeled forward and spun, kicked, and backflipped through the suite toward Pasha’s room.


  She poked her nose through the archway. Still asleep! She hopped on his bed.


  “O?” He yawned, bouncing awake. “Go away!”


  She pulled his arm, but he didn’t budge. She lost her grip and fell on the floor with a thud. Pasha rolled over, digging his face into the pillow.


  “If I was ready to wake up,” he said, voice muffled, “I would have been warming up already!”


  He threw the wool comforter and chucked his feather pillow at his sister. His dark blue hair was flattened on one side, spiked on the other, and pillow marks pocked his dimpled cheeks. Oriana noted the change in his voice and strength. Days ago, he’d sounded more like the lady than the lord, and when she yanked on his arm as she had just now, he would fly right out of bed.


  “Come on, Pash!” She tugged him again, and this time he got up. “Today’s the big day.”


  They raced down the limestone spiral staircase to the dining room and each devoured half a dozen oranges, several cartons of yogurt, strawberries, blueberries, granola, fifteen eggs, and three loaves of bread slathered with olive oil. After breakfast, the Summersets took the twins through a crystalline corridor lined with Granville views of an old-world city, a city with glass and metal skyscrapers that reflected a colorful morning sun. A cool wind carried the aroma of hazelnut coffee and sugary treats. Unlike the prior days of development, the views and smells weren’t enough to distract Oriana. She twisted her hands together and repeatedly pushed her hair behind her ears, thinking, I’m a champion, I’m a champion, I’m a champion, I’m Champion of the Harpoons—


  “I remember my first day of classes,” Lady Parthenia said. When Oriana raised her brow, the lady added, “Oh yes, I was a late adolescent once. I’ll never forget my first day, as I’m sure you won’t, the nerves, the excitement.” The lady exhaled as if reliving it and placed her arm around Oriana. “… the intrigue, the boys … oh sure, you’ll meet boys, and you’ll be fine.”


  Oriana didn’t feel fine. She felt queasy. In fact, she couldn’t remember when she’d felt so much unease.


  She heard the Lord Thaddeus giving a similar lecture to Pasha. “Now, you will meet a lot of girls in your class … you be a gentleman, even to the ugliest ones, you hear me, young man?”


  Pasha nodded. “But I thought you told me all the girls would be as pretty as Oriana and Lady Parthenia.”


  “Not all ugliness is on the outside, young man, but it doesn’t matter one bit, you behave yourself with the instructor and with your classmates.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  The instructor, Oriana repeated to herself. She’d heard so much about this Lady Isabelle. That she was so beautiful she melted men’s hearts.


  Oriana hoped she was as pretty when she was fully developed.


  She rubbed her arms with mint from steaming potpourri pedestals and inhaled deeply.


  “Remember your training and listen to Lady Isabelle,” Lady Parthenia was saying. “She is wiser than all the ladies and lords in Beimeni, and you’ll need her on your side to succeed in the Harpoons.”


  Oriana bobbed her head up and down even as her stomach turned. Ahead, the simulation room glowed with golden phosphorescent light. Lady Parthenia led her inside toward one of the Harpoon harnesses that hung from the ceiling. Oriana took quick breaths, feeling dizzy.


  I’ll be fine, like the lady says, she thought, and at least I have Pasha.


  What would Lady Isabelle look like? she wondered. What would she teach them? And who would be her classmates, what would she learn from them? Lord Thaddeus entered the room, followed by her brother. Oriana glanced back. Pasha stuck out his tongue.


  Several bots swirled in and latched Oriana and Pasha to the Harpoon harnesses. The twins lifted off the ground.


  “Good luck, little lady,” Lord Thaddeus said with his hands on his belly, lips curled beneath his thick greenish-blond mustache. Oriana gripped Pasha’s hand so tight she feared she might break it, until she smelled no more mint and saw no more gold …


  … She dangled beside Pasha amid whiteness and nothingness. She turned to him. “Did something go wrong?”


  Their new domain materialized.


  The twins stood with other candidates around a deep circular wooden stadium atop cumulous clouds and a light gray atmosphere. Oriana dropped Pasha’s hand. The Harpoon insignia—three interlocked bronze circles, three interlocked golden triangles, and three silver harpoons overlapped by a phoenix feather—rotated high above. Its light illuminated the other candidates. Oriana extended her consciousness and looked around. Her heart quickened. There were millions of them! All dressed similarly to her and Pasha in honey-colored bodysuits.


  It was just as she’d dreamed. The girls were as divine as Lady Parthenia, and the boys … the boys! As handsome as the lady told her they would be!


  Who might become my friend? Oriana thought.


  One group of candidates stood out from the rest, a boy with big reddish-violet eyes among them. His name tag said FALCON TORRES, and beneath, HOUSE VARISCAN across his chiseled chest. The pink name tag of the girl next to him said URSULA DEARBORNE. Her body seemed better fit for a Maiden of Masimovian than a Harpoon candidate, her chest more developed than Oriana’s and her hips rounded, yet petite. Her long reddish-brown hair hung in a perfectly smooth high ponytail. Her eyes shone with confidence and power.


  Oriana stared at the Variscan creations. Lady Parthenia had told her about the legendary developers who’d produced more champions than any other house in the history of the exams.


  As the phoenix feather rotated and lit up Ursula’s face, she returned Oriana’s stare with a look that could have shattered bones. Oriana looked away. What a vile way to glance at a stranger, she thought. Was she wrong to look at them? Was she wrong to think they could be her friends? Did Variscan candidates not befriend candidates from other houses?


  Near the Variscans stood Nathan Storm and Desaray Hawkins of House Ectasian, and Gaia Serretta and Duccio Serretta of House Rastedes, the former known for its candidates’ intellectual acumen, the latter for their physical attributes and agility. What do they think about House Summerset? Oriana wondered. She knew her house hadn’t received the first bid in decades. And what about her? Did they think she was pretty? Did they think she was dumb?


  The Harpoon insignia disappeared into the clouds above, and down dropped a curvy woman on a metal disk, as tall as a tree. A chameleon cape draped around her body, to her ankles. Her lavender bodysuit matched her hair and eyes. She stepped off the plate, and it disappeared. She turned to and fro with the bearing of a woman in charge.


  “Some of you may know who I am,” she said, slipping her hair down her right shoulder, “others may be seeing me for the first time. By the time we’ve completed your advanced commonwealth education, I’ll know everything about all of you … and none of you will ever forget me.


  “I am Lady Isabelle Lutetia, Supreme Director of the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations, a supreme leader in Harpoon development with a focus on neural enhancement and intelligence. I’m one of the longest-serving members in the Masimovian Administration, led, of course, by Supreme Chancellor Atticus Masimovian, he who will always serve.”


  Isabelle tilted her head to the side, winked, and turned.


  Was that meant for me? Oriana thought. She hoped not, much as she wanted to be champion. Isabelle was more than a little intimidating, but as a neural specialist she could help Oriana learn how to interface with Granville syntech, Marstone, workstations, and transports. She had seen the Summersets turn their great room into everything from a medieval fortress to an island escape, a dune-filled desert, a Jovian moon, and a searing jungle. She wanted that power—to travel anywhere, anytime, while still residing in Beimeni. Oriana let her mind fill with the places from her earth science studies she’d create, and the proper and significant conversions she’d complete as an aera, after she received the first bid in the Harpoon Auction.


  “Now, candidates,” Isabelle said with gusto, “shall we begin?”


  She twisted and threw her head back, raising her arms gracefully, and now the candidates stood in outer space, above Earth. Isabelle clapped, and the solar system and the stars disappeared, replaced by a rooftop. They looked out on a fountain in the center of a forest amid alloy buildings, thousands by Oriana’s calculations. They were all different shapes and sizes, some with rounded tops, others spiked, some with spires, others topped with glass or stone. Gargoyles dotted the façades here and there. They looked similar to the ones she’d seen Lady Parthenia create on fortresses of stone. The air was cool, crisp, and clean with not a cloud in the sky, the sun brighter than Oriana had ever experienced in House Summerset.


  “Candidates, look here,” Isabelle said. She held her hand in the air and shook it until all the millions of candidates turned to her. “Each molecule in the universe, whether strands of hair or water,” she bent and lifted water from a nearby pool, allowing it to trickle from her hands, “has a unique frequency. The language it uses to speak to the universe is a resonating wave.”


  The candidates whispered. Oriana recalled a similar theory in her quantum physics studies.


  “Molecules speak to each other in oscillating frequencies along the zeropoint field, or what those of us who study quantum phenomenon refer to simply as the ZPF.”


  Oriana had not encountered the ZPF in her studies. She wondered if it would allow her to control the Granville panels.


  “It is mind and matter at their most fundamental.” Isabelle brought her hands together and separated them, and an electric neon grid overtook the rooftop. “All conscious beings create the world as we interpret it from the ZPF.”


  She plucked one of the lines. It vibrated along the others, and when she cleared the grid from view, the building next to the candidates cracked, shattered, and collapsed.


  The candidates gasped.


  “To me, class, to me,” Isabelle said. They turned. “Did that building truly exist? Did it truly collapse? Or have I influenced your senses through the ZPF?” More whispers. Oriana turned to Pasha, saw her own excitement reflected in his expression. “These communications are instantaneous. Perception of the world is a matter of tuning your mind in to the ZPF. With the neurochips and meshes installed in our brains, every neuron can log on at the same time and speak to every other neuron simultaneously. This is how you will communicate with Marstone and with Beimenians across the continent. This is how those of you who join the strike teams will transmit messages throughout the solar system, and other galaxies.


  “This is how you will create a livable surface in an unlivable underground.”


  A transport whizzed through a nearby elevated maglev tube. Oriana turned to watch with all the other candidates. A flash of silver phosphorescent light blinded her, and when it cleared, they had shifted to ground level. From down here, the buildings were so vast and tall that the sun barely broke through. The air smelled of burnt plastic. Men and women dressed in biomats. A red neon sign blinked:
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  Thunderclouds gathered and plumed overhead, and raindrops pounded the candidates. The transport tubes collapsed, and transports crashed into each other. People and buildings and trees and alloy fences and gargoyles collapsed around the candidates, who screamed. Oriana hugged Pasha.


  “Relax,” Isabelle said. She suspended the scene, jumpers midfall, stones midcrash, alloy midcrack. “Don’t move.”


  The destruction resumed.


  Jumpers smashed into the pavement, and blood flooded the pedestrian paths. Alarms blared, sirens wailed, people screamed and ran. The slab of concrete on which the candidates stood cracked at the edges and curled, lifting the candidates into the sky.


  The city transformed. Transport tubes and pedestrian paths caved. Buildings collapsed. Water geysered up from the sewers. Day turned to night, and day again, the sun moving up, across, down, and up. Hurricane winds hissed through the mangled city, raising dust in the broken sunlight.


  “What is this?” Oriana said to Pasha.


  “Our first history lesson,” he said.


  Foundations buckled from flooding, fires raged, and one by one the skyscrapers crumbled. Day shifted to night shifted to day, over and over and over, so many times that Oriana lost count. She realized that this represented the passage of time.


  “You’ve just witnessed the destruction of the capital of the Western Hegemony during the last three hundred sixty-eight years upon the surface of the Earth after the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly wiped out most of humanity. In temperate climates, forests bloomed where old-world cities once stood, like here in what we now call the Island of Reverie.”


  The forest grew rapidly all around them, weeping willows and pine trees, the gentle flow of streams took over where transport paths and pedestrian paths once stood, the songs from mockingbirds filled the morning. Oriana took a step back, confused. She’d dreamed of places this beautiful.


  A flash of golden phosphorescent light overtook them.


  Now Oriana peered over a desert landscape. Dead weeds tumbled by, and the sun scorched a city’s wilted buildings. The sun crossed the sky again and again. One by one, the structures collapsed.


  “In the deserts,” Isabelle said, “the plastics flaked and peeled quickly as polymer chains cracked under the ultraviolet assault. Alloys also corroded rapidly from contact with the salty desert soils.” The crumbled buildings disappeared to dust. “All over the world, cast-iron stoves, fire hydrants, and arch bridges built for the ancient railways are the lasting remnants of our former society.”


  Isabelle clapped, and again the candidates stood in their wooden stadium with clouds and gray atmosphere and the Harpoon insignia rotating high above.


  “Reassortment is the plague in the paradise,” Isabelle said, “and we must not forget what we survived. Our ancestors built the Livelle city-state, all the time under fear of death, Reassortment seepage, collapse inside the Earth, and untenable heat and pressure until we dug deeper, further adjusted the transhuman genome, and built sophisticated cooling systems. Previously unknown viruses and bacteria that lived inside the planet ravaged whole villages. Starvation and thirst could kill as quickly.” Isabelle looked up. “This is your first lesson in world history, but not the last. You will be required to understand all the Earth’s history for the first half of the Harpoon Exams.”


  Isabelle turned, her cape twisting around her. “Oriana Barão … come hither.”


  Oriana’s heart sang. Her ears felt afire. She looked to Pasha for reassurance, and when he didn’t give it, she hesitated. Was this her first test? Would she need to use the ZPF so soon? Oriana found her legs still worked and she moved, step for step, plank for plank, taking careful strides down the steps, then across the deck toward Isabelle. She sensed all the candidates’ eyes on her, millions and millions of eyes, and a spell of vertigo shook her balance. Don’t fall, she thought, don’t fall.


  “Certainly took your time, child.”


  Isabelle’s tone didn’t ease Oriana’s nerves or the ringing in her ears, or the drip, drip, drip of sweat down her spine. The lady still spoke, but all Oriana’s enhanced hearing discerned were the murmurs of other candidates: “So glad that isn’t me right now,” and “Lady Isabelle should’ve chosen one of us,” and “No way Barão gets it on the first try.” “She looks feeble,” someone said, “She’s terrified,” said another, and “We’ll outperform her,” “We’ll crush her,” and “Gods, didn’t her developers teach her how to walk?” and then the comment that struck her dumb: “She’s beautiful,” spoken simply and breathlessly by Nathan Storm. She turned, casually, but far enough to see him looking back at her through the corners of his reddish-green eyes, though his head was turned toward Desaray.


  “Silence!” Lady Isabelle said.


  As much as the comments tormented Oriana, all she heard after the call to decorum was the blood in her ears, and somehow, this seemed worse. Isabelle orbited her, and Oriana sensed an animus she’d never encountered. What was it about her that interested Lady Isabelle? What had Oriana done to draw this attention? Was it the way she stood, or the way she set her hair, or the way she hugged Pasha during the lesson?


  “Miss Oriana, the time has come.” Oriana nodded and swallowed. Isabelle inclined her head. “Recite for us the Pledge to Beimeni.” Oriana searched the depths of her neurochip and extended her consciousness. Isabelle held up her hand and shattered the invisible database. Oriana cringed. “Child, never extend your consciousness in my presence.”


  The candidates laughed.


  You know this. Pasha’s lips moved, and Oriana focused on them. She heard his thoughts as if they were her own. You know it. We pledge ourselves to the Great Commonwealth—


  “We pledge ourselves to the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni,” Oriana began, and soon she recalled it by heart, “the underground paradise of humanity, the place where everything we can imagine is real, where service is rewarded with immortality, where freedom and justice are supreme, and where proper and significant conversions are a sign of our commitment to excellence.


  “We reject hatred and malice, the equivalent to disorder and disarray, for these traitorous temptations could lead to our ruin.


  “We understand that the common goal of the commonwealth is to return to the surface from where a new Beimeni may be born, though we will never forget the seeds that allowed us to avert extinction.


  “Reassortment is the plague in the paradise upon the surface, the great bane of our time, and as cruel as it can be to humanity atop, it chisels at our psyche below, unleashing forbidden emotions. But we will not allow the depression and envy distributed by the plague to enter our minds, for these feelings often lead to hatred and malice and disorder and disarray … and …”


  Time stopped. Oriana’s head throbbed. She couldn’t recall the conclusion. She lowered her gaze. The polished wooden planks beneath her feet didn’t hold the answer. She rolled her head back and took in the cool vanilla-scented air in quick breaths. She searched her mind for the final verses before she looked to Pasha.


  The Dark Age has ended. The Great Commonwealth and its thirty territories—


  “Miss Oriana, is that all—”


  “The Dark Age has ended,” Oriana interrupted, “the Great Commonwealth and its thirty territories are the light. Long live Beimeni and its eternal populace, and may we accept endless expansion, endless conversion, endless peace, and endless prosperity for all—”


  Isabelle put up her hand. “Not terrible, Miss Oriana,” she said through clenched teeth. She twisted, her cape all swirls around her, and spoke with fervor. “Let’s hear the concluding verse from the entire class, shall we?”


  In unison and emotionlessly the candidates said, “And may we serve Beimeni and live forever.”


  “You haven’t convinced me,” Isabelle said. “You serve whom?”


  “We serve Beimeni.”


  “I want the gods to tremble at the collective voice of the second-trimester class of three-six-eight!”


  “We serve Beimeni.”


  “Louder!”


  “We serve Beimeni!”


  “And when you serve, what do you gain?”


  “Immortality!”


  “Serve Beimeni!” Isabelle said, whirling her arms as if to lift the Earth.


  “LIVE FOREVER!”


  “Serve Beimeni!”


  “LIVE FOREVER!”


  No one yelled louder than Oriana and Pasha as the chants went on and on.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Oriana meandered partway back to the stands, feeling victorious and glad to be out of the spotlight. The group continued chanting.


  Then they stopped.


  “I’m not finished with you yet, child.” Lady Isabelle’s voice could’ve melted sugar.


  Oriana turned and held her head high. The clouds overhead parted. A Granville sphere sank above the stadium of candidates, looking not unlike a falling star. Isabelle delivered a barrage of instructions, which Oriana repeated in her head.


  “The waves emitted from the Granville sphere are all around you in the ZPF.”


  Oriana’s mouth dried.


  “Once you understand that the signals from the sphere are no different than the signals sent from your brain to the rest of your body, you will realize the two are one and the same.”


  Oriana searched but could not find a trace of the sphere’s signals.


  “Beware that candidates who have failed to understand this concept, particularly as it relates to the Granville connection, are those who have failed to garner a bid at the auction.”


  To be the champion, Oriana knew she must receive the first and highest bid, which would ensure her entry to aera training in Palaestra. Isabelle lifted her arms, and her cape sailed. She cut a slit into the atmosphere with her finger, then withdrew a rod the length of a transhuman, which lengthened to either side of the stadium. Along the rod hung millions of alloyed rings lined with a transparent tube. She telekinetically removed the rings from the rod, and they glowed and spread over the candidates, who looked up in wonderment.


  “Face me,” Isabelle said, “and allow the Granville Crowns to ease onto your skulls.”


  Oriana grew goose skin as the ring rested on her head. A new world materialized above the Granville sphere, sprawling and beautiful, unlike anything she’d ever seen. Black onyx skyscrapers with moon-shaped windows arced around an oasis, its aquamarine water topped by alloy platforms extending up to a glowing orb.


  “You knew the pledge,” Isabelle said to Oriana, “a basic requirement on the first day.” She paused and lowered her voice. “Let’s see how you handle a Granville world.”


  A silhouette of an adolescent girl’s body formed on the sand. As the three-dimensional image focused, Oriana understood she was in the Granville world. How strange to be suspended in House Summerset and standing with the candidates and feeling the sand with her toes all at once!


  “This Granville sphere is part of the third-generation variety used by consortiums throughout the commonwealth,” Isabelle said. “You’ve seen the smaller spheres and flattened variations of Granville syntech in your developer’s houses, no doubt.” The candidates agreed with nods and yeses. To Oriana, Isabelle said, “Where were the spheres invented?”


  “Palaestra,” Oriana said.


  Lady Isabelle circled her. “And what do the scientists and engineers in Palaestra believe?”


  “Everything you can imagine is real.”


  “What is it you imagine, child?”


  Beads of perspiration gathered over Oriana’s face. She thought of the holographic artwork in her room, the one with falling leaves and roses surrounding the First Aera, who stood by a stream, clouds overhead. She imagined the silver necklace around Aera’s neck, the shuriken in her hand, the radiance in her amethyst eyes that made Oriana imagine she was Aera.


  And Oriana wished that Aera was with her now.


  “I know what you see, child, for in this world I know all.”


  Oriana turned to Lady Isabelle.


  “Override my Granville world. Pull the rest of us into your vision and let us see what you see. This would be the mark of the champion on day one.”


  Oriana couldn’t breathe. She wanted to run, to be anywhere but in front of the trimester class with the towering Lady Isabelle who demanded something she could not do, a skill the Summersets had never taught, an ability she did not understand. Did Lady Isabelle presume she had learned about the ZPF? That she had trained with Granville panels and spheres? Should she have trained with them? Had the Summersets led her astray? Set her up for failure? Doomed her to life in a lesser territory, or worse—the Lower Level?


  Gods, Oriana thought, I hate them for this!


  “An ominous introduction, Miss Oriana,” Isabelle said near her ear, her voice soft and fierce. “Not even your Aera will be able to save you during the Harpoons. You’re relieved.”


  She scurried back to Pasha, biting back sobs.


  The whispers resumed until Lady Isabelle declared, “Falcon Torres! Come hither!” Falcon moved with the stride of a champion, the stride of a boy developed by the house synonymous with champions, House Variscan.


  “I want you all to learn from Miss Oriana’s failure.” Isabelle strutted around Falcon’s godly physique and eyed the candidates, her boots clicking over the wooden deck. “I want you to understand that your capability to interact with the ZPF and with Beimenian technology is vital to your and humanity’s survival.” She raised her arms. “Falcon Torres, I want you to enter my Granville world and breathe the arid air, run along the sand, ascend the platforms, all the way to the orb.”


  The clouds above and below the candidate stadium darkened. The Granville sphere glowed bright, and the atmosphere it generated in the world above whirled into a frenzy. Lightning clapped the water, the platforms, and the black buildings.


  Falcon stood calmly, his eyes determined, his bluish-brown hair brushed to a ridge atop his head, like a striker. He balled his fingers into fists and lowered his head. The ramblings among the candidates picked up once more when he materialized in the Granville world, and the bolts ceased, the clouds lightened and parted, and the sun’s rays struck the oasis, platforms, and skyscrapers.


  “Yes,” Isabelle said, “candidates, learn from Falcon Torres.” Falcon sprinted across the sand. By the time he reached the shore, the sun had set and the moon rose with the night. “Open your minds to the possibilities of the commonwealth!” Isabelle said. “To its energy, its technology, its power to which there has never been an equal in the history of the world!”


  Isabelle joined Falcon in the Granville world near the oasis. She sashayed across the water, a whip in hand. She snapped it toward Falcon with a crack, but he lunged an impossibly far distance over Isabelle, up to the first platform. He crashed into it and slid backward but pulled himself up. Isabelle slapped the whip around his ankle and pulled. Falcon struggled to hold his position. She yanked harder, but Falcon didn’t fall. He twisted on the platform and shook the whip loose from his leg. Isabelle fell forward and rolled across the water before she knelt, looking up.


  The platforms activated.


  They zigzagged and moved up, down, and side to side. Falcon timed his jumps and moved with the grace of a mountain lion all the way to the orb. He held it high above his head and roared. The musings began in earnest, candidates saying, “That doesn’t mean anything,” and “We can’t let him win,” and “He’d make a sturdy comrade,” and “What a loser.”


  The rumblings didn’t last long before Isabelle called for decorum. “This concludes your first day of Harpoon instruction,” she said. “Be gone, study your Beimeni history and hone your use of the zeropoint field.”


  The chatter picked up again, and as Oriana and Pasha tore a path to the exit portal, Nathan Storm tore a path to Oriana. “Hey, nice job today,” he said.


  Oriana straightened, speechless. Was this him being clever? Was he insulting her?


  He handed her a z-disk. “A bunch of us are getting together at the Candidate Café,” he said. “The instructions are in there. Just download them before you leave the classroom and you’ll have them in your neurochip when you get out.”


  She stared at the z-disk in her hand. When she looked up, Nathan had already reunited with Desaray. They chatted with Duccio and Gaia on their way to the exit.


  “What was that all about?” Pasha said.


  “Not sure,” Oriana said.


  “You did great today—”


  “Not as good as you; you would’ve been able to reach the orb—”


  “No I wouldn’t, but that doesn’t matter. Variscan candidates develop differently, but we’ll get there. We will. Together, and—”


  “Don’t, Pash. I’m so mad at the Summersets right now, and—” Oriana hushed as a group of candidates weaved around her and her twin brother. When she and Pasha neared one of the exits, she said, “And I won’t let Falcon Torres get the first bid.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Hydra Hollow


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  “He saved my life and rescued my father. You will release him!”


  The boy, Nero thought, must be. He heard the crank of alloy against rock outside. He leaned against the wall, his mouth as dry as stone. He’d thought himself victorious in his and his captain’s operation to rescue Jeremiah Selendia, the leader of the Liberation Front. One second, Nero had spied Gaia City with its geothermal vents rendered on the inside of the transport in which they traveled, the next, Aera’s palm. Now he enjoyed a view of his cell’s limestone walls. He didn’t know how long he’d slept. He’d lost track of time.


  He still wore what remained of his striker synsuit, the side and leg plates torn by the Janzers in Permutation Crypt, his bodysuit ripped and encrusted with dried blood on his quadriceps, where the Janzer’s diamond sword had ripped into him. The wound was mostly healed, thanks to multiple uficilin injections on the way out. Nero limped to a limestone ledge, sat, and stared at a stream of blue-green bioluminescent water that trickled down from the ceiling.


  He heard a tapping at his cell bars. A familiar face; it was Cornelius Selendia dressed in a dark green cape, hood up over his head, a sword sheathed across his back. Animated tattoos of starfish and seaweed undulated over his muscular forearms. He held chains in his hands.


  “They didn’t tell me … about this …” Connor said. He dropped the chains.


  Nero was glad to see the boy up and about again. During the raid into Permutation Crypt, Connor had connected to the ZPF in a way Nero had never experienced. He’d overwhelmed the Janzers’ telekinetic defenses, ripping apart more than three hundred of them: he’d saved the operation from ruin. Then he had collapsed from exhaustion, and Zorian, Connor’s older brother, had carried him out of the Crypt.


  Presently, Nero’s anger over his imprisonment won out over his sense of gratitude. “We had an accord.”


  “Aera acts alone. She doesn’t hold to the commonwealth’s rules or those that govern the BP—”


  “Are these your rules?” Nero nodded to the cell walls. “You enlist a strike team captain and striker to your cause and turn on me—”


  “Your captain’s the reason I’m here.” Connor leaned his hand against the side of the limestone cell, and Nero noted the uneasiness in his tone and in his stance, so unlike the boy’s confidence in the Crypt. “Something’s … happened …”


  Nero sprang to his feet. He grimaced but limped to the bars. “The Bicentennial?” He could barely move from the pain that shot down his leg. While Nero had raided the Crypt with Connor, Murray, and Aera, his strike team captain, Broden Barão, had attended the two-hundred-year celebration of Chancellor Masimovian’s rule in Hammerton Hall. “What happened?” Nero reached for Connor through the bars and pulled him by his cape. A sensation struck his muscles, paralysis. He released Connor and dropped to the stone floor.


  Jeremiah Selendia rotated around his son, not at all how Nero remembered him—weak, withering, half-dead in the transport after they’d escaped the Crypt. Connor seemed tiny next to his father. A fur cape hung around Jeremiah’s broad shoulders. His head and face were shaved. His eyes looked clear and sharp, his power in the ZPF as effective as Brody’s.


  How long was I out? Nero thought. A trimester must’ve passed for Jeremiah’s full recovery.


  “Not that long,” Jeremiah said, “but long enough.”


  “We saved you—”


  “You betrayed me.”


  “Lady Isabelle—”


  “Killed my son because of you and your Jubilees and your adherence to Masimo’s backwardness.” Jeremiah knelt and rotated his fist clockwise. Spit flew out of Nero’s mouth, as if he were being squeezed for pulp. Nero twisted his brow, shivered, and his eyes closed, but he didn’t make a sound. “You know full well you’re sending those people to the surface without a cure—”


  “We … had … accord …”


  “Ah … the accord. I recall a similar agreement you and I and your captain shared in Palaestra. When our accord stated we’d work together to free the people from this underground inferno, an accord you and your captain and your strategist dismantled when you turned me in to Lady Isabelle!”


  “We … didn’t—”


  “The way of Reassortment with you—”


  “Father!” Connor said as Nero bellowed. “He’s had enough! Please, let him go! He helped me, carried you out of the Crypt, and you wouldn’t be here now without him … and … he deserves to see …”


  Jeremiah looked up to his son. “Yes, yes.” He stood and nodded. “Wise beyond your years.” He ruffled Connor’s hair beneath his hood and released Nero, who gasped for air as if emerging from under the sea. Jeremiah activated a Granville sphere, and the cell bars dropped into the floor. “He’s right, you do deserve to see.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Hydra Hollow


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  Connor watched Nero, still rocking back and forth like a submarine in the Gulf of Yeuron. Connor would ask his father, when the time was right, how he hurt the striker, how he induced the paralysis, how he controlled his telekinesis within the ZPF. Connor couldn’t use the ZPF like that, at least not since Permutation Crypt, when he’d lost control entirely.


  His memory of the raid was a blur, the descent through the pit, the shifts, his broken leg, Murray’s death, the Janzers. He’d killed them to save his comrades, but he didn’t know how he killed them. To be sure, he’d connected to the ZPF, but so much anger, so much energy had flowed through him in the Crypt.


  Since he’d awakened a few days ago, Connor couldn’t telekinetically lift a pebble.


  He’d seen his eldest brother, Zorian, manipulate the quantum field to influence matter, breaking fishermen’s arms as easily as he would twigs. He’d seen his older brother Hans stun Janzers with telekinetic bursts in the Department of Peace. He’d seen his developer adjust matter atop Beimeni River, turning it semisolid so they could trot across it. But these uses of the ZPF displayed by his father were still mostly unknown to Connor, for the power to bend a man by mere thought, without killing him, seemed unfathomable—yet utterly desirable.


  “Left leg, here,” Connor said.


  He locked the chain clamp around Nero’s left ankle, then another on the right. The chain connected between his ankles, long enough for Nero to walk through the Hollow’s limestone tunnels to the Leadership’s chamber, a deep cavern with natural pillars, stalactites, and stalagmites. Three Granville panels were angled ahead of a stone table.


  Father paced the length of the table where the rest of the Hollow’s representation sat—Gage Voss, Executive of Hydra Hollow, his commonwealth liaison, Brooklyn Harper, and council members Lizbeth, Zoey, and Isaiah. Pirro, a council member from Blackeye Cavern, the Beimeni Polemon’s eastern stronghold, was absent, escorting Zorian to the Cavern on Father’s orders. Jeremiah had also ordered the once old man to take athanasia treatments, so he could be of more use to the group. Pirro resisted at first, his nonviolent form of protest threatened, but once his back straightened out and he began to walk without a cane, he stopped griping.


  It was so good to have Father back. Connor couldn’t believe how fast he’d recovered, but then he hadn’t known how many healer synisms existed beyond uficilin. Synisms that specialized in repairing bone, tissue, the brain, the immune system, and more were all available in Hydra Hollow, the BP’s western stronghold.


  The Leadership had tapped into the commonwealth’s live broadcast signal over the ZPF. Connor wondered how they did this without Marstone’s detection but didn’t interrupt the meeting. The three-dimensional scene showed Danforth Diamond, the Beimeni Press reporter in Hammerton Hall, or “the official crime scene,” as he described it, crawling with Janzers after the so-called “Midnight Murders.” Then the cameras shifted to Chief Justice Carmen, who entered the Judgment Center from backstage and waddled to his dais. His face rolled with more wrinkles than most of the elderly Connor encountered in the Hollow, and his long, curly silver hair drooped around his cashmere robes. The rest of the justices, who looked as old as Carmen, sat beside him, four to the left, four to the right.


  “They’re about to begin,” Brooklyn said.


  Nero’s chains rattled on the ground when he and Connor rounded the table. They stood ahead of the table and watched.


  Beimenians streamed into the public portion of the Judgment Center and crowded into the stadium seating. Danforth explained that guests were arriving from all over the thirty territories, from Gaia and Dunamis in the West, Vivo and Portage in Central, Piscator and Yeuron in the South, and Peanowera, Navita, and Marshlands in the East. Two divisions of Janzers guarded Captain Broden Barão. Two divisions! They must’ve suspected a BP strike, but Father wasn’t about to send anyone to this hearing. He had made that clear the day before yesterday.


  Captain Barão now appeared near the right panel, the Judgment Center near the left one, and Danforth in the middle. The Janzers moved methodically, in perfect sync, their knees lifting nearly to their chests, their diamond armor glistening under the lights. They ushered Captain Barão through the bright tunnel. He wore a glowing green collar around his neck, similar to the ones Connor had first encountered in Gaia when Lady Isabelle had clamped them on him, Hans, and Murray. A Converse Collar, designed to block Captain Barão’s telepathy.


  He wondered if the captain was as skilled as his father with the ZPF.


  “What is this … madness?” Nero said.


  Captain Barão’s wrists bled from where the cuffs dug into his skin. His face was emotionless, mouth drooping, his hair messy. The chains that bound his wrists rattled when he lifted his hands to block the flashes from the holo-producers. Blood dripped down his forearm.


  Nero opened his mouth, then shut it without speaking.


  Father poured glasses of wine for the Leadership, then sat down and sipped.


  Hands clawed for Captain Barão when the Janzers forced him forward near the crowd. Some screamed, but it was impossible to understand what they said.


  Father leaned forward. “What’s Xylia doing there?” He didn’t sound happy.


  Connor tilted his head and squinted. Sure enough, he recognized Xylia’s freckled face, her crooked stance, her curled, fiery hair and golden headband. They’d met during Connor’s stay with Minister Kaspasparon in Portage Citadel, when he had first escaped Lady Isabelle and her tenehounds and Janzers in Phanes.


  “I ordered that no one go to this hearing. Someone will find out why she went.”


  “Xylia?” Nero said. “Xylia,” he said again and paused. “As in, Brody’s … Xylia?”


  No one answered.


  “Atticus Masimovian,” General Norrod began, “Supreme Chancellor of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, overseer of the thirty territories within North America, he who will always serve, has sent by his office and the Office of the Judiciary the following charges.”


  The attendees hushed.


  “Conduct unbecoming an officer of the strike teams—”


  The crowd gasped.


  “Murder in the first degree.”


  Chants of “Barão, Barão, Barão,” rose up from the crowd. Chief Justice Carmen silenced them with his gavel.


  “Disturbance of the peace.”


  “This is bullshit!” Nero said.


  A group of Beimenians, Portagens by the looks of them, in their brown lab coats and leather bodysuits, heckled Norrod and the judge, one shouting, “Let him go!” and another, “He’s done more for the commonwealth than anyone!” Several from the group chanted, “BARÃO! BARÃO! BARÃO!”


  The Janzers swooped down upon the hecklers with a swiftness and elegance that Connor knew well. The disturbance was soon quelled.


  “And finally,” Norrod said, “treachery against the Office of the Chancellor.”


  “Norrod!” Nero said. “How could you!”


  General Norrod’s turned against the People’s Captain, Connor thought. He’d learned from Murray and Arturo, his deceased foster father, that the strike teams were once fully autonomous from the commonwealth, led by the commander Vastar Alalia, who maintained a steady alliance with Chancellor Masimovian. Vastar died during a surface excursion to the Island of Reverie in 273 AR, and the rank of commander was decommissioned, with General Norrod taking over as the unofficial leader of the strike teams.


  He should’ve helped Captain Barão. Connor dared not speak his mind, not given his father’s complicated past with the captain. Connor knew his father had been outbid by Vastar at Captain Barão’s Harpoon Auction in 260 AR. What he didn’t know was whether or not his father had killed Vastar the way the strike teams accused him, or if the commonwealth had without his father’s knowledge.


  Now Minister Charles, clad in the traditional ministry garb—a green silk turtleneck shirt with silver cufflinks, silver pants, and a dark gray wool cape laced with synisms that projected Palaestran landmarks—joined Captain Barão behind the desk as his representative. Chief Justice Carmen recited the evidence, showed the replay from the Dream Forest atop Hammerton Hall, Verne’s and Damy’s kiss, her coughing, him seemingly strangling her, Captain Barão arriving and breaking Verne’s neck.


  Nero puked.


  The Leadership turned.


  “This can’t … this can’t … be …” Nero bobbed like a bird. He wiped his mouth with the synsuit glove that still covered his hand. “Water,” he said. “Please … water …”


  Connor brought him a canteen despite the obvious displeasure of the Leadership. Even his father scowled. Connor ignored them and also fetched a towel for Nero.


  “What about due process?” Charles said. “Isn’t a Beimeni captain entitled to defend himself—”


  “I can assure the people that this court’s reasoning is based on the evidence,” Carmen said, “and the evidence is unmistakable—”


  “This man achieved more proper conversions than any captain before him. He holds the Mark of Masimovian inside his skin. He would die for anyone in this commonwealth.” Charles turned to the audience. “He doesn’t remember anything that happened the night of the Bicentennial, what does that say—”


  “He’s a liar!” a man said, an obvious Navitan trader with golden suspenders.


  “Order!” Carmen said.


  Charles nodded. “I want you all to take a close look at this man, your People’s Captain.” Charles paused, and the camera shifted over the crowd, many with glossy eyes.


  “Minister Charles risks much speaking for your captain,” Connor said to Nero.


  “My captain saved his daughter from the Lower Level, bidding for her when no one else did during her Harpoon Auction. Tethys understands how much the crowd’s psyche means to Chancellor Masimovian, and so he will appeal to them directly now.” Nero turned to Connor. “He will push so far as he knows Masimovian will allow, but no further. The chancellor understands this.” Nero looked at Jeremiah, who met his gaze. “And the chancellor knows the Palaestran minister hates the BP for all the scientists you’ve killed.”


  The look Father gave Nero could’ve cut through diamond. Connor feared he might truly kill the striker, until he sipped his wine and turned back to the holograms.


  “Captain Broden Barão,” Charles was saying, “he who swore to uphold the integrity of the commonwealth, he who achieved more conversions than any captain before him, who gave his life to his chancellor and served the commonwealth with a dignity, pride, and enthusiasm unprecedented in all my one two hundred eight years in this phantom Earth.”


  He turned back to the judges.


  “Can you sentence him to punishment undeserving of a noble man?


  “Can you sentence him to serve in the Lower Level?


  “Can you sentence him to death?


  “I should hope not, for we must realize that we all return to the gods in the afterlife. Our medicines and Fountain of Youth provide eternal life, but make no mistake, transhumans—”


  “That’s enough!” Carmen said.


  Charles shifted his gaze and pointed to a man in the audience. The camera shifted with him to a muscular man with black-and-silver hair and a damaged eye. “The only way this act of violence occurred is if an outsider influenced the captain. And that outsider sits in this room. You know him well. He sat on this side of the court some fifteen years ago after his actions led to the deaths of countless RDD scientists—”


  The crowd gasped.


  “Antosha Zereoue, your return to the RDD has brought with it the death you left behind—”


  The crowd roared.


  “Silence!”


  Carmen pounded his gavel.


  Antosha didn’t budge. He sat next to a woman Connor didn’t recognize, his arms folded with hers, she dressed in a black dress, covered by a veil, he in a black suit, bloodstone gems down the center. His face remained motionless, impassive, as if he didn’t realize someone had just accused him of murder.


  Or as if he didn’t care.


  “Silence!” Carmen said. “Or I will hold you all in contempt of your chancellor!”


  Charles turned toward the judges. “This man acted out of fear and under the influence of a synthetic hallucinogen, telepathically and genetically delivered by Antosha. This can be the alleged crime’s only explanation, and you would do your best to serve this commonwealth by commuting Captain Broden Barão’s sentence and holding him in the DOP until a full round of—”


  “Where is your proof, Minister?” Carmen said. “Words are worthless to this court.”


  Charles spoke, but Carmen bashed the gavel, overwhelming his voice.


  “We’ve seen the lab tests! We’ve seen the live Granville feed from the forest! We’ve heard from the witnesses! And we’ve arrived at a fair and just conclusion for the greater good of the people of this Great Commonwealth of Beimeni!”


  Carmen signed the Decision Decree.


  A hologram formed above the judges.


   



  
    PERSONA NON GRATA

  


   



  “Gods,” Nero whispered and fell to his knees.


  What does this mean? Connor wondered. He’d learned some basic Beimenian law in Piscator, but this was a term he had never come across, perhaps, he assumed, because it was a rare sentencing. For sure it must be terrible.


  Beimenians in the Judgment Center moaned and wept and fell. A few Navitans in bow ties and suspenders clapped and cheered.


  “Order!” Carmen said. “I will have order in my Judgment Center!”


  Xylia screamed, and the crowd rushed into the center aisles. Janzers stormed inside from every opening.


  “I will have order—”


  Jeremiah cut the feed.


  “Was he sentenced to death?” Connor said.


  His father put his arm around him. “Worse.” He paused and stared at Nero. “Captain Broden Barão will reside on one of the islands in Farino Prison prior to his departure for Region 7 of the Lower Level. He will serve out his sentence there, for the rest of his days.


  “He will die slowly, daily, and by the end not even his developers will recognize his body and mind.”


  “How does Xylia know him?” Connor said.


  “She grew up with him in Portage Territory, and they were arrested at the same time, but while he was purchased by the Variscans, the Kaspasparons kept her hidden from the commonwealth, and now she’s a—”


  “BP spy,” Connor finished. Connor didn’t know much about Xylia, certainly not her history with Captain Barão. She must still love him like a brother, poor girl.


  Nero breathed heavily. He sounded incoherent. Snot dripped down his nose, his eyes were as streaked as a nebula. He slumped forward. “Verena,” he said, “Verena, Verena …” Tears ran down his cheeks as he mumbled, “And the twins, my gods,” he covered his mouth, “the twins!”


  Nero wiped his grimy face and glowered, breathing hard. He turned to Father, who said, “Whom do you serve now, striker?”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Palaestra City


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Aha, mademoiselle,” Juvelle said, “I have your robe and clothing ready.”


  Gwen ignored her keeper bot and scrubbed her arms and chest and legs till her skin was raw.


  She cried.


  “Mademoiselle?” Juvelle said. “Aha, are you all right?”


  The bot’s eye slit shone brightly beyond the cloudy glass and steaming hot water that sprayed Gwen, who hung her head and watched the swirl of suds and muck and skin descend the drain.


  Every night since the Bicentennial, she’d let him touch her. Every morning she awoke upset. “Take a whiff of this,” Antosha had told her, “and dance with the good captain, and humiliate him, and all shall be ours.” She’d whiffed and danced and thought the captain’s humiliation complete when he’d wobbled through the orgy, covered with champagne and sweat and women’s kisses that didn’t belong to his eternal partner. How wrong she’d been.


  She turned off the faucet.


  “I’m fine,” she said. “Marcel isn’t here yet, is he?”


  “Aha, no, no, mademoiselle, but your transport leaves soon.”


  Gwen opened the door and stepped out of the shower in her new First Ward apartment unit. Antosha had gifted it to her. He lay on the bed, still asleep. Juvelle draped a woolen robe around her that smelled of cinnamon and apricot. She dried herself and handed the robe to Juvelle, then slipped into her undergarments and a summer silk gown. She applied maroon eyeliner and dark mascara and injected herself with uficilin, but it didn’t dull the pain. The dirt would never clean. Her insides would never heal.


  Why had she seduced Brody so completely, so deceptively? How could a wiser scientist and captain a hundred years her senior have been so foolish? How could she have been? But Brody had it coming, she reassured herself, for he should never have used Haleya the way he had. He had encouraged her to the surface! How could he! He knew he didn’t have a cure! He understood Reassortment’s disastrous impact on the transhuman body!


  But when she thought of Damy, and Verne, nothing could console her.


  If only she would’ve sought counsel from Minister Kaspasparon, her friend, her savior, the minister who had sent her to House Variscan after her parents had abandoned her in Transport City. But then she remembered the voices, Antosha’s voice, in her head all the time. Who could she speak to without his knowing?


  What would he do if she questioned him?


  She ambled into the sitting room with velvet-covered furniture and activated a Granville panel. Suddenly she stood upon a beach with white sand and endless blue skies, endless waves and salty wind. The artificial gusts increased around her and mixed with the neural signals congruent with salt and fruit. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, feeling calmer, until she felt his hands spread over her neck and shoulders.


  She opened her eyes. His breath, then his lips, touched her skin.


  “A future queen shouldn’t leave without the proper headpiece,” Antosha said. He held a silk-lined tiara shaped like a phoenix feather, coated with gold dust.


  “I’m not a queen,” Gwen said. She deactivated the panel and the illusory paradise disappeared. “I’m a scientist.”


  He kissed her neck and slipped his hand into his robe.


  “Soon you will realize, my violin, that there is no difference in Beimeni.”


  Gwen pulled back. “Marcel will be here soon.”


  Antosha twisted his face. “I trust that you have some idea for Marcel’s purpose during your travels,” he said.


  “It would seem odd for me to be in so many cities alone,” she said. “Don’t you agree?” She could tell by his expression he did not.


  “Your campaign for the supreme scientist of Reassortment, the honorary minister third in line to the chancellorship, is in the tradition of the Great Commonwealth, you need no explanation.”


  Of course, Gwen knew this. She wanted to tell Antosha that Palaestra’s powerful Minister Charles expressed the views of many ministers at the hearing and that it would take a Vigna-sized effort to convince a majority of the ministry of Antosha’s value for such an important role in the commonwealth. Rather, she said, “Marcel has sworn an oath of secrecy with his transfer to the RDD. He’ll be useful in my effort to garner you votes. Besides,” she wrapped an arm around Antosha and said in his ear, “he’s my brother.”


  “Brother-in-development,” Antosha corrected, removing her arm. “That doesn’t mean I can trust him with you,” he lifted her hair and stared at her reflection in a mirror, “or you with him,” then placed the silken feather around her forehead and splayed the tips through her hair. He turned her to face him. “I need you to be my eyes where I cannot see, my ears where I cannot hear, my presence where I cannot be.” He handed her a satchel filled with z-disks.


  She kissed his lips and brushed her face beside his. “I will not fail you,” she said, while wishing she’d never met him.


  
    [image: ]

  


  “You’re acting awfully different, sweet sister,” Marcel said, his head upon a feather pillow as Juvelle dangled grapes over his mouth. The luxury transport announced they were entering the Northern Passage in Xerean. Marcel chewed the grapes with a grin.


  Gwen poured herself a glass of Loverealan wine and turned toward the Granville view, the swirls of a nebula, violet and gold with flickering white stars.


  I have to tell him, she thought, but I must keep him safe.


  She pushed his legs up and sat beside him on the red velvet couch. “Marcel, your constant schemes make me light-headed.” Juvelle lowered a tray with raspberry cream and strawberry tartlets. Gwen shoved one in her mouth. “I’d have thought the Harpoons never ended …”


  “Sweet sister,” Marcel said, lifting himself to her side, his brine scent moving with him, “there’s no end to our positioning in Beimeni.”


  Gwen fed him a tartlet. “Do you remember the desserts the lord and lady used to feed us?”


  Marcel smacked his lips. “Mmm, strawberry and chocolate pie? Ginger tartlets? No, I’m afraid I’ve forgotten those entirely. Maybe if we pay them a visit, they’ll agree to jog our memories.”


  “They’d put us in the harness first, of course, maybe make us solve a—”


  “Palindrome!” Marcel said. “Ah, our finest moment.”


  Gwen smiled to recall that first riddle from Lady Eulalie, passing the phrase, Was it a cat I saw? back and forth with Marcel until they solved it, then spending all their free time that day devising palindromes, enthralled by the idea. Those were the simple, fast times in House Variscan. Gwen wondered what advice Lady Eulalie might offer her now. Would she suggest Gwen turn herself and Antosha in or that she hide the truth forever? Could she allow Brody to be sent to the Lower Level’s Region 7, the deadliest region if the rumors were true, for a crime he didn’t commit?


  Marcel lifted her hair as if searching for a trinket. A Granville sphere appeared above his hand as if by magic. “Look at that!” he said. “Where’d that come from?”


  Gwen smiled. The sphere was of the artistic variety. It looked like a small, glowing gemstone, and above Marcel’s palm it rendered an image of the surface, layered with forests, ocean, wildlife, and beneath, transports humming near Masimovian Tower in Beimeni City and throughout Phanes, with its man-made lake and Fountain of Youth and dunes and red hills. Gwen knew the curio well. It was Marcel’s work, presently the top seller of holographic art in all Beimeni.


  Her brother-in-development leaned in next to her. The holograms lit their faces, and Gwen caught a hint of Marcel’s reflection, studying her.


  “You don’t seem the champion I knew.”


  Gwen turned toward him, surprised and strangely gratified that he’d seen through her. “I was … a different person then.”


  “You never did tell me which of the facilities and on whose team you landed—”


  “You never answered my calls after the auction,” Gwen said, “and I assumed …” Marcel handed her the sphere. It felt warm in her hands and turned the colors of dusk upon the surface, with shades of red, violet, and orange.


  “You assumed I wouldn’t want to speak or think of the Northeast after the Variscans abandoned me.”


  “They’re proud of you.”


  “Then why did they all but disavow their involvement in my development? Surely a top twenty-five percent performance wasn’t the worst scenario.”


  “Who cares, Marcel? Your work is being recognized.” Gwen lifted the sphere. “And look at what you’re capable of.” She grazed the hologram with her forefinger. “It’s exquisite, as unique as its creator.”


  Marcel didn’t seem as if he was listening. He stirred his glass, filled with the finest vodka in Vivo, and sipped, then chewed a chocolate-covered cherry. “And you, sweet sister, you were the champion, you fulfilled the Variscan legend.” He sniffed his glass. “This means,” he smiled as if he’d discovered a parallel universe, “you’ve been assigned to the Reassortment project, doesn’t it?”


  Gwen shuddered. Her face felt as if a million embers burned beneath it. “Marcel …” She wanted so badly to tell him what had happened, but her voice caught in her throat. She already had two deaths on her hands. She wouldn’t put Marcel at risk. She composed herself. “All you need to know is that as I rise, I will bring you with me.”


  “And where is it you’re taking me now?”


  “To the North, for a confab with Minister Genevieve Sineine of Boreas.”


   



   



  Boreas City


  Boreas, Underground North


   



  “It’s an honor to meet you, Minister,” Gwen said. She bowed and kissed the hand extended to her. “Antosha has told me so many wonderful stories that I feel as if I’ve known you for decades.”


  In truth, Gwen had conducted her own research on the minister, for Antosha never mentioned Genevieve, except in passing. He had told her they had a history, and she may be hostile. “Do whatever it takes,” he’d said, “get me Faraway Hall.”


  Antosha had designed this hall before his exile.


  Genevieve closed her eyes, batting unnaturally long lashes curled with blue mascara, pursed her glittered lips, and nodded. Fifteen of her guardsmen formed a crescent behind her, opened toward the pyramid-shaped Northern Passage Transport Station in Boreas City. The guards wore military suits lined with golden buttons on their left sides.


  “Windy today, isn’t it?” Marcel said, and as if on cue, the air swirled synthetic snow from the nearby skyscrapers in the cool morning.


  Gwen couldn’t imagine how much it cost to keep the temperature this low, this deep inside the Earth! It seemed likely the minister paid the bill just so she could wear the lavish fur coat she had on.


  Gwen giggled and covered her mouth. “Please, my lady, forgive my brother’s … boldness.” She extended her hand. “Minister, it’s my pleasure to introduce you to Marcel Auroro, my brother-in-development, famed holographic artist from Marshlands.”


  Marcel would’ve turned as red as lava if he wasn’t frozen, Gwen knew. He bowed and kissed the minister’s hand.


  The guards shifted and formed a tunnel, saluting the minister and her guests. Genevieve, Gwen, and Marcel made their way along the promenade. After they passed, the guards lowered their forefingers from their foreheads and marched evenly beside them, knees high, chests out.


  “Many thanks for meeting with us on short notice,” Gwen said. “I understand the demands on your territory must tax your people enough without a supreme scientist’s interest in your hall.”


  “Undeniably, Boreas provides a vital service to the lower twenty-two.” She tsked. “What would they do without the arctic water we provide?” Gwen didn’t know how to respond, so she nodded agreement, which seemed to please the minister, who added, “All the lower twenty-two think of the vast wealth in Palaestra, Phanes, and Luxor, but they forget the riches of the North exceed all three combined.” Gwen had never heard that before and couldn’t hide the confusion from her face. “Oh, I’ve seen that look before. You think I’m crazy, but it’s true, the wealth in our water isn’t fully valued, or paid for.”


  Antosha had told Gwen about the North’s gripes regarding fair valuation for the commonwealth’s most valuable renewable resource—cold water. Before Gwen could respond, the minister switched the subject. “Antosha’s reputation for scientific excellence precedes him. Such a pity it was nearly wasted. What was it, ten, fifteen, twenty years ago?” Genevieve paused as if for confirmation, and when neither Gwen nor Marcel provided it, she added, “His exile occurred at a time of great construction in my territory.”


  Genevieve looked off to a spiral carbyne-and-glass skyscraper in the city center labeled MINISTRY BUILDING with rotating holographic letters.


  “What happened?” Gwen said.


  “I was in the Ministry Building. Antosha had just returned from a surface excursion when I received the call that he would be held within our quarantine at Area 55 for questioning in the area of synism sabotage. You can imagine the shock I felt having heard such a phrase.” Genevieve looked exhausted even recalling the episode.


  “You were close to Antosha?”


  The minister gave a bemused smile and touched her orchid hair. “We were … close … at one time. Yes, my dear … so close …”


  Marcel stirred next to Gwen, buttoning up his parka as the gusts swirled around them and littered the walkway with snowflakes and debris in the morning sun.


  Gwen spied a nearby café. “Marcel,” she said, “maybe it would be best if you waited in there for the duration?”


  The fur from the parka covered his face, but Marcel bobbed his head and hopped to the café.


  “He isn’t accustomed to these … Northern winds,” Gwen said. She let a hazelnut-sized flake land in her palm. It didn’t melt; it just sat in her hand as if her body temperature had no impact.


  “And you’re familiar with the North?”


  “My mother’s developer was Xereanan,” Gwen lied, “holographic sculptors in their spare time. My father’s was Vivoan, growers in their spare time. So I have a bit of Central and North in my genes.”


  Genevieve nodded and inquired about Gwen’s development and how she came to Antosha’s acquaintance. Gwen told more lies about her birth in Vivo, but told the truth regarding House Variscan and the Harpoons, where she’d received the highest bid, and the tour of Tomahawk Facility with Miss Damosel—


  “Go on, dear,” Genevieve said.


  The slip of the tongue, mentioning Damy, dead Damosel, brought a knot the size of a cannon into Gwen’s throat. Memories of the Bicentennial flooded forward. “I … I … was the champion,” Gwen said. “That feels like another lifetime for me now.”


  “We’ve had a few Harpoon Champions from Boreas in recent years, and more still in the future if I have my way.”


  The women ambled along a pedestrian path, and Genevieve greeted well-wishers. Lime-green transports whizzed along the nearby depressed maglev track. Gwen had seen renditions of Boreas City but never experienced it so close. Ice sculptures of ringed planets and busts of Chancellor Masimovian dotted the walkway. Carved-ice pyramids led to residential units below. Skyscrapers towered above, and snowy mountains ranged over the horizon, fixed in space and time.


  She wanted to stay here forever.


  They rounded a corner and moved partway down a hill. Ahead, a trellis of flat gray slabs crisscrossed by maroon beams opened down into the earth, onto rows upon rows of maroon marble benches, enough seating to fit all fifteen million residents from Beimeni City.


  “We’ve reached the part where you will request the use of Faraway Hall to showcase Antosha’s candidacy for Reassortment,” Genevieve said.


  Gwen trembled.


  “Dear child, he could never deceive me, then or now. He’s not the premier skilled telepath in the commonwealth anymore.” Gwen felt her face flush. Genevieve teased the feathers at the cuffs of her sleeves. “I’ve been a minister for far too long, and while we had steady scientific leadership in Ventureño during Barão’s tenure, I fear we’re about to prove the theory of entropy and return to the days of old, when the leadership of our ardent task changed as swiftly as the winds.”


  “Minister, I must apologize for my ignorance.” Two mistakes now, Gwen thought, a third, and I may not recover. “I understand the campaigns of old have been long forgotten and that Antosha’s request may appear in that tradition. In this, I must admit, I’m not as well versed or as wise as you.”


  If she obtained use of the hall, Gwen knew, she’d also obtain Genevieve’s vote of confidence for Antosha’s Reassortment candidacy. “One comes with the other,” Antosha had assured her. And with it could come more votes in the North, the region where, according to Antosha, the ministers under Genevieve’s leadership had tried to negotiate independence from Phanes, long ago. Almost no one in the commonwealth knew about these secret talks, and indeed, Gwen didn’t know how Antosha had learned about them or why the talks even occurred, until now.


  Gwen handed Genevieve a z-disk. “We near the end of the Regenesis research, and we’d desire nothing more than for Boreas, your majestic territory, to be the host to reawaken Dr. Kole Shrader.”


  Genevieve patted her chest. “Oh, I didn’t realize …” She seemed out of breath. “We do have all the tools he would need here in Boreas …”


  Gwen felt as if her heart would fly away. She didn’t move, didn’t shift her emotionless expression. Genevieve peered down the thousands of rows of seats, and Gwen hoped she was imagining the evening, grandiosity at a level that no minister could refuse.


  “So it will be,” Genevieve said. “My territory can use the benari infusion.”
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  “You’re forcing it,” Pasha said. “That’s why you can’t connect to the ZPF. That’s why you can’t feel the panel’s connection to the quantum universe.”


  Oriana stared at the glossy panel in Pasha’s room. In her mind’s eye, she saw Alpinia City as clearly as she saw her twin brother, the white marble buildings, sinuous streams, pillars, and statues.


  But the Granville didn’t hear her.


  It didn’t answer her message.


  How does he do it? Oriana thought.


  Pasha could send his consciousness into the ZPF and into Granville panels and create whatever part of the commonwealth he desired. Yesterday, he’d shifted their suite in House Summerset from the Great Falls of Navita to the Great Gorges of Gubertiana to the Great Spas of Natura to Urelayura Hall in Alpinia City, where the Trimester Trek would be held. The Trek had been all the candidates could talk about after yesterday’s class when Lady Isabelle informed them of the rules. “You will choose teams of five,” she had said. “You will arrive in Urelayura Hall no later than twelve hundred hours. Failure to check in will result in disqualification. Disqualification will result in a reduction in your starting point for the first half of the Harpoons. A reduction in your starting point will lower your probability of being selected as team captain for the second part of the exams.”


  Oriana believed that in order to win the Harpoons, she’d need to be named a team captain.


  She tried again to connect to the ZPF but couldn’t get through. She screamed and punched the panel.


  “What’s going on in here?” Lady Parthenia said.


  Oriana looked down. Her knuckles were bleeding. Skin and blood splotched the Granville panel.


  “Who’s going to want me on their team for the Trimester Trek?” Oriana yelled. She held her hand against her burgundy silk nightgown and pushed past the lady, back into her room and bathroom, where she washed off her knuckles. I’m a champion, she thought as she cried. I’m a champion, I’m Champion of the Harpoons. Yet how could she win if she couldn’t even alter a Granville panel? How was it that Pasha advanced with his use of the ZPF so much quicker than she?


  He’ll get a good team for the Trek, and I’ll be left behind, she thought. Why? Why? WHY!


  “Oriana, may I enter?” Lady Parthenia said without her typical roughness.


  “Leave me alone.”


  “Oriana, it isn’t your fault. We’ll work on this, I swear, you’ll get it, we all do.”


  “What if I don’t?”


  “You will.”


  The lady let herself in. Oriana sat against the wall upon the cool marble floor. Parthenia slid down to meet her. She put her hand on Oriana’s knee. Oriana shook away from her and looked toward her crystalline shower. She sniffled.


  “It took me a little bit longer, too—” Lady Parthenia continued.


  Oriana turned. The lady pursed her lips, her eyes blinking away tears. It was as if she did understand what Oriana was going through. She patted Oriana’s knee.


  “Falcon Torres entered a Granville world on the first day of classes,” Oriana said. “Other candidates can alter Granville syntech like Pasha does. But I can’t! How can I receive the first bid if I don’t understand the ZPF—”


  “Oriana, if you don’t believe in yourself, no one else will.”


  Oriana nodded and wiped the tears from beneath her eyes. She looked up, reaching with her mind for the Granville sphere that dangled from the ceiling. She sighed. “Why can’t I feel the zeropoint field?”


  “To feel the field, keep your mind steady,” Parthenia said. “To connect to the field, perceive the subatomic world the same way you would the world around you.” Parthenia stood and extended her hand. Oriana grabbed it, and Parthenia lifted her. “Don’t let your mind distract your body, and don’t let your body distract your mind.”


  Oriana looked down. Parthenia lifted her chin. “Look, here,” she said. She held her palm in front of Oriana. “Put your hand on mine.” Oriana did so. She felt the lady’s warmth.


  “Keep your hand steady.” Parthenia pulled hers away from Oriana’s.


  Oriana felt vibrations upon her fingers and palms, the sensation not unlike clapping her hands quickly.


  “There’s a rhythm to the ZPF,” Parthenia said. “The universe is filled with its energy.” She looked up to the Granville sphere. So did Oriana. “The ZPF is the basic substructure that contains all the possible varieties of matter.”


  The lady activated the sphere. A desert landscape beneath a starry sky formed around them. It felt as if a dry, cool wind touched Oriana’s skin, but she knew that was just the Granville syntech influencing her senses.


  “Its information is encoded and transmitted all around you,” Parthenia continued, “all at the same time.”


  Oriana frowned, then smiled, for while she couldn’t alter the Granville world, she could sense the universe’s substructure. “Why didn’t you teach me about the ZPF before the first class?” Oriana raised her voice. “Why didn’t you prepare me to enter a Granville world?”


  “You weren’t ready yet.” Parthenia deactivated the Granville sphere, and Oriana’s bathroom, its smells of geraniums and lilacs, its crystalline shower, its marble floor, returned to Oriana’s sight. “You must learn to control your mind’s energy before you learn to control the energy of the universe,” Parthenia added.


  “Why can’t you just show me how to do it?” Oriana folded her arms, looking toward the doorway. “Why do Pasha and other candidates manipulate the field in ways I cannot—”


  Parthenia snorted. “Care not what others around you do or do not do,” and when Oriana slouched, “anyone who thinks they can understand the zeropoint field after a few days of development is deluding themselves.”


  “What do you mean?” Oriana straightened. “They’re faking it?”


  Parthenia grinned. “No, that’s not what I meant.” She held Oriana’s head with her hands and looked into her eyes. “It’s sometimes easier to see what’s large rather than what’s important. My face, for instance, do you see it?”


  “How could I not?”


  “Look, closer.”


  Oriana pursed her lips and blinked.


  “Closer,” Parthenia repeated. “That’s it, keep at it, there, there, do you observe the particles that make up my being, in the ZPF?”


  Oriana narrowed her eyes. She sensed the ZPF around the lady, penetrating her as it did the air, the walls, all matter around her, but she didn’t see any particles.


  “Don’t see,” Parthenia said as if she knew Oriana’s thoughts. “A weak eye sees, a strong one observes. Learn to observe the world as it exists in the ZPF and no one will defeat you.”


   



   



  Harpoon VR


  Northwest


  0 meters deep


   



  Oriana’s breath puffed from her mouth in quick bursts, her head was layered with wool, her neck surrounded by fur, the pack on her back as heavy as a boulder. She ran toward an icy pole that glowed with orange light. On it, a golden flag shivered in the wind. The flag contained a telepathic message, which Oriana accessed in her extended consciousness.


   



  
    PROVIDE THE SUM OF ALL INTEGERS FROM 1 TO 1,000,000, INCLUSIVE

  


   



  She began the computations, but the wind and the snow twisted around her, and with it, a sound.


  Owoooo. Owoooo. Owooooooo.


  Oriana lurched around and scanned the blizzard landscape. Snow-covered trees swayed near, the shadows of snow-covered mountains loomed afar.


  It’s the gusts, she told herself.


  She returned to her calculations.


  Owoooo. Owoooo. Owooooooo.


  Nope, she thought, definitely western wolves.


  The calls of the wolves carried from mountain to mountain and surrounded her.


  It had to be Pasha’s influence, but how?


  Their cries made her shiver in a way the wind could not. But every second she stayed distracted, she lost invaluable time in her search for the solution, and she knew that timely solutions led to higher point totals during a Harpoon simulation. The more points, the higher she’d rise on the Harpoon leaderboard—a measure of success prior to the Harpoon Exams.


  The sweat was building up beneath her bodysuit. Concentrate, she thought, this can’t be anything compared to the Harpoons. She pushed the wolves and the wind and the silent snow away from her consciousness and focused on the task. At last, she discovered the solution and communicated it, 27,000,001, to the fluttering flag.


  The flag released into Oriana’s hand, and she shifted it to a satchel at her side. She dashed toward the next wooden bridge—half a kilometer in length, laced with snow. Waterfalls crashed below her. She ran by the light of a blue moon as large as the jagged gray mountains on the horizon. She caught a whiff of Pasha’s wolves with her enhanced sense of smell, which slowed her, but she dashed to the end of the bridge and solved the next problem. She lifted the marker. A few more to go, then she’d defeat Pasha—for the first time!


  She continued on into a frozen forest. Under cover of brush, leaves, and snow, she eased against a frozen tree and caught her breath. She lifted the bottom of her mask and sifted through her satchel, clutched a canteen, and chugged.


  Lady Parthenia’s voice reached her mind.


  Don’t drink too much, young lady, you’ll get a cramp and then what good would that water do?


  Oriana took another swig. Why should she listen to the lady, who hadn’t prepared her for the first day of classes, who still hadn’t taught her how to manipulate the Granville panels or communicate mind-to-mind the way she just did?


  Oriana tired of the lady’s constant lectures and cryptic messages. Parthenia forced her to read sentences forward and backward and master molecular chemistry and calculate thermodynamic free energy and untie knots and manipulate complex origami and construct palindromic words, sentences, and paragraphs, none of which helped her improve her connection to the ZPF!


  Go on, she thought, keep yelling and I’ll keep drinking!


  She sucked down the rest of the water, then returned the canteen to her satchel and sprinted for the maze.


  The air whistled over her and brought with it the dank stench of wolf. Oriana grimaced. The roars resumed, but she suspected this altered cry must be designed to help Pasha determine her location. Where was he? She timed the next set of howls, extended her consciousness, and used an algorithm to estimate Pasha’s location.


  Close, too close.


  She darted across a labyrinth of snowy trees, hopping from limb to limb, and jumped to the hard, snowy ground, rolled, then jogged down a hill toward a bridge that she calculated in her extended consciousness extended for thirty kilometers. It glowed dark blue, surrounded by a spiral of alloy coils about twenty centimeters thick. Oriana sprinted over the bridge but lost her balance and spun out. She smashed into one of the coils and rolled along the ice. Can’t fall! Can’t lose!


  Her parka burst at her elbow, and blood streaked down her arm. She pulled a shot of uficilin from her satchel and injected herself. The cut began to heal. She wrapped her elbow to avoid exposure. Now Oriana took methodical steps, gripped each coil and eased along the windy bridge: one step, hold, two step, hold, three step, hold. When she cleared the coils, she carefully slid down a cliff. The snowfall stopped. Ahead of her, a chunk of ice that forked into the sea was melting, and its water crashed and curdled and steamed.


  Renewed howls shook Oriana’s concentration until she noticed that the ice on the mountain above was melting too. And rolling toward her in an avalanche! She drew two diamond daggers and used them to climb the ice back up to the bridge. She turned. The avalanche crashed into the ravine and the sea. Oriana made her way to the other side of the glacier, where the golden marker hung twisting in the gusts. She activated the message.


   



  
    IDENTIFY THE UNIQUE SEQUENCE IN THE FOLLOWING GENOME AND INDICATE HOW MANY TIMES IT REPEATS

  


   



  Oriana grunted. While she devoured novels, Lady Parthenia made her read thousands of pages of random prose, locate the unique phrase that repeated, then count how many times it repeated.


  Now she’d moved on to DNA. This particular genome was relatively small at 375,000 base pairs. The letters scrolled through Oriana’s extended consciousness.


   



  
    CACGTTTCACGTACCGTTACAT

  


  
    CGTTATCGTTCACGTACTGGTG

  


  
    AACCCACGTCGTATGTAAGGTT

  


  
    TCTCGCACGCACGTTTCCTGCG

  


  
    CACGTATTACGGTATCCGGTTC

  


  
    ATCTTCTGCACGTTTGTCACAC

  


  
    CGTCGTCCGTACGGTTCACGTA

  


   



  Similar to prior exercises with words, phrases, and sentences, Oriana found the unique letters with ease, the repeated sequence being CACGT.


   



  
    CACGTTTCACGTACCGTTACAT

  


  
    CGTTATCGTTCACGTACTGGTG

  


  
    AACCCACGTCGTATGTAAGGTT

  


  
    TCTCGCACGCACGTTTCCTGCG

  


  
    CACGTATTACGGTATCCGGTTC

  


  
    ATCTTCTGCACGTTTGTCACAC

  


  
    CGTCGTCCGTACGGTTCACGTA

  


   



  Oriana scrolled through the genome and calculated the sequence CACGT appeared 15,547 times. She sent the solution, retrieved the flag, and rushed into the woodlands. She slowed before a mass of thick tree branches wrapped in ice, connected by ice, dead under the ice.


  She calculated more than thirty routes in thirty seconds in her extended consciousness. A new riddle. One path would bring her to the next marker. Only one would keep her ahead of Pasha and lead to victory. She determined the direct route based upon a technical readout of the terrain. Neon lines and geometric shapes moved in various directions in her extended consciousness. The smell of singed leaves tickled her nose. The stench from the wolves made her cough. Silver lines crisscrossed and zigzagged as Oriana created the necessary algorithm to determine which way would require passage over the fewest, strongest icy branches.


  And she flew.


  The spikes on her boots kicked up the ice and left powder in her wake. She weaved through the branches, over the ice, slid to the penultimate marker, and scooped it into her satchel. She sprinted onward until she arrived at an electric-blue fence. A golden marker hung there, but she couldn’t pry it free, and it offered no challenge. She gazed beyond the fence, beyond the platforms. Water flowed over stone, around stone, and beneath stone, defying the law of gravity in this simulated world. Pasha stood beyond another fence, far away on the other side. Between them, Oriana counted sixty-four square platforms, lined up eight-by-eight in a diamond-shaped formation, capped with a mixture of ice and stone.


  You two never listen, but here you are, Lord Thaddeus’s voice boomed.


  Oriana swore. Pasha had tricked her, made her think he trailed her when he’d instead discovered an alternate route!


  The winds and snowfall quickened. She wiped the melted flakes from her goggles.


  A swirl of neon silver dust formed into Janzers, one next to Oriana and one next to Pasha. The goal of this exercise, Lord Thaddeus said, is for each of you to reach the other end without being apprehended by your opponent’s Janzer teammate. Your movement is limited to a neighboring point on the grid, up or down, or left or right. No skipping platforms! No diagonal moves either!


  The fences cleared, and Oriana and her Janzer and Pasha and his Janzer stepped cautiously to the corner that led to the first platform. Oriana determined the correct algorithm for her movement. Her calculations showed that if she moved before her Janzer, her capture would be made more difficult, while if her Janzer moved before Pasha, he would be at a disadvantage. She gave orders to her Janzer accordingly.


  She moved swiftly to the right, her Janzer to the left, mirroring Pasha’s and his Janzer’s movements, entering the platform grid the way she planned. The Janzer that pursued her took a path she didn’t expect, and as she moved up and left, left and up, she felt a burning, ripping sensation in her calves. Her muscles cramped. She fell and rolled over the side of a platform and hung on long enough to see Pasha storm the other end of the grid, retrieving the final flag. Then she lost her grip and fell so far and fast that she could barely breathe in the thin, freezing air.


  A rush of icy water engulfed her. She screamed …
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  “Oriana,” Lord Thaddeus said, “you’re okay. Do you hear me? Oriana?”


  She hung in the Harpoon harness, her bodysuit soaked. She shivered. Her mind adjusted.


  Lord Thaddeus lowered her. “You must listen! A champion listens. A champion makes wise decisions. A champion stays focused on the goal at hand. You each have the talent to receive the first bid at the Harpoon Auction, but if you don’t start obeying us, you won’t last during the critical-reasoning session.” He peered toward Lady Parthenia. “Hon, have you ever seen candidates behave like this?”


  The lady shook her head back and forth and lowered and unlatched Pasha, who wore that smile he always did when he won. He always won!


  Oriana sensed his thoughts were focused on the Harpoon leaderboard. She turned. The holographic ticker scrolled along the simulation room’s rim. The Summersets only allowed the twins to see the top one hundred nine-digit ID numbers, forever reminding them that with their genes and development they should be scoring within this elite group of candidates during Harpoon simulations.


  Oriana had dreamed of seeing her number on the ticker. Not Pasha’s.


  She threw her head back and closed her eyes. When she touched the ground, she fell to her knees and grasped her chest. “That … was … so … real,” she gasped. “More than … any other simulation …” She coughed. “Will the … Harpoons be this … way?”


  “The exams will be as real as the walls and furniture in our home,” Lady Parthenia said, “but as we’ve told you many times—”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah, the exams are more about cognitive and learning ability,” Pasha said, “not strength and aggressiveness.” He swiped his long, sweaty hair over his forehead and wiped his nose. “Intelligence, confidence, and moral flexibility are what the Navitan traders want to see, blah, blah, blah—”


  Lady Parthenia slapped him. “Don’t catch that tone with me, young man. You’ll do better to keep to our advice next time you’re in the simulator. You weren’t able to calculate the sequencing query. Nor did you properly navigate the woodlands. And who told you taming western wolves was permitted?”


  “No one, but—”


  “Break the rules on Harpoon day—”


  “I used the ZPF! I’m allowed to use the ZPF—”


  “To solve riddles, yes, that you may do.” Parthenia waved her forefinger. “You may not use it to influence other fauna. I’ve told you that before.” The lady put her hands on her hips. “If you disobey me on the day of the Harpoons, you’ll be disqualified. Is that clear enough for you?”


  Pasha frowned, nodded, and rubbed his raw cheek. He stole a sideways glance at his ID number on the leaderboard and bit back a grin as he helped Oriana off the ground. “You all right? I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He didn’t sound sincere.


  Oriana didn’t respond. She shivered and limped to the golden bench near the wall.


  The Summersets, on their way to the exit, hand-signaled the medical bots, who injected the twins with uficilin.


  Oriana sighed at the sweet, instant relief. Newfound energy flowed from her toes to her head. She giggled. Part of it indeed was owed to the medication, while another part was owed to her very first … victory.


  For the first time, she solved a riddle during a Harpoon simulation that Pasha could not.


  “Forgive me, O.” Pasha bit his lower lip. “You’ll get your number on the leaderboard too. You will.”


  “You don’t believe that.” She sensed his consciousness the same way he surely sensed hers. “You think you’ll get the first bid over me.” She pressed her finger to Pasha’s lips before he could speak, smiled, and cleared her mind, the way the lady taught her.


  Oriana gave her twin a sisterly kiss, then pressed her lips to his ear. “Ask not for my forgiveness, dear brother, but for my mercy.”


  Pasha pulled away from her. His lips looked pouty, his dimples deep. He stood speechless.


  Oriana raised her brow. “When I get there, not even you’ll be able to beat me.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Permutation Crypt


   



  2,750 meters deep


   



   



  “How is it still this disgusting down here?” Lady Isabelle said to Lieutenant Arnao, her voice muffled by a strapless face mask.


  She wiped a hand back and forth to clear the soot that permeated the air, then pushed ahead of Arnao through one of the research rooms, shaped like a parallelogram. Janzers roamed everywhere, like platelets, doing what they could to stop the hemorrhaging. They used blowtorches and drills on the plating, pulled singed wires and coils from the floor, and hauled supplies—synism drums, tool chests, water.


  “We’re making progress in our repairs, I assure you,” Arnao said. His chameleon military fatigues had turned a mixture of smoky black and gray to match the room. “They used an EMP to disable the coils and disrupt the transformations. Much damage was done, but it can be undone.” He adjusted his face mask. “The survivor awaits you in the infirmary.”


  Isabelle nodded and ambled beside her former courier, thinking about the BP. While she had anticipated a Polemon strike on the Crypt, she’d not expected it on the evening of the Bicentennial. With so many aristocrats and high-ranking consortium officers gathered in one place and the immediate gratification of ruining the chancellor’s prime event within reach, it seemed a fruit too juicy to ignore. The chatter in Marstone’s Database suggested Hammerton Hall was a top priority. One decoy among several, Isabelle reflected, for the BP attack on the Phanes Beltway had drawn Arnao’s forces to the eastern side of the territory, away from Permutation Crypt, which suggested a diversionary tactic. It had been executed well but was obvious enough in context. The chancellor, who could connect to his Janzer protectors as easily as he could move his own limbs, had been so soused and entranced by the Bicentennial that he didn’t even recall receiving a distress signal.


  Isabelle remembered, for while she sought to send reinforcements to the Crypt on the night of the raid, Arnao had sent too many of the capital’s Janzer divisions to the ruckus on the beltway. She should have punished Arnao after he failed to capture the whelp in Mantlestone Village. If he didn’t start performing, she’d be forced to send him to the Lower Level and promote another of her former couriers to take his place. She sighed.


  They passed the holding cell where the battle with the BP occurred and a whiff of blood and death made Isabelle shiver. She slowed and turned. Some Janzers wrapped their fallen comrades in body bags, while others scrubbed the ground. Isabelle suspected Jeremiah’s old holding cell may have been revealed to the BP in the information Hans had procured from the DOP prior to his escape and her reacquisition of him on Masimovian Crossing. That he hadn’t had the z-disk on him made her suspect he’d given it to the whelp, Cornelius Selendia. Prior to the Bicentennial, she had left a Granville sphere that projected Jeremiah’s essence in the ZPF. The Janzers who guarded the Crypt knew what to do in the event of an attack. It should’ve been enough. She wanted to know why it wasn’t.


  They arrived at the infirmary, where a Janzer survivor lay across a hovering gurney. He grimaced when he sat up. He was a typical Janzer with bronze skin, dark brownish-red eyes, curly hair, and pouty lips—a soldier synthesized, in part, from the supreme chancellor Atticus Masimovian’s DNA, designed for the commonwealth’s, and his, protection. Untypically, he’d lost his limbs, and rather than saluting the supreme director of the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations, he nodded to her.


  Isabelle stepped to the side of his bed and placed her palm upon his shoulder. They connected, and the scene of the battle in the cell block unfolded before her. She extended her consciousness and searched Marstone’s Database, finding a match: the whelp, Cornelius Selendia, Jeremiah’s youngest son, whom she’d captured in Ypresia Village but lost in Beimeni City after Hans broke them out of the Department of Peace.


  She homed in on another BP fighter in a striker synsuit, swinging a diamond sword. She spied the striker’s face beneath his clouded visor. No need to search for Lord Nero Silvana’s likeness, for she knew it well. It came as little surprise that Captain Barão’s striker had turned traitor, though she wouldn’t have anticipated such boldness from him, particularly when his eternal partner lay unconscious in the RDD infirmary. The thought made her smile.


  The third wore a tinted visor. Whether it was a man or woman’s face, Isabelle couldn’t tell, but this Polemon moved differently than the rest, faster than the Janzers, with a destructive acumen she’d last witnessed in the attack on the Port of Life. The only explanation was an ancient use of the ZPF in combat, outlawed by Chancellor Masimovian. Was this the BP leader who had taken Jeremiah and Johann’s place? The Polemon flipped the Janzer, slashed a shuriken into his visor, and spun him into his division, disrupting its timing.


  Then the Janzers had discerned the BP’s weakness: they hadn’t secured the synsuits properly. The second and third wave of Janzers swarmed the invaders.


  A fourth fighter’s wrist turned into a geyser of blood and bone. Murray Olyorna, banished from the RDD, a traitor to his people. He received what he deserved, she thought as a Janzer sliced his body in half.


  The BP’s defeat seemed at hand, for after the Janzers killed Murray, they’d surrounded the other three. Not even the fastest Polemon could elude so many blows.


  Isabelle’s mouth opened wide. A burst of telekinetic energy had escaped from the whelp. He’d slaughtered most of the Janzers, and those he didn’t lay in pools of blood, barely alive. The view darkened now, and while the Janzer host to whom she connected had lost his legs and arms, he had heard all in the cell. Zorian entered with Jeremiah. An argument, then a fight ensued.


  Zorian admitted he’d deceived her. “I sent that bitch Lutetia right into the trap beneath Navita, and you guys couldn’t even finish her off.”


  She thought on this. Though Zorian deftly shielded his thoughts from her, she didn’t have a reason to distrust him: he did poison his father with E. barrier, which had blocked Jeremiah’s connection with the ZPF and enabled her to apprehend him. Part of her agreement with Zorian included full immunity for him, though he broke the accord when he disappeared. He resurfaced later on at the Block during Isabelle’s surgical search in Piscator. He had led her to Hans’s clandestine unit where she found Maribel, Hans’s illegal eternal partner, hanging dead from a ceiling fan. After that, interrogations with him had led her to Navita, but Arnao and the Janzers had gathered intel independent of him. The invasion failed, she assumed, because she waited too long, giving the BP a chance to escape.


  Now she wasn’t so sure.


  What she did know was that Zorian could not be allowed to roam freely with the intel he’d accessed working with her. She would take steps to locate him.


  The speech muffled when the Janzer began to lose consciousness. An explosion sent flames over his body, protected by his synsuit.


  Isabelle withdrew. The fire and smoke and shrapnel disappeared and gave way to the white phosphorescent light and chlorine stench of the infirmary. “I’m finished.” The Janzer nodded and sank back onto his bed.


  Isabelle and Lieutenant Arnao exited the infirmary and walked through the Crypt’s tunnels.


  “Did you ID the traitors?” Arnao said.


  “Three out of four of them.”


  “No way did four Polemon wrest Jeremiah Selendia from the Crypt. The Janzer’s mind must’ve fogged or you didn’t connect—”


  Isabelle stopped and turned. “I don’t err in my searches, Lieutenant. I blame you for this as much as these incompetent soldiers. Don’t mistake my mercy for forgiveness. It’s only your long years of servitude to me that have saved you.” Arnao had, in fact, served Isabelle mostly well, first as a Courier of the Chancellor, then in the Department of Communications in various roles. His loyalty to her was undeniable.


  Arnao raised his head. “You told me to secure Hammerton Hall. I secured Hammerton Hall—”


  “Fine job, Arnao, I guess you missed the part when the captain destroyed the chancellor’s evening.”


  “The Phanes Beltway—”


  “You shouldn’t have pulled the Janzers from the hall.”


  “The city would’ve been defenseless, and we didn’t know the breadth or length of the attack.”


  “It is unwise to question one’s superiors, Lieutenant.”


  Arnao’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Yes, my lady.”


  Isabelle spun and entered a capsule in a maglev tube, one which led to Masimovian Tower.


   



   



  Beimeni City


  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  “How goes the investigation?” Atticus said from the terrace that overlooked Masimovian Center, facing North Archway and Artemis Square.


  Lady Isabelle crossed the Grand Salon and approached him, observing the crowd of Phaneans that moved about in the Granville day. “The attack was the work of four Polemon,” she said. “The first I can’t identify, the second, Cornelius Selendia, son of Jeremiah Selendia—”


  He whipped his head around to her. “A Polemon you lost—”


  “Whom you wouldn’t allow me to kill.” She sighed and rubbed her face. “Murray Olyorna, a former RDD scientist on Captain Barão’s team in Palaestra.”


  “Another Polemon you lost, and I didn’t give a shit what you did with Olyorna.” Atticus lifted a golden carafe and poured a glass of wine, which he offered her. She refused. He raised an eyebrow.


  “And Lord Nero Silvana, Captain Barão’s—”


  “Striker?”


  Isabelle nodded.


  “What evidence do you have?” Atticus sipped the wine.


  Isabelle moved closer to the balustrade and put her hands upon the railing. She looked out on the city. She’d not allow the BP, or Atticus, to destroy it all. She turned to the chancellor. “I connected to a Janzer survivor. I saw all four of them. And I just connected to a Janzer post in the RDD. Nero scheduled a visit with his eternal partner in the RDD infirmary the evening of the Bicentennial, but never arrived—”


  “Apprehend him, immediately.” Atticus lit a cigar.


  Isabelle adjusted two of her rings and observed her nails, colored lavender by synisms to match her eyes. A touch too dark. “He’s disappeared from Marstone’s sight, likely as not with the BP as we speak—”


  Atticus wiped away a bit of synthetic leaf stuck to his lip. He puffed on his cigar. “The strategist, Lady Verena—”


  “Iglehart, yes, she remains in a medically induced coma, guarded by Janzers.” Isabelle poured her own glass of liqueur. “When she awakens, I recommend we send her to Farino Prison.”


  “Agreed,” Atticus said. “What of Zorian Selendia, has he made contact?”


  “No.” She’d not reveal his potential betrayal of her. The chancellor had told her not to trust him. She’d not give him this victory of her humiliation.


  “How will you secure him?”


  Isabelle pushed her forefingers through her lavender hair, setting it on her right shoulder, wishing she stood upon this terrace with Antosha at her side. One day, it would be so. Antosha had executed his plan during the Bicentennial as masterfully as he’d assured her he would, and their catspaw Gwendolyn Horvearth had played her part well. Isabelle wouldn’t doubt Antosha again. He’d see to it she and he rose, first in Beimeni, then to the surface of the Earth. The thought lifted her lips as she turned to Atticus. “I’ve supplied his genome to the tenehounds and sent them out with ten Janzer divisions to track him down.”


  “You seem pleased with yourself.” Atticus pressed his lips together and seethed. “I’m taking an awfully big risk on your gamble—”


  “No more than we took on your call with Captain Barão.”


  She turned away from him. He risked the ruin of his grand evening the night of the Bicentennial, not her. She’d arrested the traitorous captain prior to the celebration, securing him to a holding cell in the Department of Peace. She’d requested a judicial and ministerial hearing, but the chancellor had denied her and let him leave.


  She’d also tracked the captain to Silkscape City after he dared access records in Marstone’s Database. Isabelle implanted the T, a burn mark that replaced his strike team tattoo upon his forearm, which would forever designate him a traitor to the commonwealth. She would’ve seen Captain Barão escorted to Farino Prison. Yet the chancellor had let him leave Lovereal Territory and return to Phanes for the Bicentennial.


  “I’ve taken more than Brody’s life—” Atticus said.


  “He knows about the Crypt! He knows about Jeremiah! We should’ve ended him with the majority on our side.”


  “Who will believe a murderer?”


  Atticus turned again to the center, and Isabelle turned with him. Steam rose up from the fountains below, and the Granville sun cast a summer glow over North Archway and the tall white palm trees in Artemis Square as it dipped below the horizon. Beimenians laughed and chatted, moving here and there in Masimovian Center below them, neophytes shadowing masters, eternal partners arm in arm on the marble paths.


  “Come here,” Atticus said, not unkindly.


  She angled toward him, leaning over the balustrade.


  “Do you see the ecstasy I’ve brought to this underground paradise?”


  Isabelle tried her best not to roll her eyes.


  “A world that at one time was so filled with violence and hatred that the scholars placed our probability of extinction at ninety-five percent. And now,” he swept his arm toward Masimovian Center Building #7, “we’re overseers of the greatest society in the history of mankind.”


  “Now we wage a forever war,” Isabelle said. “We’re stretched too far, too thin, with too few Janzers to secure this Great Commonwealth.”


  “My lady, see my eyes.”


  She looked into the maroon of his eyes, so familiar after one hundred seventy years of shared service, and willed him to let down his guard.


  “When great men age,” he said, and seeing her expression added, “oh yes, we still age, not visibly, but emotionally, metaphysically, and when we do there comes a time when we desire more of our being.” He leaned against the balustrade. “What will the people speak if I die? Will they remember the Magnificent Masimovian or the Masimovian turned soft? The Masimovian who, in his early eternal life, was weakened by a group of terrorists who knew not what they opposed or what they believed?”


  He stroked his goatee. “I have no doubt you will lay waste to the terrorists.” He leaned closer toward her. “You will find their enclaves and destroy them, and Captain Barão will serve out the rest of his life in the Lower Level, no longer a threat to our commonwealth.”


  He kissed her neck. “What strikes me odd is this. Barão is nothing if not noble … noble to the end. I couldn’t risk exposing his involvement with the BP, so great was his reputation with the people and the teams.” Atticus paused. “He chooses the evening of our greatest celebration to assault his eternal partner’s lover?”


  Atticus puffed on his cigar and blew out smoke rings. He tried to pretend he didn’t seek entry to Isabelle’s consciousness, but she could sense him sneaking around in the ZPF. She thought only of Brody’s hearing after the Bicentennial, the z-disk she prepared, the courier she assigned, her pleasure at his exile, though she would have preferred an execution.


  “These events have left their mark in the people’s psyche, most indelibly, I’m afraid,” he said.


  She turned to him. “It’s interesting how often nobility and insanity cross paths, isn’t it?”


  “Is that all you have to add?”


  “What more could there be?”


  Atticus narrowed his eyes. “No matter, I suppose. Captain Broden Barão shattered his reputation, and Chief Justice Carmen assured us no one will ever pick up the pieces. It’s not how I would have preferred we deal with him, but it is done, and thoroughly.”


  “The Lower Level is just punishment for his treachery against you,” Isabelle agreed.


  Atticus extended his arm, and Isabelle eased under it. They embraced near the balustrade. She clutched her glass as if it were the last one she would ever hold. For a heartbeat she enjoyed the chancellor’s warmth, reminded of why she had once loved him. She sipped the liqueur and set the glass on a marble pedestal, then placed a finger under Atticus’s chin and pulled him to her. She kissed him, sensually, and snuggled her cheek to his.


  “Of course,” she said with a smile, “should his heirs perform in the exams, we can still claim them for our own.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Harpoon VR


   



  Candidate Café


   



   



  “In there?” Pasha lifted his left eyebrow. His lower lip quivered. “You want to hang out in there?”


  The flashing lights and thumping music in the virtual corridor intimidated Oriana as much as Pasha, though she would never admit it. She turned and glanced back at the exit, an electric-appearing door that hung between four neon blue fractal trees. She stared for what seemed an eternity, then turned to Pasha. “We have to go. We should meet candidates, make friends—”


  “You mean you want to hang out with Nathan Storm,” Pasha said. He fidgeted the way he did when he didn’t know the answer to one of the Harpoon queries, and a strange sense of triumph took Oriana by surprise.


  “C’mon,” she said. She strutted down the corridor.


  “O?”


  She kept walking.


  “O, wait for me!”


  They crossed under an archway labeled CANDIDATE CAFÉ and stepped into a massive spherical hall filled with hundreds of thousands, even millions of candidates. They were everywhere: carrying glasses, climbing staircases, sipping drinks, conversing, and activating Granville spheres and panels. Oriana tuned out the music. She thought about asking Pasha if he still wanted to turn back.


  She felt more comfortable when she spied Gaia. The House Rastedes candidate didn’t walk so much as sway. Her long, thick curly hair looped down her back and up over her right shoulder, tied at the bottom with a satin sash. Her cheeks looked full, almost chubby, around her small nose and lips. She whispered in one boy’s ear, grabbed another’s crotch, giggled, then spun out of their orbit, her floral gown floating around her.


  Gaia kissed Oriana on each cheek. “I’m so glad your developers let you come.”


  Oriana had explained to her after the last class how stern the Summersets could be with their endless list of rules, particularly on engaging with Harpoon candidates. Don’t insult anyone. Don’t lose control. Don’t be snotty. Don’t share stories. Don’t trust them. Don’t help them. If she listened to the Summersets, she’d have no friends at all!


  “They have to let us have some free time,” Oriana said, thinking about the constant simulations and studies and meditations and training between Harpoon classes.


  Gaia grinned in that mysterious, mischievous way she would when she chatted about boys. “That they do.” Her eyes searched past Oriana to where Pasha stood.


  “Pleasure to see you, Miss Gaia,” Pasha said. He sounded like Lord Thaddeus, and acted like him when he took Gaia’s hand in his, kissing it.


  Oriana rolled her eyes.


  “Ho, Oriana!”


  Knowing Nathan’s voice without seeing him, she turned. “Ho, Nathan.”


  He stood beside Duccio, Gaia’s blood brother. Biologically they were the same in late adolescence, similar to Oriana, Pasha, and most other candidates. In truth, while Gaia was born a full fifteen days after Duccio, she often acted like the elder. Oriana didn’t understand how the two candidates, developed by the same house, born of the same parents, could be so different.


  “I thought you weren’t coming.” Nathan strode the last few meters between them, all smiles. He reached for Oriana, his cufflinks sparkling in the strobe light. He held her for a long moment. When he pulled back, she felt a little giddy.


  The tingly sensations disappeared when Duccio winked at her. There was something about him that made her stomach uneasy in a decidedly squirmy way. He had the robust build of a Rastedes candidate and moved as agilely as his sister did. His hands looked thicker and stronger than Nathan’s or Pasha’s, yet felt soft when he touched her. He made a show of lifting her forefingers to his lips. Closing his eyes, he gave them a long, loud kiss, then angled his face toward hers and grinned.


  She pulled her hand away.


  “Sweet princess,” Duccio said, “some say you and your brother are tearing up the leaderboard.”


  Oriana hated it when he called her sweet princess. She at first didn’t know how to respond, though she noted the glance Duccio shared with Gaia, who shook her head disapprovingly. Unlike Pasha’s thoughts, Oriana couldn’t hear Duccio’s or Gaia’s. Gaia was always so kind to her, but her brother spoke emotionlessly, revealing neither his sentiment nor his intentions.


  “Is that what they say?” Oriana couldn’t figure out why Duccio would lie to her. While she’d not seen her ID number in the Summersets’ ticker, she’d been rising in the candidate ranks, clearly. Thinking more about it, she couldn’t keep the pride from her face.


  Pasha stepped beside Oriana without greeting the boys. “From the top,” he said, “my sister and I will see farther—”


  “And fall harder,” Duccio put in, “if you’re not careful.”


  A silence lingered, until Nathan broke it. “Care to try out the lounge?” he said. He unbuttoned the top of his shirt, revealing his chest. “It’s a little cooler back there.”


  “More private too,” Gaia agreed. She massaged Nathan’s shoulders, nuzzling her chin on his shoulder.


  Oriana’s breaths quickened with her thoughts. Don’t trust them. “Let’s go then.” She pulled Nathan away from Gaia.


  “Hold up,” Nathan said. He nodded to a girl at the bar, who flipped a few benari coins to the waiter bot. She lifted a Dunamisian-designed polychromatic handbag. Desaray Hawkins. Her colorful hair puffed high from a widow’s peak and splayed around her head, down her shoulders, and over her black and orange gown, which matched her eyes. Oriana marveled at her slender, muscular body, a body Oriana noticed caught Pasha’s attention as well.


  The lounge was less crowded than the spherical hall, not at all similar to the scientific cafés that Oriana discovered during her research into Beimenian architecture. This one had circular booths, waiter bots, and a dizzying silver-and-blue ambiance, with colorful laser lights that streamed from a central orb and struck the dark ceiling in time with the music, a combination of jazz and electronica. Desaray waved to a waiter bot as if she’d done this a million times before.


  “Six glasses of Loverealan wine and six shots of the finest cinnamon rum this establishment offers,” Desaray said next to the bot’s audio capture. The bot flashed its eye slit as if to indicate its understanding, then it scurried away.


  “I hope you ordered me sparkling water,” Oriana said.


  Duccio laughed. Desaray grinned. “Relax,” she said, “a glass of wine makes you feel fine.” She giggled, pushing Duccio’s hand away from hers. “That’s what Lady California says—”


  “We’re not supposed to drink that stuff, even if it’s virtual,” Pasha said, sliding in beside Desaray, “and I’m not letting my sister get sick—”


  “Oh, pul-ease, cut the bullshit,” Desaray interrupted. Her forefingers crawled over Pasha’s arm. “We’re in the virtual Candidate Café, Mr. Hero.”


  Nathan gave Desaray a cautious nod, and he smiled at Oriana, who felt her body turn hotter than the sun. “There’s a reason the chancellor outlawed VR outside the Harpoons,” Nathan told Oriana. “No consequences in here. No worries. No hassles.” He leaned closer, his nose nearly touching hers. He moved his lips near her ear, and she could feel his warm exhalation. “Just … discovery …”


  Oriana struggled to draw breath, and part of her, not an insignificant part, wanted to pull Nathan closer, but instead she pushed him away. “Just … forget it.”


  “We’re not breaking any rules,” Gaia insisted.


  A boy Oriana didn’t recognize whispered in Gaia’s ear. His groomed sideburns looked like claws; his eyebrows, too perfect, angled up at the sides. Gaia ignored him. The boy closed his eyes, sniffing her hair. He whispered in her ear again. Gaia turned away, cringing.


  The boy persisted. “You don’t look like you’re having any fun,” he said. He nodded awkwardly to his table. “I’ll give you a night you’ll never forget.” On the boy’s table, surrounded by candidates, stood five bottles of Dunamisian liqueur that glowed with white phosphorescent light.


  “You won’t survive a night with her!” Duccio said.


  Gaia glared at him, twisting her lips.


  “Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Don’t do it!”


  Nathan laughed, and Oriana with him, though she didn’t find Duccio amusing at all.


  Gaia ignored her annoying brother. She tugged on the boy’s shirt, undoing his buttons with practiced fingers. She pouted with her naughtiest grin. The boy moved closer to her as if to kiss her. He closed his eyes. Just before his lips touched hers, she pushed away from him and spun elegantly, sitting beside Nathan in the booth.


  Duccio laughed obnoxiously at the boy, who weaved into the flow of candidates through the lounge. Soon Oriana could no longer see him. When she looked down, she noticed Gaia’s hand resting on Nathan’s thigh.


  “Where were we?” Gaia asked.


  “Breaking the rules,” Desaray said, and when Pasha tried to interrupt, she put up her hand, “all part of the preparation.” She slid away from Duccio, closer to Pasha. “We work with the developers for what, six-hour increments?” A group of rowdy candidates roared nearby, and Desaray smiled their way. “Six hours on, three hours off. Six on, three off. Train, stimulate, train, grow, stimulate, learn, and the problem with that is we aren’t like the bots, you know.” Desaray nodded at a group of robotic waiters near the café stalls. “We’re still transhuman.” She teased her magenta nails through Pasha’s dark blue hair. “We still have those primal human desires and needs, you know—”


  The Granville sphere at the center of the table burst into a holographic world, lighting their faces. Oriana recognized Pasha’s work: a pond over a transhuman hand, and a girl and a boy with a tree, clouds, and lightning bursts over a blue-green pastoral landscape.


  “Looks like we’ve got a genius with us tonight,” Gaia said to Nathan, who agreed.


  Boom!


  Desaray screamed.


  Falcon Torres slammed his palms through the hologram, and it shattered and disappeared. “Looks like this is where the party’s at tonight.”


  He flashed his teeth at Oriana.


  She grimaced. Why, with thousands and thousands of tables, did Falcon choose to start trouble at theirs? Ursula Dearborne emerged from behind him. She artfully placed her hand behind his back, and he covered her fingers with his hand.


  “Guess you were right about her,” Falcon said. “She does look pathetic—”


  “I bet she gets bids before you,” Nathan said.


  “I wouldn’t,” Duccio said softly.


  Falcon grinned. “She couldn’t even lift her finger in a Granville world.” He leaned closer to Nathan, and Oriana smelled his alcoholic breath. “Care to place a wager on your prophecy?”


  “Forget it!” Pasha said. “There’s no candidate gambling allowed at the Harpoons!”


  Two more boys, unfamiliar to Oriana, flanked Ursula and Falcon. The boy on the left was even more muscular than Falcon, with reddish-hazel eyes and a cherry-colored mohawk. The one on the right sported animated tattoos of skulls that bit down on his arm as if they were feeding.


  Nathan moved his hand across his face and around, as if he were a holographic artist. A handful of benaris dripped from his palm. He rolled those that remained off his fingers onto the black-and-yellow neon table.


  “One million benaris says Oriana Barão is bid for ahead of you,” Nathan said, as calm as a Halcyon evening.


  “Don’t do this,” Oriana said to Nathan. “These guys aren’t worth it—”


  “A candidate is sworn by his word,” Ursula said, “and I’m no guy.” She twirled her hair between her fingers and leaned over the table, right hand extended. “Do we have an accord? The Barão girl over Falcon Torres. One million benaris. All or none.”


  Oriana stared at Ursula’s hand and at Nathan’s. She closed her eyes when they shook. Not real. Not real. Oh gods, oh gods, this isn’t happening.


  “Look at her,” the boy with the skulls said. He laughed. “She’s as scared as she was on the first day.”


  Oriana exhaled. I’m a champion. “I’ll receive the first bid.”


  Pasha turned, mouth open, eyes blinking.


  Oriana leaned forward. “I will be the Harpoon Champion, and you’re going to pay us one million benaris.”


  “Bring it,” Ursula said.


  She whipped her hair around and slung her arm over the cherry-mohawk boy’s shoulders, and he put his arm around her. Falcon’s nostrils flared. He grunted, spun around, and waltzed with his crew through the crowd at the center of the lounge.


  “Are you nuts?” Pasha said.


  “Are you?” Oriana said. “If we don’t believe in ourselves, no one else will.”


  “They’re being developed by the Variscans.”


  “I don’t care if they’re being developed by the gods themselves, and neither should you.”


  The waiter arrived with their wine and rum shots.


  “And on that note,” Gaia said with an ear-to-ear smile, “I think a toast is in order for the next Harpoon Champion.” She sang the words.


  Duccio ran his hand through his spiked hair. “Joy,” he said with a resigned smile.


  Pasha frowned but accepted the wine and the shot glass filled with a simmering, florid, luminous liquid from Gaia, as did the rest of the group. They raised their shot glasses. The lasers danced around them and colored their faces.


  “To new friendships and memories and victories in the Harpoons,” Nathan said.


  They gulped, and Pasha winced. Duccio pounded the table in a drumbeat. Desaray screamed cheerfully.


  Oriana was laughing when Nathan leaned closer, wiped the cinnamon rum from her lips, and kissed her.


  Desaray kissed Pasha.


  Oriana felt as if all her blood had rushed to her face, leaving none for her brain or her lungs.


  She still couldn’t breathe when Nathan said, “And may the most exquisite candidate prove worthy of her smarts and her lineage …”


  Oriana pulled her face away from his. Did he think her intelligent, truly? What did he know about her lineage?


  Sweat budded on her forehead, and she felt as if she might faint. A tickling sensation spread over her arms and legs, as if a thousand insects ran up and down her body—foreign, though not unpleasant.


  She struggled to find the right words. She swiped sweat from her brow and thought about the Trimester Trek. The Granville sphere at the center of the table ignited into a new world. Her vision of Alpinia City filled it, with its maze of streams between marble pillars, domes, lion statues, glass skywalks, scientists in transparent lab coats, Beimenians in colorful bodysuits, and artists and tradesmen and dancers and the terracotta Granville sun. Oriana turned to Nathan Storm and grinned.


  This time, she kissed him.
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    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The sheep who denied Antosha a place among them sat around the rose-laden mercury pool on the Brezner Building’s rooftop deck. The supreme scientific board, a board of fifteen members under normal circumstances, presently held twelve. Supreme Scientist Broden Barão was in Farino Prison prior to his stay in the Lower Level, a stay Antosha hoped would be as brutal as his had been and end mortally should the gods be kind; Supreme Scientist Damosel Rhea lay in a grave in Livelle Cemetery; and Prime Minister Carillon Decca, ever the fifteenth and swing vote for the board’s decisions, didn’t attend. Antosha wasn’t surprised. The fool still called him an enemy of the state and blamed him for his daughter’s death. As if Carillon Decca knew anything about love. The prime minister’s eternal partner had taken her own life, jumped clear off the side of Luxor Citadel.


  Antosha was surprised that Minister Tethys Charles, the minister who dared challenge him at Brody’s hearing, didn’t also boycott the board meeting. He sat on the other side of the pool, and it took all Antosha’s self-control not to use the CRISPR system, send new instructions through the ZPF and into his DNA, force his cells to create an extinct virus with a twist, an incurable hantavirus or a norovirus or, even better, amoebas to eat his brain, slowly and painfully. Or perhaps something a bit subtler, like the asphyxiation-inducing adjustments he’d made to Damosel Rhea’s lung cells.


  His self-control won.


  Next to Minister Charles sat Minister Oleryis Baltica of Phanes Territory, the redness in her eyes owing more to her addiction to Loverealan wine than sorrow; Minister Urillina Volans of Peanowera Territory, hideously overweight; Minister Glenys Carpathia of Dunamis Territory; and Minister Genevieve Sineine of Boreas. Genevieve’s furs hung thickly about her shoulders, but they couldn’t conceal the discomfort she displayed in her former lover’s presence. Antosha wished he could somehow make permanent the scowl she’d worn since he entered the room.


  Next to Genevieve sat the other supreme scientists: Nasha Ele of Taos Facility; Heywood Querice of Huelel Facility; Minta Pollopa of Tomahawk Facility; Yovela Cimmeria of Montauk Facility; Vanya Canis of Leguna Facility; and Dorian Knox of Chinook Facility. Of them, only Vanya, his dear sister-in-development, had greeted him properly when he’d arrived at the meeting. Also in attendance was RDD Scientist Laurent Calamites, and though the chancellor didn’t reveal the reason for Laurent’s entry, Antosha assumed he’d been chosen to lead either Brody’s or Damy’s facility.


  The appointment to Reassortment should be his, of course, but he’d not expected the board and ministry to see it yet. The sheep still held Antosha accountable for Captain Barão’s follies all those decades ago, when they’d worked together on Reassortment and Regenesis. Never mind that it was Brody who had killed 334 scientists frozen near absolute zero, Brody who had murdered Haleya Decca, may she rest in peace. They weren’t prepared, even now, to see the true villain in this war with Reassortment, so wrapped up were they in the myth of their People’s Captain. They all wore black mourning capes with a single phoenix feather hanging down their backs, the front lined with red rubies, like tears of blood. Did they mourn the loss of Damosel Rhea, he wondered, or was it their great country’s collapse that truly drove their sorrow?


  “I see the hope drained from your eyes,” Masimovian said. He activated a Granville sphere that floated upon the mercury pool. “I see faces weary from lack of significant conversion.”


  Sky City—a city beneath a terradome near the Great Canyons of North America, a city unsafe for transhuman habitation—formed above the sphere, and the pool.


  “I see the faces of failure upon you all, and I tell you now that this will not do. Captain Barão served for a long, long time but in the end gave in to depression, as did his eternal partner. They allowed the plague in our paradise to conquer their lives. We must not fall with them! A hundred campaigns commenced for Reassortment coverage in the last ten days alone, and we expect hundreds, if not thousands more in the days ahead.”


  Indeed, every scientist in the room, less Laurent Calamites, had put forward their eternal partners or close advisors to run campaigns for them across the commonwealth.


  “I hope we reach a million campaigns,” Masimovian was saying. “Let’s spread the aristocracy’s benaris far and wide and give notice to all of Beimeni that we will not suffer the same fate as their captain and his eternal partner. What say you?”


  “Aye!” the board offered in unison.


  “First order is to congratulate Laurent Calamites on his promotion to the position of Supreme Scientist of the Nicola Facility, as approved by the ministry. Does the board concur?”


  The bot beside Chancellor Masimovian displayed the vote in a hologram above a workstation: nine votes of aye, zero votes of nay, three abstentions.


  “So the board approves, and it is decreed that RDD Scientist Laurent Calamites is now Supreme Scientist Laurent Calamites.”


  “Thank you, my friends,” Calamites said. “I look forward to completing Project Silkscape.”


  “And complete it you will,” Masimovian said. “The second order is an update on Sky City. Minta?”


  Minta had gained fifty kilograms since the time of Antosha’s exile fifteen years ago. The rolls around his two chins made his lips and cheeks indistinguishable. “The project moves forward, and I’ve been working with Antosha Zereoue on synthesizing a terradome fortified by the Lorum genome. Early tests show promise, but it’s too soon to request a conclave—”


  “The scientist speaks elegantly but untruthfully,” Antosha said. The board turned to him. He stared at Minta. “You don’t have a clue as to what you’re doing, do you?”


  “Pardon me?” Minta said.


  “Pardon yourself.” Antosha stood now and orbited the mercury pool. He overrode the chancellor’s imagery of Sky City and transformed it into the Lorum orb that Captain Barão retrieved from Vigna. “The lack of conversion shames us all, and shames the memory of our great research department, and I will not just sit here.”


  “We can tell,” Masimovian said.


  Antosha bowed deeply to the chancellor and said, “Chancellor Masimovian, you honor me to allow my presence at this meeting, but I would dishonor you if I suggested the terradome over Sky City were any closer to completion than when Supreme Scientist Ninara Granville herself worked on it.”


  Ninara Granville, famed for her conversions with illusory panels and spheres and the sky all Beimenians cherished, had failed in her Sky City endeavor, and the chancellor had exiled her to the Lower Level. The challenge in creating a viable terradome, Ninara had learned, wasn’t just in the Earth’s atmosphere, for Reassortment was a penetrative organism, permeating the soil in ever greater concentrations as well.


  Masimovian turned. “Minta, what say you?”


  Minta loosened his cape, and the rolls of skin around his neck turned as red as the rubies on his chest. “Antosha Zereoue is ever the deceiver, my chancellor. He’s no different than when he killed—”


  “I killed no one,” Antosha said.


  “You forced those RDD scientists into clinical trials for experimental treatments no supreme scientist would ever have approved.” Minta raised his palms and turned side to side. “Our own Prime Minister Decca refused to attend today, my lords, what does that say?”


  “This is irrelevant,” Masimovian said, waving his hand. “I force none of you to attend these meetings. I honor you by allowing your membership to this body. Never forget that.”


  “I bid you service, Chancellor—” Minta said.


  “I tire of your delays, tell us where the project stands.”


  “The terradome structure has been enhanced by the Lorum’s DNA, but I need more time, I need—”


  “You don’t understand the organism,” Antosha said, “the way it breathes and speaks and feels our world through the zeropoint field, not through the atmosphere you and I know.” Antosha turned the image of the Lorum orb into the image of the ansible upon Candor Chasma Central Command, Mars, with its crystalline spires and colorful light. “I know the Lorum. I conducted research at Candor Chasma focused solely on intergalactic communications. I understand how this species thinks and works.”


  “Are you proposing that you take over the terradome project?” Masimovian said.


  “Why don’t we ask Supreme Scientist Zereoue for an update on the Regenesis project and his Mission to Earth’s Core,” Minta said. “Seems he’s been awfully silent at this meeting in regard to his own work—”


  “You’re as disgusting as you are rude,” Antosha said. He turned to the board. “It’s my pleasure to disclose my latest research.” He shifted the image to Dr. Kole Shrader’s stasis tank, the tank beneath a grid, the grid beneath an elevated trellis, the trellis beneath the geometric panels of Faraway Hall. Genevieve shifted in her chair, looking like she might hurl. “Minister,” Antosha said to her, as kind as a kitten, “would you care to share the news?”


  Genevieve sighed. Though she looked around the pool, she avoided Antosha’s eyes. “I’ve approved a public viewing of the awakening of Dr. Shrader in Faraway Hall of Boreas Territory,” she said. Many board members gasped. Vanya looked at Antosha with the widest smile he’d seen since he’d been bid upon by Supreme Scientist Broden Barão. “My office is preparing the official communiqué as we speak—”


  Dorian grunted. To Antosha, he said, “You’re that confident?”


  “I’ve reanimated Gemini. My next trials will be transhuman, and when I succeed with them, I will reawaken the man frozen near absolute zero—”


  “We will hold you to that declaration,” Masimovian said, “and if Dr. Shrader should perish, you will join him in the afterlife.”


  Antosha bowed deeply again. “I live only to serve you, Chancellor, and if I fail, you deserve my life.”


  The discussion from here focused primarily on funding difficulties, resource shortages, terrorist attacks, and the status of improvements to the back-end research laboratories—topics that bored Antosha to the point of sleep. When he awoke, and the meeting adjourned, he knelt before the chancellor and said, “Chancellor, may I have permission to speak freely?”


  “You’re speaking now, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, but what I’m about to say should be held in your confidence.”


  “Rise, and speak to your chancellor freely.”


  “Thank you, Chancellor Masimovian.” Antosha stood, as did Masimovian. They walked to the edge of the boardroom’s rooftop. Masimovian Center and its tower in the center glistened in the distance, and seagulls spread shadows over Artemis Square closer below. “My work into Regenesis is nearly complete, in truth. And I’m confident that as I learn more about the Lorum’s molecular structure, the way it protects itself from intense heat and pressure unlike any organism on the Earth, I can create the tunnel to the surface and the terradome our people deserve.”


  “You would have me remove Minta from this project?”


  “You brought me back to the commonwealth for a reason, did you not?”


  “Yet so far it seems you haven’t proved your worth. The terrorists attacked the Phanes Beltway without your foresight or insight into the zeropoint field.”


  “Their treachery runs deep, Chancellor. It will take all my effort to help Lady Isabelle destroy their network—”


  “And now you seek a new assignment, one that would require far more effort than Regenesis, and I presume Gwendolyn Horvearth isn’t idly touring the commonwealth with a Marshlandic artist. I presume she thinks he might help her in your candidacy for Reassortment.”


  “Jeremiah Selendia and Captain Barão after him were assigned to both Regenesis and Reassortment—”


  “And neither succeeded. I don’t know how you can expect to take on so much with hope of conversion.”


  “Dr. Shrader will awaken, and with him I’ll seek a viable construct to alter the terradome structure, then the transhuman genome, so we may defy the Reassortment Strain.”


  “You are not the supreme scientist of Reassortment.”


  “Whether the ministry selects me or another … worthy candidate … Dr. Shrader’s knowledge and my expertise with the Lorum will be invaluable to resolving this most ardent task. In this regard, I have another request of you.”


  “By the time you’re finished, there won’t be any benaris left in Phanes.”


  “The Mission to Earth’s Core is of utmost importance, no doubt, with our Lorum ally on the brink of extinction, but I’d remind you that we have our own problems, and the Holcombe Strike Team’s services could enhance our probability of solving the Reassortment enigma.”


  “You’re proposing we break the treaty?”


  “Not at all. What I recommend is a temporary stay of the Mission to Earth’s Core, by your decree, and a reassignment of the Holcombe Strike Team.”


  “To what?”


  “A new mission, one that I think will pave our path to the surface and solidify your place among mankind’s greatest leaders.”


   



   



  Area 55


  Boreas, Underground North


   



  “We have some problems,” Lady Isabelle said.


  “Crazy me,” Antosha said, “I thought you came all the way here to convince me to join you in the Borean spas.”


  He stood beside a workstation and manipulated thirty others that surrounded the Lorum orb, its gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow colors weaving, counterclockwise and clockwise. “Did you know that fool Captain Barão had apparently built a z-wall around the Lorum—”


  “This is serious.”


  Antosha ignored her. “The question is: Why would the foolish captain do such a thing?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “The only reason to create a quantum barrier like this,” Antosha continued, “would be if the Lorum on Vigna communicated with the Lorum on Earth and with the captain.” Antosha turned to Isabelle, who’d folded her arms. “Do you know what that means?”


  “It transmigrated here.”


  “There she is!” Antosha closed a new quantum field around the orb. “Now we can’t risk having the Lorum on Vigna interfere with us on the Earth as we move forward with our plans, can we?”


  “No.”


  “Right, so I’ve fortified the z-wall with my own consciousness, creating a new z-wall that will enable us to adjust the Lorum’s genome and realize our dreams.” Antosha swiped his hands together on what he considered a job well done.


  He shut down the workstations. The room alighted with white phosphorescent light, and a clear cylinder enveloped the Lorum, reducing its radiance. He turned toward his paramour. “The man in stasis nears his awakening, our catspaw flies around the commonwealth, preaching my wisdom to the ministry, and the chancellor approved a new mission, Timescape. Everything is proceeding as I assumed—”


  “The First Aera lives.”


  Antosha flinched. He poured a glass of champagne, but Isabelle grabbed it from him and threw it on the ground. It shattered, spreading glass and yellowed drink and citrus smell. “Did you go deaf when you repaired your fucking eye?”


  Antosha’s left eye had burned out in an accident while crossing the Infernus Sea in the Lower Level. He’d had it replaced only recently, under direct orders from the chancellor, as a condition for his attendance at the board meeting. The regenerative injections and electromagnetic stimulations were easy enough to endure, but Antosha missed the disgusted stares he used to receive from Beimenians who’d never seen such an imperfection.


  “I heard you loud and clear, my lady.” He swiped his brow and sighed. “Is it possible she is another BP illusion?”


  Isabelle had been fooled by the BP before; she’d invaded what she thought was their eastern stronghold, Blackeye Cavern, only to be pressure-shot through a rock shaft into the Archimedes River.


  “No.” Isabelle balled her hand into a fist and shook it toward Antosha. “How else do you think the terrorists could’ve found the center of mass in Permutation Crypt?”


  Antosha laughed. “You can’t believe that the puzzle you constructed could be solved? These aren’t Harpoon candidates.” Isabelle folded her arms and looked away from him. “My lady, I told you as much, I told you the only way to stop Jeremiah Selendia and destroy the BP’s resolve was to kill him. Instead the BP’s morale—”


  Isabelle whipped her face toward Antosha. “The chancellor—”


  “Has gone so far into his own world, he can’t see the one that collapses around him—”


  “—hasn’t forgotten my failure to obtain Aera,” Isabelle finished. “If he learns that she’s the one who’s been stealing synisms from the RDD all this time, I could lose my hold—”


  “You can handle the chancellor, as you have.”


  Isabelle threw up her arms. “He’s still angry with me for defying him on Captain Barão.” Her bracelets jangled as she wrapped her left arm across her stomach and set her chin upon her right fist. “I can push only so far.” She shook her head, and her long lavender hair shook side to side. “He still has control—”


  “Don’t speak to me like one of your neophytes. You had Jeremiah Selendia, the man who built the commonwealth, the man who could destroy us.” Antosha moved closer to her and put his hands on her waist. “My lady, death by age is a thing of the past, but still the end comes to transhumans in many forms.”


  Isabelle broke away from his touch. “Sometimes it comes in the form of a telekinetic attack, though I’ve never seen anything like this before.” She transferred visions to Antosha’s neurochip and he saw the attack on the Crypt in his extended consciousness, the same as she had, apparently, through a Janzer’s mind.


  “It seems the whelp is developing faster following the fever,” Isabelle breathed, “as you feared.”


  She’d told Antosha how Hans had infected Connor with E. evolution, a historical method of advancing the transhuman genome no longer in use by the great houses of development. Isabelle had made sure Connor received plenty of fluids and sustenance, hopeful of turning the underdeveloped whelp to the commonwealth’s cause. Instead, the sheep had escaped her dragnet in Beimeni City.


  “I would’ve preferred it if all of these Selendias were dead by now.” Antosha examined the zeropoint energy in the impulse waves spread by Cornelius Selendia. “He doesn’t yet have control of his abilities.” Antosha blinked closed his extended consciousness. “I can overwhelm him should he dare to challenge us.”


  “I hope so,” Isabelle said, “because Marstone chatter suggests the terrorists are massing, though I don’t know where, and I still haven’t heard from Zorian—”


  “Who could be dead for all you know.”


  “I doubt that. Barão’s striker is too noble to allow it.”


  “Assuming he survived. I don’t think Jeremiah would treat so kindly with Lord Nero Silvana, not after what he and Brody did to him in Palaestra. And in any case, why, if Aera survived, would she reveal herself now, over a hundred fifty years later, and why would she help Jeremiah?”


  “I don’t know, but she’s no less lethal. And it’s only a matter of time before she seeks out the Lorum. Jeremiah isn’t stupid. He knows what you can do with such a species.”


  “Way ahead of you.” Antosha turned and activated a Granville sphere. Above it, a black bot, larger than a Janzer and lined with citrine phosphorescent light, appeared.


  Isabelle examined the rendition, raising her hand to it. “A Protector Prototype would fall quicker to Aera than a Janzer—”


  “This isn’t a Protector, at least not how you think of them. I’ve made some … improvements.” Black balls covered with diamond spikes orbited around the bot, then circled around Antosha, who held one in his hand. “We cannot risk losing the Lorum, not when we’re so close to achieving our goals.”


  “What will you do?”


  He looked at the orb, then at Isabelle, smiling. “Until we’re ready for the Timescape Mission, I’ll move the Lorum orb to the one place Aera would never go.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Halcyon Village


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Oriana awoke, rubbed the reflective surface of her Granville panel, and stared at the woman she was becoming. She allowed her mind to enter the ZPF.


  Her new morning ritual …


  … Clouds parted for an orange sun. Fog whispered through a mossy stone inlet. A wooden ship sailed the shoals, half-eaten by the elements, its sails tattered. A dolphin broke the surface, two dolphins, three dolphins, in unison. And now the mermaids, as adolescent as Oriana once was, their bodies layered in cloth to their light green fins, their silver hair gathered loosely with clips atop their heads. Their mother joined them on the rocks, a seashell in her hand, a colorful butterfly dancing around her face.


  Oriana’s mind fogged, and the images blurred. Nathan’s comment returned to her, as it had so often since that night at the Candidate Café: May the most exquisite candidate prove worthy of her smarts and her lineage. She brushed her hair, and the shades of violet and crimson intermingled like blood and stone. What did Nathan know about her lineage? And why didn’t she know about it, if he did?


  She’d conducted her own research, hacked into the House Summerset archive and found a man who bore her surname listed on the Mantel of Champions—Broden Barão, of House Variscan. When Oriana had inquired about this Broden Barão, the lady snapped, “I’ve told you everything you need to know! Best leave it all alone, young lady.”


  Oriana didn’t leave it all alone.


  She had again broke into the House Summerset archive, but the file on Broden Barão was then encrypted.


  “You … need … filed … Marstone … warrant!”


  Lady Parthenia’s distant shouts made Oriana turn. She tied her silk nightgown and crept out of her room on the balls of her feet.


  “I made a promise that I must keep!”


  A man’s voice, unknown to her.


  She snuck through the corridor, down the polished limestone spiral staircase, and cupped her ear. The voices came from several levels down. Quick as light, invisible as wind. She recalled Lord Thaddeus’s words and darted downstairs, past a keeper bot vacuuming a Gallian carpet at the entrance to the holographic art gallery, past the Loverealean chandeliers and shivering maroon curtains at the salon level, and down to the sun room. She could hear the voices clearly now, one level below.


  Oriana slid against the wall and listened.


  “Lord Nero, I know how you feel.”


  “Do you?”


  Lord Thaddeus, Oriana thought, and they seem cordial. Who’s Lord Nero?


  “I’ve spoken many times to Minister Carpathia. She’s made her position clear. The support isn’t there.”


  “Did you tell her about Jeremiah Selendia and the prison?”


  “You, of all people, should understand why I cannot do that.”


  “So now you expect me to walk away from them.”


  “You’re a fugitive!”


  “We’ve been set up!”


  “They’re getting the best training in the commonwealth, in the safest village in all of Dunamis.”


  “They’re not safe in the commonwealth.”


  Oriana lost her footing.


  Pebbles fell over the ledge and bounced in the well at the base of the spiral staircase.


  “What was that?”


  “What was what?”


  “Never mind. Look, we need to set a contingency plan. I’m not losing them to the Lower Level the way I lost Brodes.”


  Who’s Brodes? Oriana thought as she tiptoed down the steps. They were walking downstairs now, the voices growing more remote. She followed at a distance, picking up stray words.


  She moved down several more levels.


  “The Harpoons are regulated. They’ll be prepared. Now you must go. I apologize for my lady. She means not what she says, so close to the Harpoons—”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “They’ll be fine. Please, you have to leave. Please don’t come back. Exonerate yourself, if you will, but do not bring hatred to those twins, they don’t deserve it, not after—”


  “What have you told them about their parents?”


  “Please, my lord, not now. They’ll be out and about … minute and … need clear heads …”


  Oriana hung over the railing, but the conversation faded from there as the men moved deeper into the elevator passageway. The passage was illuminated orange, which meant the elevator was whisking them diagonally and up to the Grand Foyer.


  Oriana climbed the staircase, round and round, thoughts of her lineage sifting through her mind, ideas of a distant life she did not know and, for some reason, was actively prevented from learning about. Who were her parents? What was the purpose of Lord Nero’s visit? What had angered Lady Parthenia? The lady’s temper flared more and more these days, but this morning she had been the loudest Oriana had ever heard her.


  Green phosphorescent light emitted from Pasha’s room, and Oriana was surprised to find him awake, doing push-ups on the ground, his muscles bulging through the skin on his shoulders and back.


  “You’re up early for once.”


  Pasha, now a man grown, grunted with the next repetition. Sweat poured through his dark blue hair and around his eyes, which held a fury Oriana couldn’t always relate with the little boy she knew days ago. “I’m going to get the first bid at the Harpoon Auction,” he said.


  She knelt. “That means you’re going to have to beat me.”


  Pasha gasped and plopped onto his chest. He turned toward her. Perspiration flowed around the dimples in his cheeks. “I’ve never lost to you, O, and I don’t intend to on Harpoon day.”


  Oriana didn’t want to argue with him again about this. She sat beside him, crossed her legs and pushed her hair behind her ears. “You want to check something out?”


  “No.”


  She stood. “Get dressed.” She threw clothes at him.


  They entered the staircase, their heads covered with silk hoods. Oriana peered down the winding stairs, then up above. She heard the sounds of dripping water, nothing more.


  “Let’s go,” she said.


  They climbed, as quickly as light, as invisible as wind.


  “Where’re we going?” Pasha said.


  “Shush!”


  At the top of the staircase, they arrived at a door labeled NORTHEAST EXIT.


  “You know we’re not supposed to go outside,” he said. Harpoon candidates were forbidden from leaving their houses of development without proper credentials or escorts; the lady and lord had told the twins the rule was part of the tome outlining regulations of development. “I’m not going!”


  Oriana ignored him and extended her consciousness to check the time: 0636. “You know how we’ve watched the sun rise and fall in the simulator and in the Granville panels?”


  “Sure.”


  “How about watching it in the true Granville sky?” She smiled and put her hand on the door.


  Pasha winced but he didn’t move back down the steps.


  She opened the door, and the stairwell filled with predawn light. They climbed over the balustrade and slid down a pipe on the edge of the roof’s golden dome to a cobblestone path below.


  They sprinted all the way to the top of Halcyon Village, with its maze of white marble arches and grapevine-coated plinths. From the peak, they could see the whole town down the stony hill and the man-made lagoon cresting along the shoreline below.


  Oriana breathed heavily. “Just … in time.” Clouds flitted across the sky, and a swift breeze carried the scent of vetiver over the rocky mesa. The artificial winds lifted her hair and cooled her skin.


  “Have you been here before?” Pasha said.


  “No, but I heard the Summersets talking about how beautiful the views are from the village apex.”


  “Thanks for bringing me.”


  The twins cupped their chins in their hands while leaning on a plinth. The sun rose over the horizon with many shades of red, orange, yellow, and violet, breaking into and around the compressed diamond support pillars that held up the Beimeni zone of the underground. The aroma of fresh fruit wafted over the village from the bazaar. Oriana could hear the bots and merchants setting up booths and tents.


  She turned to Pasha. “I have something important to discuss with you.”


  “Not more about our lineage.”


  “Don’t you care?”


  “I’m curious, I’ll admit, but we’ll have the rest of our lives to research our past—if we succeed in the Harpoons. Then there’s your wager …” Pasha had let her know often how stupid he thought she was for entering into the wager with Falcon and Ursula.


  “I won’t fail in the Harpoons,” Oriana said, louder than she knew she should have. She lowered her voice. “I overheard a conversation I wasn’t meant to this morning—”


  “O, you have to stop this!”


  “A man was in the house! His name was Nero. The lady yelled at him! Then the lord talked to him and they mentioned us. The lord said something about Marstone and a warrant and told him to leave.”


  “I’ve heard enough—”


  “There’s more. He mentioned someone named Brodes. What if Brodes is another name for Broden. What if this man was at the house to tell us about our father, and the Summersets won’t allow him to?”


  Pasha grabbed Oriana’s wrist.


  “You’re hurting me,” she said. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Shut up,” he said. He pulled her to the other side of a Redstone Dragon statue, the statue synonymous with Halcyon Village. He pressed his forefinger over his lips and pointed to the other side of the village apex. She craned her head around the dragon’s neck and peeked out the sides of her eyes.


  A pair of Janzers crested the rise, hands on shuriken and scanners.


  “What’d we do?” Oriana said.


  “Let me try something.”


  Pasha stared at a flock of seagulls, then closed his eyes. She felt what he felt and heard what he heard—the songs of distant birds. He sent messages of his own over the ZPF. She felt him whisper to the gulls in a language without words.


  This must be how he tames lower fauna in the simulations, she thought.


  The Janzers were scanning near one of the alleys. The flock swooped toward them and dived, one by one, then all together. The Janzers swatted aimlessly and fell. Pasha clutched Oriana’s hand, and they scurried off the plateau, down the cobblestone path, and up the piping, back to the balcony of the golden dome and into House Summerset.


  Oriana closed their suite’s doors. She and Pasha gasped. She mimicked the Janzers’ big swatting hands and crazed eyes, fell on her back, and kicked at invisible birds. Pasha fell over as if he were swarmed, and they laughed together for the first time since the early days of development.


  “Shh … quiet,” Pasha said.


  Oriana swung her legs harder. They collapsed in another fit.


  Finally, they caught their breath and held their chests and raced downstairs to breakfast.
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  After the twins ate and received injections, they meditated on wooden planks in House Summerset’s Rainforest Room.


  Lady Parthenia and Lord Thaddeus sat cross-legged across from them, barefoot, their eyes closed. Oriana had also closed her eyes. She listened to the sounds of gentle waterfalls, and she smelled the orchid flowers, liana vines, and strangler trees spread about the vast room.


  “The mind should not be caged,” Thaddeus said, “it should not be static. A static mind may be taken by an opponent.”


  “Nor should the mind move too quickly,” Parthenia added. “It should extend itself throughout the body, and the ZPF. Feel the particles around you, in this world and the subatomic one. Control all dimensions of the universe, and you will achieve anything.” The lady paused. “Open your eyes.”


  Mathematical origami made of sheets of wood—a rhombic star, a ring of rhombic tetrahedra, a dodecahedron, and a skeletal cuboctahedron—and knots made of liana—a butterfly bend, a boa, a sheepshank, and a turtle—twisted and turned in midair beneath a Granville sphere, which hung from a strangler tree branch. Oriana sighed. “Another pointless lesson in folding and unfolding pointless objects?” she asked. Pasha held in a laugh.


  The lady raised her brow. “Proceed.”


  Oriana blew out a deep breath from her mouth and connected to the ZPF. She untied the knots and unfolded the origami, then put them back together, over and over, until the lady held up her palm.


  “I want Pasha to do it,” Parthenia said.


  Oriana yawned and patted her mouth. “Why do we persist with these stupid exercises when our opponents hone their use of the field, perfect their intellectual acumen, build their stamina, and log more hours in the Harpoon simulations than we do?” Oriana’s commonwealth ID number still hadn’t broken into the top one hundred on the Summersets’ ticker. Pasha reminded her ad nauseam.


  The lady started to speak, but the lord cut her off. “There’s a big wide world out there, young lady, beyond these walls.”


  Oriana and Pasha exchanged a nervous glance. They don’t know what happened, she thought. Pasha bobbed his head knowingly.


  “My lady and I have seen much of it,” the lord was saying. “We have … connections to the RDD.” The lady put her hand on Lord Thaddeus’s knee and gave him a cautious look. He swiped his mustache and held his tongue.


  Oriana knew why. Harpoon candidates learned about the Research & Development Department’s primary function—to provide the commonwealth with raw materials it required for survival—but the work conducted by scientists there was confidential; not all discoveries were part of Beimeni’s official history.


  “What Thad means is that we’ve been developers for a long, long time.” Parthenia looked from Pasha to Oriana. “We know what skills are valued by the wealthiest consortiums. That should comfort you.”


  It didn’t comfort Oriana. She wanted to run through simulated worlds, solve Harpoon riddles, and finally, finally see her ID number on the Summersets’ ticker. “What do mathematical origami and knots have to do with the Harpoons?” she asked. “What do they have to do with the RDD?”


  “It’s a secret,” Parthenia said.


  “After I receive the first and highest bid at the auction, I’ll be purchased by a research consortium,” Pasha said smugly. “Then I’ll be part of the RDD and learn all its secrets.”


  “You’d best get to work then, young man.” Parthenia swatted the air with her forefingers, sending the knots and origami toward Pasha. He struggled but soon untied and retied the knots and unformed and reformed the origami. Then they moved on to palindromic prose until Oriana’s head ached. Afterward, the lady escorted them to the simulation room and fastened them into their harnesses …


  … The twins stood with Lady Parthenia on what looked like an infinite field beneath a colorful sunset sky.


  The trimmed grass tickled Oriana’s toes. She looked down at her sparring clothes, a tank top and shorts, and smiled. Martial arts. The lady had been training them in the style of House Summerset, a style, Oriana learned from Nathan Storm, renowned throughout the commonwealth.


  Parthenia lifted her hair into a ponytail, then held out her hands. Two diamond swords formed, and she tightened her fingers around the hilts. She stepped off her heels, moving her feet as if she strolled through a garden. She swung the two swords in rhythm.


  “The goal in the martial arts is the same as it is in the Harpoons, as it is in the commonwealth, as it is in life.”


  She twisted between the twins, swinging up and down, like a transhuman scissor.


  “You must seek total victory.”


  The lady never moved with just one foot. She stepped right and left, right and left, over and over.


  “Understand your opponent’s mind, feel her movements and strategy in the ZPF, and you will emerge victorious.”


  She swung the swords wide, spinning in circles. She stopped, holding the swords above her head. In a flash, she lowered the tips to within a centimeter of Oriana’s and Pasha’s faces. The twins didn’t move or blink.


  “Yes,” the lady said, “don’t frazzle.” She spun away from them. “Show your opponent weakness, and when she attacks, move swiftly and decisively.”


  Lady Parthenia handed the twins the swords and bowed to them. She stepped away.


  Oriana took her high stance, her sword hilt near her head. Pasha held his sword low and to the left. Oriana moved so that her back faced the sun. Pasha countered, moving to his right.


  “Very good,” Parthenia said. The sun disappeared beneath the horizon. Stars shone brightly. “Now, begin.”


  The twins moved left and right, right and left, striking, parrying, over and over, faster, faster.


  “Handle your swords the way you do your minds,” Parthenia yelled, “with tranquility and ease!”


  Oriana loosened her grip on her sword, moving step for step with her twin, mirroring his technique.


  “Know your opponents, learn their rhythms!”


  Oriana felt sweat drench her face and neck. Pasha spun to his left and pushed up against her.


  She escaped. He held his sword with both hands and swung for her face. Oriana parried the strike.


  “Always use one hand!”


  Pasha grasped the hilt with his left hand. Oriana stabbed toward his heart. He blocked.


  She recovered with another strike, swinging left to right, and right to left, again and again and again.


  “Don’t strike with your body and sword simultaneously!”


  Oriana blocked Pasha’s sideswipe and swung for his neck. Her brother ducked.


  She swung gracefully. He dodged, but she cut off a piece of his mohawk.


  “Lead with your body, then with your sword!” The lady skipped beside them.


  Pasha grunted and held his sword laterally to his left, then swung it for Oriana’s legs.


  Oriana jumped and roundhouse kicked him.


  He fell on his back and rolled to avoid her next strike. He regained his footing, swinging his sword widely.


  Oriana stepped forward and turned left, avoiding her brother’s offensive.


  “Attack and stick! Attack and stick!”


  Oriana pushed off the ground with her right foot and swung her sword high, left, harder, harder.


  She stepped back on Pasha’s next strike, blocked, then struck her sword to his, moving it up and down and around.


  Oriana feigned lethargy, and as he was about to separate and strike, she extended her right shoulder, slamming into his chest.


  He flew on the ground and rolled, breathing hard and searching for his sword.


  Oriana held the tips of both swords in front of Pasha’s nose. He stared at the blades cross-eyed, then up to her. Sweat dripped off their chins.


  “Give me my sword, O.” Pasha stood. Oriana didn’t listen to him. “Give it!”


  “No,” Lady Parthenia said.


  Pasha huffed. “Oriana cheated!”


  “Her movements are imprecise,” Parthenia said, and Oriana’s grin disappeared, “but she’s moving with tranquility and ease. She’s not pretending—”


  “Neither am I!” Pasha slammed his left foot down. “She sent false signals in the ZPF—”


  “Now I’ll hear no more about this.” Parthenia ended the lesson, and the twins again hung in the simulation room in their harnesses. “You each must study and practice, practice, practice until you’re so exhausted you can’t see your extended consciousnesses, then rest. We’ll begin your next lesson in one hour.” She hand-signaled to the bots and departed.


  When the twins touched the ground, Oriana turned to Pasha. “I told you you’d beg me one day.”


  He left the simulation room without saying a word.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  City in the Vale


   



  Cineris, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “We shouldn’t have stopped in Halcyon Village,” Aera said softly.


  “Fair enough,” Nero said, “but you took down at least fifty Janzers in the Crypt. What could these do?” He did his best to keep his voice steady and sure, tucking his hatred for this place deep inside where he’d kept it since he learned, during early development in House Variscan, that this was the city where he had been abandoned.


  Their transport had been unexpectedly redirected at the Phanes Beltway to the City in the Vale, and the Janzers had halted all transports for search at Tachyon Station. The lines of Beimenians lengthened. Complaints and curses followed. Nero and Aera slipped through the crowd, out of the station, and onto pedestrian pathways decorated by fractal trees. Buildings rose around them, some made of stone, others of glass, carbyne, alloy, many half-constructed with cranes angled toward the Granville sky. Synthetic dark blue fireflies scattered about, visible in the soft sunlight of Cineris Territory. The atmosphere smelled of vanilla and burning minerals, making Nero want to puke.


  Prior to their departure from the Hollow, Aera had injected him with synisms that turned his eyes from greenish-blue to charcoal-gray, his skin from bronze to ivory, his hair from reddish-brown to light green. She also gave him a satchel with eyedroppers labeled VITAMIN T, which, she assured him, would shield his genetic composition from the tenehounds. The hounds slithered through the crowd now and poked their alloy noses here and there, searching for traitors, possibly them. Nero quickened his step.


  Every minute of this delay drew Verena closer to a fate like Brody’s. Nero didn’t want to believe what he’d witnessed of his captain’s hearing. A part of him hoped Jeremiah had deceived him through the ZPF, but this idea was shattered when he visited House Summerset. It seemed his options were few, his friends fewer.


  Nero looked down at Aera. He didn’t trust her, but her skills were undeniable, and he required them to rescue Verena, then Brody. It was a minor miracle he’d convinced Jeremiah to let him try, even more surprising when Aera offered to help. The BP didn’t run like the commonwealth, that was for sure. Decision-making was sloppy, erratic, anarchistic. Nero rather liked it, despite himself.


  “Come,” he said, “to the hills and the mount.”


  Aera rushed ahead of him and disappeared in the fog along the trail outside the city. The sky here looked overcast. When Nero neared her, she said, “If you can’t beat me up this sorry excuse for a mountainside, how do you expect to conquer me in battle?” Her voice carried along the ridge.


  Nero stomped the ashen trail that led to Mount Cineris, a mountain in name only, for its peak wouldn’t crest a hill upon the surface of the Earth. He slowed and grazed his hand over the nearby grass, pale and tall and flowered, broken by leafless trees. His hooded lab coat, infused with chameleon synisms, adjusted to the surroundings.


  “This is where I was born,” Nero said. Something about Aera’s presence made him comfortable speaking about Cineris and his past. He’d heard so much about the First Aera; among the falsities of her legend, there was truth in her strength and wisdom, a presence unlike any Nero had experienced in his life. “This is where I should be …”


  “This is an ashen dump,” Aera said. She unsheathed her shuriken and spun it telekinetically. The blades swatted the tops of the white grass. “No place for a striker.” She raised her hand and glided the weapon into the holster on her belt. “No place for an aera.”


  Nero nodded. He ran to the edge of the plateau, scanning the ridge and the City in the Vale, three kilometers distant, with his enhanced vision. The hounds and Janzers moved swiftly through the crowd. Aera joined him. He offered her a canteen, but she declined. The water felt cold in his throat. He poured some over his head, then wiped his face and detached a tiger’s-eye pipe from his utility belt.


  “My parents are down there,” Nero pointed his pipe to the grandest structure in the center of the city, “in that building.” He paused and turned to the flowered grass. “The Paradox Building.” He pulled blue velvet leaves from a satchel. “They abandoned me after my birth. I’ve never even met them …”


  Aera eyed the leaves with disdain.


  Nero lit the pipe, puffed blissfully, and blew out hoops. A blue morpho butterfly flew through them. “For the first two decades after Jeremiah recruited our team, Brody and I would race up this mount every year, and we’d light pipes just like this one.”


  The image was so clear to Nero. They’d rushed up the trail in military fatigues and reminisced about missions to the surface, to distant planets. They’d pondered new conversions, the cure for Reassortment, the awakenings of the scientists frozen in space-time—and once Brody had asked why he would come back here. “I want to meet Svana and Orsino,” Nero told him. “I want to see what they look like, ask them why they left me, find out why they won’t speak to me.” Nero’s voice had turned spiteful. “I’d want them to understand what it feels like to be abandoned.” Brody had apologized for broaching the subject and replied: “I know what you’re feeling, and I know there’s nothing I can say to make you feel better.”


  Brody’s likeness disappeared from Nero’s sight, replaced by Aera. “All the time,” Nero said to her, “I’d tell him, ‘Captain, we’re so close, the solution to Reassortment is near.’” He blew out a stream of smoke and smiled wistfully. “We were as far as Vigna, and I can’t help but believe what happened was somehow his punishment for our failure—”


  “You keep thinking and talking about him, and not even our recallers will block Marstone from finding us.”


  “I don’t give a darn about Marstone.” He swigged his canteen. “If I’d stayed at the Bicentennial—”


  “You couldn’t have helped him, and if you were there—”


  “I would’ve killed Antosha. I would have ended it.”


  Aera moved her hands through the powder on the ground, fine crystals layered throughout Cineris Territory’s bedrock, loosened during the terraforming, making it appear as if the place was covered with ash. “No,” she inclined her head, “he would’ve taken you out and you’d be sitting on one of Farino’s prison islands next to your captain.” She cradled a handful of dust and let it blow with the breeze over the mount. She patted her hands, and the specks spilled over the blossom-dotted white grass.


  “You’re wrong.”


  “Am I?”


  “Yes, but it doesn’t matter. Things are as they are. I’ll do what I must. And I need your help.”


  She laughed. “The prison? Striker, not with a hundred of your kind could you do what you’re thinking.”


  “Then I’ll die trying.”


  “And what would that accomplish? There’re tens of thousands of Janzers in Farino Prison. You wouldn’t survive an hour with any synsuit technology that now exists.”


  “I don’t need a synsuit.”


  Aera inspected the blades of her shuriken. “So, striker, tell me what your parents do.” She pointed her weapon toward the Paradox Building.


  “You’re deflecting—”


  “You misunderstand me.” She flicked her wrist, and the shuriken flew far across the clearing to the center of a white tree trunk. “My mind is clear. Yours is not. Something’s holding you back.”


  Nero relented. “They were initially part of the geothermal energy team Masimovian sent here.”


  Aera raised her hand, pulled the shuriken back to her grip, and holstered it. “So they’re the ones who nearly destroyed the commonwealth.”


  “Not exactly,” Nero said with a hint of a smile. “Lord Rueben Variscan told me they sought to harness a vast reservoir of geothermal energy deep beneath the bedrock in the inaccessible region beside Cineris. They used mineral crushers. During the journey and as the temps and pressure rose, they realized they’d have to dig much, much farther to reach the energy source. They worried about structural integrity. So instead the chancellor ordered the Paradox Building be converted into a Granville sky panel factory.”


  Nero sucked on his pipe, and with Aera, looked ponderingly at the building. Slate-gray siding lined the vertical portion. Streaks of neon silver at the corners flowed down to the horizontal portion on the ground, where Janzers and scientists intermingled. Nero followed the building up, diagonal, and down, and up. The horizontal, vertical, and diagonal parts of the building appeared connected, even as he knew they couldn’t be.


  “That building holds the engineers who manipulate the commonwealth’s sky, cirrus clouds in Cineris today, sunshine in Vivo tomorrow. They maintain the human circadian rhythm.”


  “Here I always assumed the Granville sky was designed to hide the reality of our tomb.”


  “That too.”


  Aera meandered into the tall grass and lowered the hood of her lab coat from her head. Nero wiped the sweat from his brow and envisioned his parents, top 10 percent Harpoon performers, in their lab coats as they stirred from workstation to workstation and composed the Granville sky illusion. He closed his eyes and let the picture settle in his mind. Why did they lose hope? Why did they give him up? And why did they never answer his calls? One day, he would meet them and ask them this and more.


  A blue morpho butterfly landed on the tip of his pipe. Nero grinned and exhaled. It took off again.


  “She doesn’t like the smoke either,” Aera said.


  “She doesn’t know what she’s missing.” Nero stowed his pipe.


  Aera drew her diamond sword.


  “I don’t think we have time for that,” Nero said. “Where the tenehounds go, Lady Isabelle often follows.”


  “Good. Let her come.”


  Nero drew his sword, and Cineris’s soft blue-gray sun reflected off its surface. “Mighty Aera,” he said and met her sword with his. Sparks flew, like lightning. “If not her, what could frighten you?”


  She swung and spun. Nero blocked her salvos. She pushed under his wrist so fast he couldn’t react and untangled his sword from his fingers. She held both over Nero’s neck like shears.


  “The thought of living out the rest of my days in the grip of a system that created me but never gave me a chance to live,” she handed Nero his sword and pointed hers east, toward Beimeni City, “that favors the privileged and forgets the past and forces those of us who have the ability to change the world into a life of servitude, consumed by the fear of mortality.”


  She held her sword perpendicular over her head. Nero charged. She swung twice, flipped sideways around him, and rapped him across his back with the bottom of her boot. He fell to the ground, surrounded by a plume of white smoke.


  “You carry yourself as if your contemporary striker training should intimidate me,” Aera said, “but until you realize how your adherence to style hinders your element of surprise, you will never defeat me.”


  “And you’re a hypocrite,” Nero said.


  “I’m a survivalist.”


  “You use athanasia!”


  He charged her and she stepped back, left, back, right, forward. Their swords sparked. Then she spun under him and, with her left leg wrapped around him, spun him to the ground. She flipped though the air, Nero in her leg grip, landed on her hands, and knelt. Even as he flew, Nero marveled at her defiance of gravity.


  He crashed into a tree. A plume of dust shivered from it. The grass fluttered as his sword swooped away, end over end.


  “You keep this up,” Nero coughed, “and I might not make it to Palaestra—”


  “They’re dispersing.”


  He looked down at his belt. Of course, he thought. She had shattered his pipe. He threw the pieces in the grass. Down in the vale, where the Janzer divisions had gathered, the Cinerisian workers flowed into transports.


  Aera held the blade of his sword, its handle toward him. “Time to go.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Candidate Beach


   



  Harpoon VR


   



   



  Oriana stood with Pasha barefoot on warm white sand.


  Waves tumbled along a shoreline. In the distance, swirls of galaxies and nebulae dangled amid the stars. A bright blue moon shone nearby. Oriana breathed the smells of seaweed and burning torches, which hung from palm trees. Candidates in illuminated bathing suits strolled along the dunes.


  “For certain, the lady and the lord didn’t pick that outfit,” Pasha said.


  Oriana looked down at her silk gown with spaghetti straps, which barely covered her two-piece bathing suit. “Don’t you like it?”


  “It’s fine, don’t be so pissy.”


  Pasha wore a tank top and light blue trunks. His hair was combed upward and ridged atop his head like a striker’s. Oriana scoffed. “Like you weren’t thinking of Desaray when you chose your hairstyle.”


  “Shut up, let’s go.”


  They searched for Nathan and Desaray. Two candidates emerged from the crowd, holding hands. For a moment, Oriana mistook them for Falcon and Ursula and her pulse quickened. She often dreamed of the Variscan candidates beating her with their fists.


  “Ho, Oriana, Pasha!”


  The twins stopped and turned. Gaia swayed along the sand, her left arm swinging like a pendulum. She wore a short silk cape over her two-piece bathing suit. She’d filled out since the first day of classes but looked fit. Three men who Oriana didn’t recognize surrounded her.


  “Those are my session mates from today’s class,” Pasha said. Lady Isabelle had been separating the class into groups of twenty to twenty-six candidates during specialized neural training sessions. Oriana’s favorites were the martial arts and telepathic tug-of-war.


  Gaia grabbed Oriana’s hand and pulled her away from the men. Oriana laughed and ran with her friend in ankle-deep water, away from the crowd.


  “Okay,” Gaia breathed, “I can’t run anymore.” She removed her cape in a smooth motion and threw it on a dry stone protruding from a jetty.


  Oriana stopped and gasped, resting her hands on her knees. When she caught her breath, she stood tall, searching. “Where’s Nathan?”


  “With Duccio.” Gaia waded into the ocean, brushing her forefingers into a rolling wave.


  Oriana seethed. Nathan brought Duccio everywhere now, even though he patronized her incessantly. He didn’t treat her as poorly as Falcon and Ursula, but still, she didn’t know why Nathan insisted on keeping him for a friend. She suspected it was because he was from Peanowera and House Rastedes, whose candidates always were bid highly for at the auction. “Why does your brother hate me?”


  Gaia ignored her, stepping farther out. When a wave neared, she turned and the water plunged around her. She winced. “It’s freezing.”


  “You just have to get used to it.” Oriana lifted off her dress, set it on top of Gaia’s, then high-stepped through a rolling wave. When she reached Gaia, the girls dived into the water. They swam out toward a sandbar. Gaia arrived there first. She took determined steps before she grabbed Oriana’s hand and pulled her down with a splash.


  “You bitch.” Oriana screamed happily. She and Gaia giggled. They reclined in the shallow water, side by side, looking up to the stars. They lingered for a bit. This was one of the many reasons Oriana liked Gaia so much. They could just be together, say nothing, and Oriana felt comfortable.


  “You never answered me before,” Oriana said. When Gaia turned to her and raised her brow, she continued, “Your brother, what’s his situation?”


  Gaia lifted her foot out of the water and wiggled her toes. “Single, far as I know.” She examined her toenails, then splashed her foot in the water. “Probably always will be.”


  Oriana laughed. “That’s not what I meant.” A gust of wind blew over her, and she felt a chill rush up her spine. She rubbed her arms. “Why doesn’t he like me?”


  “He doesn’t like anyone.”


  “Please, Gaia.”


  “He’s always been a cunt.” Gaia lifted a handful of sand before she let it drop between her fingers, splashing into the water. “But he’s my brother.” She shrugged. “You can’t choose your family, right?”


  Right, Oriana thought. Except for Pasha, she didn’t know her family. She wanted to talk about her lineage. Instead, she said, “What do you want out of this, the Harpoons, the auction, the commonwealth?”


  Gaia sprawled in the water and dunked herself, making ocean angels. She lifted her face out and spit out salt water.


  “Gaia?”


  “Survive.” Gaia wiped her eyes and nose.


  “Is that all?”


  “What else is there?”


  “I don’t know.” Only Oriana did know, at least for her. She wanted to be an aera, achieve conversion, serve the commonwealth, and help humanity find a new home where Reassortment couldn’t consume them, a place where the Earth’s heat couldn’t cook them. She sighed. The Summersets’ warnings about Harpoon candidates rowed through her mind. Don’t lose control. Don’t trust them.


  “There has to be more.” Oriana ran her forefingers through the cool water. “We can’t live underground forever.”


  “If I’m with you, I can live anywhere.”


  Oriana grinned. She didn’t have to access her friend’s neurochip to know she spoke truly. She decided she could trust Gaia. “Have you met your parents, your true parents?”


  “Of course, I’ve met them,” Gaia began. She paused when Oriana turned. “Why do you ask?”


  Oriana bit back tears not caused by the salty air. Why didn’t her parents visit? What were the Summersets hiding?


  Gaia put her hand on Oriana’s shoulder. “You’re my best friend.” Oriana twisted to her. “You know that, don’t you?”


  Oriana knew. She felt as if she could tell Gaia anything, but this secret was different. It was hers, and Pasha’s.


  “You can tell me.”


  Oriana looked down and swallowed her anger and frustration. “I don’t know my parents.” She stared into Gaia’s eyes, and the words tumbled out of her. “I’ve never met them. My developers won’t talk to me about them.” She felt as if the weight of the commonwealth lifted off her. “Do you know who they are?”


  “No, no I don’t.” Gaia held Oriana’s hand. “Why would I?”


  “Nathan knows.”


  Gaia massaged Oriana’s hand. “My friend, you can’t believe anything Nathan tells you—”


  “Ho, Oriana!”


  The women swiveled toward the shore.


  Nathan waved wildly, standing beside Duccio, Pasha, and Desaray near the jetty.


  “Come on,” Oriana said. She pulled her hand from Gaia’s and dived back into the water. Gaia followed.


  When Oriana reached the shore, she swiped her hair away from her face. Nathan wrapped a towel around her, then kissed her cheek.


  “Hey princess,” Duccio said, “I didn’t know Harpoon Champions hung out at the beach.”


  He lifted bottles of Loverealan wine in each hand. Six empty glasses hung from a chain around his muscular neck. He was as big as Pasha and Nathan combined, but ugly, and cunning. Nathan gave him a look that said Shut up, and Duccio laughed. At least Gaia was with him tonight. He didn’t act as mean around her.


  Gaia put on her cape and handed Oriana her dress. “He’s such a loser sometimes, just ignore him.”


  They built a bonfire and shared a bottle of wine and Phanean cheeses. Then Duccio said, “Beach fight!” and Desaray hopped on Pasha’s back, Gaia on Duccio’s. They splashed into the water and grappled until Gaia got a good hold of Desaray and slung her off Pasha’s shoulders.


  “I tried to call you last night through Marstone,” Nathan said. “Couldn’t reach you.”


  “It’s my fault, I told the lady and the lord about what you said.”


  “Does that mean you can’t talk to me?”


  “They won’t allow me to speak to you through Marstone. They say you’re a bad influence for me, so close to the exams.”


  “What do you say?”


  “I hate them.”


  “The Summersets have been around a long time.”


  “They haven’t produced a champion in sixty-four years.”


  “That’s better than ninety-nine percent of the houses out there who’ve never produced a candidate worthy of the first bid.”


  Desaray fell in the water again, then they switched so the girls held the boys on their shoulders. Oriana hoped Pasha would just punch Duccio in the nose, but Duccio was too strong and her twin brother splashed in the water.


  She turned back to Nathan. “The lady yells all the time and acts like she’s some great developer, but she’s not close to being on Lady Eulalie’s level, or … even their developers.”


  Oriana nodded to Gaia and Duccio. Desaray screamed, and Duccio sent Pasha airborne, again. She wished her parents had sent her to one of the top houses in the Northeast, even more than she wished they would visit her. Then she remembered what Gaia told her about Nathan and wondered what it meant. He’d been her friend from the first day of classes. She didn’t have a good reason not to trust him.


  “Nobody develops the way the Variscans do,” Nathan said.


  “What if we don’t end up in the same territory?”


  “We will. We’ll make it happen. The top two bids have gone to the RDD for the last fifty years.”


  “I guess you’re prepared to lose to a girl.”


  “I’m not losing to Ursula Dearborne,” Nathan pushed her hair away from her neck, “but then again, I don’t think you will either.”


  Oriana looked down at the sand, then back into Nathan’s eyes. “So, what do you know about my lineage that I don’t?”


  Nathan broke her gaze and turned back to the ocean. “I shouldn’t have said that to you.” He threw a seashell.


  Oriana moved around him and straddled his legs. “Tell me.”


  “Let’s just forget it.” Nathan’s shirt whipped around in the salty wind. She reached behind and pulled it off. “Hey,” he said.


  She held it up over his head. “I can’t forget, it’s all I think about. From the first day, the instructor, the candidates,” she looked again to Duccio, who was posing as if he meant to lift the world, “your buddy, they treat me worse than a tenehound bitch. Why? What did I do?”


  Nathan caressed her arms, grazing her lips with his on the way up to grab his shirt. She let him have it.


  “It’s not you,” he said.


  “Then what is it?”


  “Forget I said anything.” Nathan dropped the shirt in the sand and kissed her, caressing her lower back.


  “You can’t place a massive wager,” she said between gasps, “and tell me later on it didn’t matter.”


  Nathan moaned in reply and kissed her again.


  Oriana pulled back. He wrinkled his brow like a wounded puppy. “Does this not matter either?” she said.


  Nathan closed his eyes, groaned, and turned away.


  Oriana caught his cheek and pulled his face to hers. “Because if it doesn’t, just tell me, be honest, and I won’t talk to you ever again, I won’t—”


  He kissed her, more ardently than before. “That honest enough for you?”


  “I wish it was …” Oriana paused to catch her breath. She searched his face. He looked at her, biting his lip. Whatever secret he was keeping, it was big. “You’re no fool, Nathan Storm,” she ground against him and whispered in his ear, “so what made you bet so much on me?”


  Nathan’s face was sweaty now, and he struggled with his words. “Your … parents …”


  She bit his earlobe. “Tell me.”


  “… were supreme scientists.”


  Oriana stopped cold. “Were? Does that mean they’re …”


  The sea breeze lifted her hair and gown, cooling her sweat. She shivered and crossed her arms. Nathan put his hand on her waist. She turned away, his touch no longer lenitive, his presence no longer desired.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I thought you knew that much.”


  Oriana looked at Nathan over her shoulder. “How did you find out who they were?”


  He turned toward their friends. “Gaia told me.”


  Gaia? Oriana felt like she’d been stabbed in the chest. “Stay away from me.” She started walking. Nathan moved in front of her, but she stepped around. “Stay away!”


  She jogged, then sprinted down the beach between the dunes. A flock of telltale, tattletale seagulls swirled around her on her way into the woods.


  A yellow light shimmered through tree trunks that seemed as dark as night. Oriana sprinted through the forest as if it were part of a Harpoon simulation. When she could no longer move her legs, she hid behind one of the massive trunks and sank down it, the taste of tears in her mouth. How could she be such an idiot? How could she let Nathan use her this way? Did she really think he cared for her, as a woman?


  She leaned on her knees and breathed hard.


  Twigs snapped on the other side of the tree.


  Oriana felt a hand on her triceps. She whipped around. “I hate—”


  “—being lied to,” Gaia said. “Who wouldn’t?”


  Gaia told me. “You, you.” Oriana stepped back. Gaia moved closer. “You knew!”


  “How is it my fault your boyfriend’s using you?” Gaia’s voice was low, intense.


  “That’s not it,” Oriana said. “You knew my parents were supreme scientists, didn’t you?” Gaia pressed her lips together and looked away from Oriana. Her silence was thunderous. “My parents were elite.” Oriana wanted to scream. “You lied to me.” She twisted her mouth. “You’re all using me for fortune and a higher valuation in the Harpoons—”


  “What would you do if you were me?” Gaia stepped forward, her hand outstretched.


  “You don’t deny it?” Oriana stared at Gaia’s hand, then into her lying eyes. “How much did Nathan offer you?”


  “Please, try to understand.” Gaia lowered her voice. “I can’t go to the Lower Level—”


  “Don’t touch me.” Oriana slapped her hand. “I hate you, I hate you all—”


  Gaia backhanded her.


  Oriana rubbed her cheek, her mouth wide. Gaia told me. She was too angry to speak. She pushed Gaia with all her strength.


  Gaia flew, landing hard upon an exposed tree root. She grunted and squirmed, grabbing her back. “Damn it, Oriana!”


  The world seemed to spin around Oriana. She rested her hand against the tree trunk for balance. She looked into the forest’s yellow light, thinking about the Summersets. Don’t help them. Don’t trust them. She wished she’d listened to her developers.


  Gaia stood and brushed off her arms. Oriana moved to flee, but Gaia grabbed her shoulder and spun her around.


  “Let go!” Oriana broke free.


  Gaia moved with that Rastedes agility, twisting in front of her.


  Oriana slapped her. Gaia screamed, then tugged on Oriana’s hair. “You stupid cunt!” Gaia shook her. “I didn’t want to hurt you!”


  “You’re a liar!” Oriana escaped and punched Gaia. Momentarily flustered, Gaia then regained her footing. Oriana jabbed again, but Gaia dodged. She pulled Oriana down in a headlock. The women twisted along the mossy ground.


  Twigs and roots scraped and dug into Oriana’s back, arms, and legs. Hair and limbs tangled. They rolled down the hill and splashed into a pond ringed by silver bioluminescence.


  Oriana forced Gaia’s head underwater. Gaia escaped and dunked Oriana. They screamed underwater. Oriana thrashed but couldn’t break Gaia’s grip around her neck. When they emerged, they both gasped.


  Gaia held Oriana in her arms. Oriana found she had little energy left to struggle. She knew she couldn’t die in a simulation; should Gaia suffocate her, she’d return to House Summerset, and that’s exactly what she wanted. Gaia told me.


  Oriana felt Gaia’s fingers on her face, sliding her hair away from her lips and nose. Oriana blinked the water out of her eyes.


  “Wretched girl.” Gaia shook her head. “I’ve heard some rumors about your lineage.” She took rapid and shallow breaths. “I didn’t know who to trust.”


  “You can trust me,” Oriana murmured, “you can tell me the truth.”


  Gaia held Oriana’s face and kissed her.


  Oriana opened her eyes wide, throwing her arms out of the water at her sides. She felt Gaia’s tongue in her mouth, tasted pomegranate and cheese and wine. She broke away from Gaia and turned. Her heart thundered beneath her chest, and she struggled to speak.


  “I love you,” Oriana said, finding her voice. She put her hand over her mouth. She breathed. “Not like that.” When she faced Gaia, Oriana wasn’t sure if tears or water streaked down her cheeks.


  Gaia sank into the water. Oriana eyed the bubbles and streaking water to the pond’s edge. Gaia emerged and lifted herself out and disappeared into the light.


  “Gaia, wait!” Oriana swam to the shoreline. “Come back!”


  Time seemed to stop. Oriana lifted herself out of the pond. She spied a shadow. “Gaia, is that you?” She took measured steps over the roots and moss. “Gaia—”


  “No.” Nathan gasped when he emerged. “My gods!” He stopped and stared. His hairy chest rose and fell with quick breaths. “What happened to you?”


  Oriana looked at her arms, covered with scrapes and cuts. She touched her head, felt scalp instead of hair. She examined her fingertips, smeared with blood. She plucked her ripped dress. One of her spaghetti straps was missing. The gown hung off her shoulder inelegantly. She sighed, thanking the gods this happened in the virtual Candidate Beach and not in the commonwealth.


  “Nothing.”


  “Please,” Nathan said, “don’t shut me out.”


  “I don’t want to talk to you.” In truth, she did want to speak to him. If her parents were, in fact, supreme scientists, they were among the highest echelon of Beimenian society. She’d hoped Gaia would help her find out more; she didn’t have any friends now other than Nathan Storm. The thought made her feel ill.


  She turned away from him and sat on the pond’s edge. She let her legs dip into it. The cool water felt good.


  “I’m … sorry,” Nathan said.


  “For what?” Oriana angled herself, looking at him from the corners of her eyes. “Being like everybody else?” She stared into the light on the other side of the pond. It looked the way Oriana imagined the inside of a star might. She wished she could disappear into it the way Gaia had.


  Nathan sat beside her and pushed his legs into the pond, next to hers. “What does that mean?”


  “Who we are doesn’t matter, does it? Only what we can do, or might do.”


  “I shouldn’t have placed that wager—”


  “Shh.” She put her finger on his lips. “You believe I can get the first bid?”


  Nathan nodded.


  She kissed him fiercely.


  “So do I.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Zanclea City


   



  Reanaearo, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Hot air swept across the Visea Wharf and the temple built into the clay cliff formation at the city’s edge. The heat visibly vibrated off the polished archways of stone. A carbyne ship swayed in the Visea Basin, a network of deep prehistoric caverns that served as a runoff for many natural underground rivers and streams. The caverns flooded entirely when the commonwealth constructed the Zwillerzweller and Archimedes Rivers. Kimmeridgian Consortium engineers fortified the caverns with compressed diamond pillars and widened them such that Connor, standing upon the wharf at the edge of Reanaearo Territory, couldn’t see as far as Jurinar, the territory he and Father were headed to.


  A flotilla of ships swayed on the horizon, their white sails fluttering in the man-made breeze, which carried the smell of honeysuckle and jasmine over the docks.


  “All aboard!” a sailor bot said.


  Other bots unfurled the sails.


  Connor and Jeremiah boarded. They wore opaque bodysuits with dark green capes over them, and dark galoshes tied up to their ankles. They looked like river merchants.


  Father mingled with tradesmen while Connor looked out over the Granville horizon to an endless blue sky, thinking about the future. Father hadn’t told him much, just that they were traveling to Navita by way of the rivers.


  By the time the ship docked at Wenlock City, the constellations decorated the Granville sky. Connor and Father walked down a row of crescent-shaped buildings, their green towers built with carbyne, garnet, and plastic. Steam billowed on the other end of the pedestrian pathway, and Connor heard the chorus of splashes from the waterfalls into the Archimedes on the other side of the waterlogged city. Turquoise water flowed on either end of the Jurinar Citadel steps. Father didn’t allow Connor to listen to the conversation with the minister. He waited with the Citadel Guardsmen, who didn’t seem to notice his presence.


  How does Father deceive them? Connor wondered. Though Connor had carried a recaller to disrupt Marstone’s connection to his consciousness and used Vitamin T eyedrops to block his scent from Lady Isabelle’s tenehounds, neither could keep him invisible to the guardsmen or the Janzers, who should recognize him on sight thanks to his status as a highly sought terrorist.


  Next to Connor, a raven landed upon the bust of Chancellor Masimovian. Something about the sculpture, and the bird, made Connor think the chancellor was watching him. He made sure his recaller was activated.


  When Father emerged from the glass doors behind the guardsmen, Connor stood. “How’d it go?” he said. His father grunted and nodded onward. Connor asked several more times. Several more times, Father grunted. They moved down the spiral vine- and lichen-covered steps behind the waterfalls. At the base, a row of rafts awaited.


  “In one of those?” Connor said. They were far smaller than the one they had taken down the Zwillerzweller River, made of cedar instead of carbyne. He could smell them from where he stood. “How will we make it?”


  “You have hands and arms. You’ll learn how to use them skillfully during this trip.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  Connor didn’t know how far they’d gone. He couldn’t feel the blisters on his hands any longer. And Father neither rowed nor used the ZPF to power the raft like he’d done on the Zwillerzweller. How did he expect them to get to the Great Falls of Navita this century?


  When they neared the docks of Pragia Village, Connor said, “How can you do nothing?”


  “I’m doing something.”


  “You’re reclining.”


  “I’m thinking.”


  “My arms feel like they might fall off.”


  “Yet still you row. We’ve made splendid progress without interference.”


  Connor stopped rowing and held out his palms to make a show of his blistered hands. “I’m taking a break.” He sat across from his father. “What did you do to those guardsmen? What did Minister Cisuralian tell you in Jurinar Citadel?”


  “Would that I could tell you, but your mind isn’t developed enough yet, should Lady Isabelle apprehend us.”


  “She’d at least know you met with the minister, wouldn’t she?”


  Jeremiah put his hands behind his head. His beard had begun to grow back, swooping from ear to ear the way Connor remembered. “For sure, but then I think she might fear Minister Cisuralian more than he fears her.”


  “Teach me to use the ZPF the way you use it, the way you … tamed Nero.”


  Jeremiah leaned closer to his son. “So, you think the ZPF is about violence?”


  “It’s about power. And Lady Isabelle has it, and I don’t, and I’m sick of it, I’m tired of feeling the ZPF but not being able to control it …”


  Jeremiah stared at his son with his bright reddish-orange eyes, and Connor felt as if his father looked right through him, to his soul.


  “… I mean,” Connor continued, “not use it the way Zorian does. I don’t want to be like Zorian—”


  “You’re not like him.”


  Connor didn’t answer.


  Father doesn’t know, Connor thought. How could he? Zorian didn’t arrive with him until after I’d killed all those Janzers, and he was barely awake …


  The Janzers had removed Murray’s synsuit plates before they split him in half. And Arty, the only father Connor had known for most of his life, had been burned to death after the Janzers used a pulse launcher to blow his transport to bits.


  I was too unpredictable, Connor thought, letting my emotions control me instead of controlling my emotions the way Aera taught, and they died because of me—


  “And I’m here because of your determination and persistence and fortitude,” Father said. “You were the one who formed the interrogation strategy with Captain Barão and his striker. And whether you want to admit it or not, you did what you had to do in Permutation Crypt.”


  Connor turned away from his father, who ever snooped in his head. He folded his arms, holding himself. He felt terrible about what he’d done. It’s not what Hans, or his mother, would’ve wanted, if they still lived. He felt his father’s hand on his shoulder.


  Father spun Connor around. “Connor,” he said, surprising Connor, for he’d never called him by his real name, preferring his alias, Allesandro Armond. “I wouldn’t be here if the BP and Broden and Nero weren’t convinced your plans could work and if you didn’t protect Aera and Nero during the raid—”


  Connor snapped away from his father’s grasp. “How do you do it? How do you know my thoughts, my past?”


  “You’re always speaking in the zeropoint field.”


  “I’m using a recaller.”


  “That technology’s only as effective as its creator, and I didn’t create it without understanding how to penetrate its defenses, or how to adjust it constantly for Lady Isabelle’s advances.”


  “What other secrets are you hiding from me, Father? Why didn’t Lady Isabelle kill you when she had the chance?”


  “Dock the raft,” Father said. “Your arms need rest, as does my mind.”


  Connor tied the raft to a limestone post. Nighttime and starlight befell the river tunnel. Streaks of silver bioluminescent bacteria streamed along the banks. Ships moved in a line along the lanes amid hundreds of rafts, some crowded, some as lonely as Connor’s, but all moving swiftly with or against the gentle current. None, Connor noted, used oars.


  Father stood in front of Connor, and Connor felt a rush as if the sun’s energy flowed through him …


  … Connor stood in an alloy enclosure lined with gray gears and pulleys, Father beside him. Water flowed along the ceiling to a hump, where it fell into barrels on a conveyor belt. Connor stared at his slender limbs and hands and didn’t recognize them. Then he realized this was his likeness as he had been seven years ago, before he grew tall enough to blend in with the developed transhumans, before his hands hardened from hauling seafood out of his submarine all day. Father wore a bodysuit and transparent lab coat, his hair long rather than short. A trimmed beard still ringed his face, ear to ear.


  “What is this place?” Connor said.


  “My mind, projected into yours.” With two fingers, Father pointed to his eyes, then to Connor’s. “Together we are one.”


  “I’m so … young,” Connor said, still staring at his arms.


  “This is all about you, Connor. You’ll need to hone your use of the field if you’re to command BP sorties.”


  “Command?” Father’s words sent a tingle down Connor’s spine.


  A mist filled the room.


  When it cleared, Connor and Father stood upon an ocean. Clouds on the horizon darkened and took on various shades of violet. The silhouette of a planet hung close in the sky, and beyond, another planet rimmed with rings.


  “We’ve traveled to the other end of the Milky Way Galaxy.” Father paused. “Or did we?” Connor didn’t know what to say. “It’s your consciousness that brings the objects around you into being. Nothing in Beimeni, nothing on or in the Earth, nothing in the galaxy exists independently of your perception.”


  “So we are standing on a planet on the other side of the galaxy, or aren’t we?”


  “At all times, you and I and every other Beimenian create our world.” Father pointed to a setting star, to where it streaked its orange, white, and violet light through the alien atmosphere. “All matter in the universe is interconnected by waves, and these waves are sprawled through space and time, on to infinity. They unite us. They guide us. They can also be manipulated.”


  “Explain.”


  “What you see is what the zeropoint field allows, through my mind, through your eyes.”


  “I know how the field works—”


  “But you can’t control it, otherwise you could override my senses and pull me into your mind. Go on, try it.”


  Connor reached with his mind. “I can’t.”


  “Try harder.”


  “I can’t!”


  Father snapped his fingers, and the scene shifted.


  Connor now stood upon dark marble tiles. A pedestal sat in the center of the space, enshrouded by a blue-tinted fog. Behind the fog, a ball of plasma spun and emitted bright blue, white, and red light. Many scientists surrounded it, wearing biomats. Connor recognized his father and Atticus Masimovian, though he didn’t look like the chancellor, and Father also looked different. The chancellor had shaved his goatee and had trimmed hair rather than long, curly hair. His face, like Father’s, looked drawn, as if they’d not imbibed the spices and gene therapies at the Fountain of Youth in decades. The chancellor shook Father’s hand.


  The movement in the laboratory froze, including the swirling energy and the scientists. Father held up his hand toward the sphere.


  “Meet the second variety of Marstone.”


  Connor crinkled his brow. “You built Marstone?”


  “I built this commonwealth.”


  “You built Marstone.”


  A mist swirled around them, and when it cleared, a laboratory emerged as high as heaven, surrounded by the village in Livelle city-state. Livelle’s flag, ivory splashed with a crescent of golden stars, hung from watchtowers. A crowd gathered in Centaurus Square with its marble fountains and roaming merchants. Chants danced over the air. People shook bottles filled with dark liquids, ignited wicks that hung out of the tops, and threw them. Explosions and flames rose up, and the crowd cheered. Livelle burned.


  Dozens of Livelle Guards rushed the crowd, shackles in hand, and the crowd splintered. Some threw food. Some threw stones. Men and women charged the dais, where a man clad in a golden gown and shawl slathered with Livelle glyphs cowered. The district ministers ducked for cover. The strike teams ignored the chancellor’s call to arms.


  A pulse blast echoed throughout the city-state, and the chancellor collapsed. The surviving Livelle guardsmen surrounded his dead body.


  “This is the assassination of Chancellor Hardington,” Connor said, “at the end of the Dark Age, After Reassortment.”


  “See me there,” Father pointed to one of the cowering ministers, “two hundred years ago. After this, the shot heard round the world, I watched Minister Masimovian ascend the dais of Centaurus Square. He pledged himself that day to the people of Livelle and all the Underground Realm, promising to unite humanity for all time. At the end of his speech, he said, ‘Henceforth, there shall be thirty precepts by which thirty territories of a Great Commonwealth of Beimeni shall live.’ He’s been elected each five years since then.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me you were a minister?”


  “I was a lot of things to a lot of people at a lot of times. Eternal partner to the perfect woman, minister of the Science District in Livelle, supreme scientist covering Reassortment and third in line to the chancellorship, father to three sons.” Father turned to the subterranean laboratory, then back to Connor. “A supreme scientist betrayed by my own brother-in-development.”


  “Broden Barão?”


  “Atticus Masimovian.”


  Connor halted midstride. “What did you say?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “You helped him! You could have stood up to him, or killed him, or …”


  “I did what I did because I loved you and I loved your mother and brothers, and I didn’t want any of you sent to the Lower Level. And the chancellor’s ideals, his visions for his newly created commonwealth matched my own, at first. We desired expansion, intellectual enlightenment, space for humanity. I sought to move east, Masimovian west. He won, and we hollowed out Angeles, at the border of the continent.”


  “Where Aera’s from.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Now it’s a dead territory.”


  “Not dead. Not yet. The collapse accelerated the commonwealth’s expansion east. We transferred the RDD from Livelle City to Palaestra where my research lab created Marstone for what I hoped would be a better understanding of man’s relationship with the universe, to foster our understanding of Reassortment. Masimo had started the scientific board in 168 and appointed me to its most prestigious position.”


  He laughed sadly. “Atticus told me, ‘I want you to be the one who solves the Reassortment enigma, and I want you to be third in line to succeed me because aside from Carillon Decca, there’s no one else I’d trust to lead transhumankind but you, and with you, Solstice, and your lab team at our sides, we’ll lead humanity into its first millennium of peace and prosperity.’ That was the first, but not the last lie uttered to me by Atticus Masimovian.”


  Solstice was the mother Connor never knew. He felt sad thinking about her. He pushed his hand into his pocket and rubbed the artistic Granville sphere, which could create her likeness in his vision.


  “Your mother would’ve been proud of the young transhuman man you’ve grown into,” Father said.


  “Would she?”


  Father nodded, swiping a tear from the corner of Connor’s eye, then he cleared the illusion, and nighttime on the Archimedes returned.


  Connor took in the stars overhead, the hum from rafts and ships, the seaside smells, the scarlet vines and brick near the docks outside Pragia Village. It was hard to say which world was more illusory, this or the one he’d just come from.


  “You’ve rested long enough,” Father said. He reclined again in his chair, with his hands behind his head. “Now row to Yeuron City, where we will take our rest and I’ll teach you more about the zeropoint field, before the final leg of our journey to the Great Falls of Navita.”


  “Why can’t you use the field to power the boat, or teach me how to do it?”


  “Once you’ve traversed the great underground Archimedes River by the will of your body and mind, what won’t you be able to accomplish?”


  Connor groaned. He grabbed the oars.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Intraterritory Tunnels


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you led us into a sewer,” Nero said. The smell dizzied his mind and caused gooseflesh to spread over his skin. He breathed through his mouth to avoid gagging.


  “It is a sewer,” Aera said. “How did you make it through striker training?”


  “Got lucky, I guess.” Nero stumbled after her. He couldn’t see anything in the dark.


  From Cineris they’d traveled along the interterritory transport system to the Phanes Beltway and switched to a transport destined for Underground Northeast. Their faked credentials had been effective, as Aera assured him they would be. In Palaestra City, they gathered intel that Verena was awake and due to be transported to Farino Prison in ten day’s time. Nero noticed Aera saved additional data to a z-disk, but when he asked her about it, she didn’t tell him what it was.


  “It must be a hundred degrees in here,” Nero said.


  “Close to,” Aera said, “with high humidity—”


  “We won’t survive.”


  “You’ve lived too long in the climate-controlled commonwealth.” She knocked her fist on his chest. “You’re transhuman. You’re made for these conditions and worse.” She thrust a canteen into his gut. “Drink if you must.”


  He swallowed a gelatin that should’ve tasted like honey but instead seemed like the mixture of feces and piss that surrounded him. “What is this?” he said. It did cool his throat and help him breathe. “How much farther must we travel?”


  Nero heard nothing in reply, not even Aera’s footsteps in the muck. How did she move without stirring the air or the ground? Many times during their journey through the tunnels, Nero wondered if she had left him, same as he pondered now. Then she’d appear, push him left or right, and whisper, “Go,” and he went where she told him along the walls, feeling for his way.


  He stumbled forward, assuming she’d course-correct him if he took a wrong turn.


  Hours later, he’d long since lost his sense of smell and direction when Aera said, “We climb from here.”


  She pulled down an alloy latch high above that allowed lime-green phosphorescent light into the tunnel. Nero didn’t realize she’d climbed so high, fifty meters from where he stood, in a tunnel within the tunnel.


  They entered an RDD supply shaft full of wires, piping, and stalactites, then smoothed plastic. Vibrations from the maglev track buzzed around them. Lime-green light streaked along the baseboard. It was cooler, a fifty-degree decline in temperature at the least, Nero guessed. The smell had also improved, thank the gods.


  A rumble vibrated his legs, stronger than the transport.


  “Janzers?” he said.


  “A friend,” Aera said, “a guide.”


  “To the infirmary?”


  She ignored him and pulled him into a cove beside the transport track, near alloy coils and wiring that hummed with electricity. “While you’re in those laboratories, wasting your time and taxpayer benaris, I’m down here, traveling through these tunnels, taking whatever I want, whenever I want—”


  “You’re the synbio thief.”


  Nero had long heard the whispers of the thief. It all made sense now. They said the thief arrived in the night and killed Janzers and scientists as easily as insects—he never imagined he’d travel with her. How his life had changed.


  “I’m a survivalist … how often must I remind you?”


  “Fair enough,” he said. The transport slowed to their location, and the opaque entrance cleared. Aera led Nero inside, where Pirro awaited, now as youthful as a Harpoon candidate. He wore a Janzer synsuit without the helmet and visor, his long salt-and-pepper beard gone, his mohawk hair dark, like his skin. “My boy, you look terrible.”


  “I blame her.”


  Aera shrugged.


  “Why didn’t you pick us up in Palaestra City?” Nero said to Pirro.


  “Couldn’t. Too much surveillance requested by your friend,” Pirro said. Nero looked bemused. His sweat mixed with the muck on his crinkled face. “Minister Tethys Charles, my boy.”


  Aera slid a trunk to Nero. “Open it.” He did and picked up a fresh bodysuit. A Janzer synsuit lay below it. “Get dressed.”


  “How do I know I can trust you?” he said. “You nearly killed me twice—”


  “Three times, if we’re keeping track—and remember this, striker, if I wanted you dead, it would not be near, it would be permanent.”


  Nero nodded. He noted identical trunks splayed throughout the transport, labeled with genetic materials and synisms. “You’re taking us to the Port of Life?”


  Neither responded. Pirro smiled primly and held up a box drill toward Aera. “Suit up, missy.” He tightened the torso, leg guards, shin guards, back, and shoulder plates around Aera. Then he started on Nero.


  Once the drill quieted and the smell of scorched alloy and diamond faded, Nero said, “The gates will be guarded; we’ll be caught for certain.”


  “We’ll be placed on the conveyor belts and sent to the RDD storage area,” Aera said. She tapped his Janzer visor. “Ultraviolet vision will be a must.”


  Pirro lifted a syringe with a glowing crimson fluid.


  “You’re not injecting that into me,” Nero said. He didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t look good.


  “Do you want to save your beloved or not?” Pirro nodded to the trunk. “If you would, striker.”


  Nero said a quick prayer and climbed into the trunk, crossed his arms as if he lay in a coffin. Pirro injected the fluid into his neck. His vision blurred as Pirro brought the trunk’s lid over his head.


  When Nero awakened, a Janzer stood over him. The visor lifted and revealed Aera’s amethyst eyes and the tight seam of her grin. Nero exhaled. She put her forefinger over her mouth and hand-signaled him in the language of the Janzers, which he had learned during his striker training. That had been over one hundred years ago, and he wasn’t sure if she was telling him to keep his mouth shut or roll over. He assumed she meant the former.


  She helped him out of his trunk.


  The storage area was massive. Infinite rows of supply trunks and robotic arms surrounded them. The arms moved up and down like pistons, scanning trunks and sorting them with magnetic tips to magnetic conveyor belts. On the far side, a pair of ravens circled over a marble bust of Chancellor Masimovian. Behind them, security beams crisscrossed over an archway leading into the Huelel Facility.


  Aera disappeared amid the trunks, cylinders, alloy arms, and conveyor belts and reemerged near the Janzer division, where she crouched and lowered her visor. A mist emanated from her body, and as the Janzer division surrounded her, they dropped, one by one. The mist dispersed. Aera took out the cameras with her pulse gun and activated a Granville sphere.


  Nero ran to her.


  “You might’ve told me—”


  The look she gave him could crush carbyne.


  She manipulated the data streams in the sphere.


  A ker-twink sound drew Nero’s attention to the archway. The security beams had cleared.


  “Let’s move,” she said.


  Nero knew these halls, for he’d traveled them often to gather the genetic materials his team required for Reassortment research. He never thought he’d break into them as a Polemon terrorist, but then many events over the last three years seemed unbelievable to him now. Thirteen Jubilees—live clinical trials of medical serums against the Reassortment Strain upon the surface of the Earth—all by “volunteers” he later learned were BP terrorists; the Mission to Vigna across the galaxy; the discovery of the Lorum alien and establishment of an intergalactic alliance; the meeting and accord with the BP; the Bicentennial and the raid in Permutation Crypt; and now here Nero stood, a strike team striker in name, a Polemon in truth and deed.


  He and Aera examined the RDD itinerary at a workstation.


  Nero gasped. “We’re too late.”


  “They moved up the timeline,” Aera scrolled through the holographic readout, “but we might still catch her in the Superstructure.”


  “What’s your plan? They’ve stepped up security since you nabbed Brody in there.”


  Aera adjusted the holograms to a map of the RDD. Elevators from their present location led into a crescent pathway with entryways to the back-end research centers, where much of the work on the front end was synthesized.


  “Follow me,” she said.


  She led him to an elevator and the Huelel Facility’s back end, where scientists in synsuits operated particle accelerators and examined radioactive isotopes. From there, they took an RDD transport to the Research Superstructure, filled with thousands of scientists on the move. The Superstructure was supported by compressed diamond pillars, alight with a Granville sky and sun.


  Aera and Nero moved elliptically, like Janzers, through the Superstructure. She attached a violet-tipped alloy pin to several olive marble archways as they crossed underneath. What was she doing? Creating a perimeter? To what end?


  “Don’t kill these scientists,” Nero said.


  Aera kept going—one, two, three, four, twenty more pins.


  Along the structure’s vast square, beneath central archways from which polychromatic chandeliers hung, a division of Janzers escorted Lady Verena Iglehart. She stopped and turned—toward Nero, it seemed to him.


  His heart quickened. He so desired to contact her, right here, right now, but dared not. A Janzer pushed her back, and she trudged forward. Her hair was wrapped in a bun, revealing her slender neck, and the Mark of Masimovian—the black ink forming the bust of Chancellor Masimovian held by two phoenix feathers. Verena had been right about everything, Nero reflected, the Jubilees, the Vigna mission, the teams’ loss of autonomy, and Antosha.


  If only we’d listened to her, he thought. The last time Nero had seen her awake, her chest had been covered with blood beneath her skin, brought on by Antosha’s genetic attack in the Tomahawk Facility. She looked worn, her wrists latched with cuffs, but she was alive, the coma behind her.


  Nero broke formation from Aera, but she grabbed his wrist.


  Know your enemy, striker, she sent. Your enemy is present in large numbers, but not in the most opportune location.


  Should they survive this, Nero would find out how she avoided Marstone in the ZPF. He didn’t take her meaning, but he knew that Janzers moved in pairs when not in their division formations, so he followed Aera at her side. He also knew that during times of duress, the Janzers would consciously connect, acting with a collective mind: they would know who didn’t belong and arrest them.


  Verena and her escort were in the middle of the Superstructure now.


  Nero and Aera circulated the center archways. He noted several divisions on the perimeter sending hand signals across the way.


  Who are they? is what the Janzers asked.


  “Whatever you’re doing,” Nero said, “do it faster. They know. They—”


  “Shut. Up.”


  Verena arrived at the back of the line for the transports. Her Janzer escorts fought through the crowd.


  Scientists, some familiar to Nero, made way.


  Nero moved toward her. Aera stopped him in front of the marble statue of Chancellor Masimovian, near the transports.


  Verena was so close now, Nero might grab her himself. “Aera—”


  She held up an alloy plate, thinner than a benari coin, the width of her palm, and pressed a glowing violet button at its top. The bottom shot out to lengthen it.


  Lasers shot out from the pins in the archways. The Granville sky turned from day to night, and night to day again in a rolling motion, as if the Earth spun faster, faster, like a twister.


  The scientists screamed.


  Janzers pushed toward the center and gathered into attack formations as scientists scurried toward the Superstructure’s rim and outer tunnels.


  Verena turned, as did her Janzer escorts. The crowd around them disappeared.


  Now we execute together, striker, Aera sent to Nero. Initiate ultraviolet vision. He did so and bright phosphorescent light overtook his vision.


  Aera slapped the alloy plate shut, and the pins she’d implanted exploded.


  The Granville day turned to night, and the center arches collapsed onto the Janzers.


  Gasps and screams echoed in the Superstructure.


  In the blue hue of Nero’s vision, he spied the Janzer division that surrounded Verena.


  The Janzers widened and rotated in their attack formation. Aera engaged, twisting one of their necks.


  Another disengaged from the formation, carrying Verena to the transports.


  Nero tried to mimic Aera’s methods with the ZPF, the way she fought in Cineris.


  Though he couldn’t match her speed or fighting acumen, he sideswiped, downswiped, uppercut, over and over, felling three Janzers, the way he had in Permutation Crypt.


  On the fourth, he locked his legs around it the way Aera did to him, and threw the Janzer into the one that carried Verena.


  Verena fell, screaming, feeling for the ground, unknowing in the dark.


  Red bioluminescent light emerged in the Superstructure, and Nero disengaged his ultraviolet vision.


  He impaled the Janzer near Verena, slamming his sword through its visor. Nero lifted her in his arms.


  She whipped away from him, shouting and swiping at him. Her hair bun came undone.


  “Love,” Nero said, “it’s me, it’s your Nero, it’s over.”


  She seemed to recognize his voice, and her struggling ceased. He lifted his visor, revealing his face. She cried and laughed and hugged him.


  Let’s move, striker, Aera sent.


  He picked up Verena in his arms and rushed with Aera to a transport painted with a Morelia spilota spilota, where Pirro awaited their arrival.


  During the journey through the supply tunnels, Nero explained to Verena all that had happened since Antosha’s attack. She looked pale after he finished, then fell asleep in his arms.


  Aera handed Nero a z-disk, the one she’d procured in Palaestra City. You might not want to see what’s in here.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Halcyon Village


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  I have the layout, but I don’t see how we can break into the citadel.


  That’s because you’ve been listening to Lady Isabelle—


  Who can hear these conversations.


  Now you sound like Pasha—


  And if we get caught—


  If we win, we won’t. Send me the map.


  Nathan Storm sent the details, and the Marshlands Citadel formed in Oriana’s extended consciousness.


  I have to go, or I’ll never make it to the city in time.


  Wait, Oriana—


  She cut off her connection to the ZPF, and to Marstone and Nathan.


  The Summersets had thought themselves so clever in how they blocked her and Pasha’s communications with the outside from House Summerset. “You’ll thank us later,” Lady Parthenia had said.


  Oriana thought about sneaking out and hopping on an intraterritory transport to Crusis Village and House Ectasian to see Nathan, but she decided against it. Even if she passed the test of telepathy required to travel, Marstone would alert the DOC when she entered her nine-digit ID number and card. Even so, she had to set the plans with Nathan prior to the Trek; the day of would be too busy and too late.


  The Summersets’ z-wall seemed unbreakable, at least for Oriana, and so she relied on Pasha. He spoke to Desaray nightly and daily; about what, she didn’t know, didn’t care. She agreed to show him how she solved complex origami and palindromic puzzles if he’d show her how to break through the z-wall. When she first asked Nathan to download information about Broden Barão, he resisted. “Maybe you should wait until after the Harpoons,” he’d sent, and when she refused to wait, “Maybe what happened in the past is better left forgotten.” Oriana couldn’t stand his indifference. She didn’t believe him when he later told her during Harpoon classes that the Ectasians blocked his access to files on Broden Barão. According to Nathan, after he’d tried to access the files, they warned him to stay away from the house’s archive.


  Oriana shifted her focus to the Marshlands Citadel. The archive there would have access to all the files she’d need to find out the truth about her lineage. Again, Nathan balked. “The Ectasians would never forgive me if I misled them,” he’d insisted. “The way you misled me,” Oriana put in. Nathan denied he placed the wager on her because of her heritage; he’d done it because he had faith in her. And he loved her. “If you love me,” she told him, “you’ll download the citadel map.” She’d learned during the course of her development that guilt could, at times, be the surest path to a man’s heart.


  Too bad it’s not as easy with women, Oriana thought. She would’ve preferred to execute her plan with Gaia. Her former best friend hadn’t spoken to her since their forest fight. Lady Isabelle hadn’t assigned them to the same group for sessions during classes, and Gaia avoided Oriana during candidate free times. It was enough to drive her mad.


  Oriana shook her head, and the beads in her hair tinkled. All she wanted was the chance to apologize, to let Gaia know she’d still like to be friends. Then she thought about Duccio, who found new ways to annoy her by the day. He knew some details of their argument, but not all. Not the kiss. Oriana touched her lips. She still thought about that kiss, Gaia’s soft lips, the fruity smell of her breath, her moans. She sighed. She cleared her mind. She couldn’t allow distractions to hinder her performance during the Trimester Trek.


  She studied the citadel’s innards, the Citadel Guard outposts, the Gallery of the Minister, the waterfalls around the white marble stone skywalks and archways, the green and yellow vines that wrapped around the coolant piping, and the spiral staircase down to the Marshlands archive.


  Oriana turned to the holographic artwork with the First Aera. “Today’s our day, Miss Aera, today we’ll find out what happened to Mother and Father.”


  She slipped out of her nightgown and into her slate-gray bodysuit, indicating her candidate status, and attached her z-tag, which would allow her to travel through the commonwealth for the Trek. She recreated Urelayura Hall from her Granville panel, its many rows of trees and vines and the evergreen canopy forming around her, brushed her hair, and dabbed her perfume, one drop on each wrist, two drops on her neck.


  As she inhaled the gardenia and carnation, she imagined her team rushing through the Granville rays, obtaining all the flags, and ascending the moss-lined marble stairs in the white towers, winners of the Trimester Trek—who could slip past the Citadel Guardsmen into the Marshlands archive.


   



   



  Alpinia City


  Marshlands, Underground East


   



  Oriana arrived at Urelayura Hall with Nathan, Pasha, Desaray, and Duccio. Lady Isabelle had let them choose their teams for the Trimester Trek, five per team. Oriana chose Nathan, who chose Duccio, and Desaray chose Pasha, who chose Oriana, completing their circle, but leaving out Gaia, who ended up with a group of candidates Oriana didn’t know.


  Oriana led her team down the hall’s moss-lined steps. Nathan smiled and brushed against her. His touch, his musky smell, his voice, everything about him warmed her even more than in the virtual worlds. He fell back to Duccio. The best friends looked like strikers, muscular and very tall. They shared an inside joke and laughed. Pasha walked with Desaray. His hair had grown longer, falling over and around his ears over his stubble beard, which made his dimples less noticeable, while Desaray’s hair puffed higher and wider than Oriana remembered. Her breasts were bigger, too, or her slate-gray bodysuit was three sizes too small. Oriana couldn’t decide. She put her hands beneath her elbows.


  “Hey, princess,” Duccio said, “what’s the holdup? You afraid?”


  “Are you?” Oriana said. To Nathan, she said softly, “Of all the talent out there, why him?”


  “You can ask me yourself,” Duccio said.


  Oriana dropped her arms. She moved to Duccio and swung her fist at his face, stopping just shy of his nose. He flinched.


  Pasha and Desaray laughed.


  “Maybe I should find another team,” Duccio said, “like my sister.”


  “No,” Nathan said, “you’re both my friends and I want you both on my team, so this rivalry ends, today.”


  Oriana scowled. The more Nathan and Duccio’s friendship flourished, the surer she became that one of them would have to go, and it wasn’t going to be her.


  “Now shake on it,” Nathan said. “We’re a team today, and candidates are sworn by their words.”


  Oriana suspected Duccio feared her, in truth, but would never say so. Nathan wouldn’t agree with her. She turned from him to Duccio and sighed. “I can handle it if you can.”


  Duccio held her hand and kissed it and leaned next to her. “Sweet muffin, you dare threaten me again and not even your boyfriend will be able to protect you.” He pulled away and smiled. “So be it,” he said, loud enough for the team’s benefit, “an accord for today.”


  They shook hands. The chancellor’s Third Precept scrolled through Oriana’s head. Jealousy is treachery. Treachery is culpable. Culpability is never questioned. Was this man, twice her size and developed by two former talented RDD scientists, truly jealous of her? If he was consumed by the illegal emotion, surely Marstone would pick it up. The thought made Oriana grin. “An accord for today,” she agreed.


  Her team settled on the mossy limestone hill among the other candidates. At the base, smoke glided over a dais, and through it broke Lady Isabelle. Her crystal stilettos kissed the vine-covered runway as she strutted to the podium.


  “Welcome, candidates, to Marshlands Territory and your Trimester Trek.” The candidates applauded. “You’ve been interacting through the Harpoon VR all this time with no awareness of the world around you, how vast, how far, how great is our country inside the Earth’s crust. Now you will experience one of the commonwealth’s greatest cities, but do not mistake this Trek for a tour.


  “I will send the teams out, and you’ll receive your z-disk instructions. You will gather flags throughout Alpinia City. Time begins when you leave the hall. Alliances are forbidden for this exercise, as is Marstone contact with your developers. Should we learn of either of these occurrences, your first-half scores will be reduced as I see fit. You have six hours to collect one hundred flags. Respect the land. Minister Noria Furongielle was kind enough to invite us here, and you’re still bound by Beimeni’s laws.”


  Oriana’s heart dropped. They’d never have enough time to gather one hundred flags and break into the archive. Damn Lady Isabelle. Damn her!


  I’m a champion, and a champion doesn’t let anything get in her way, Oriana thought.


  “May the gods be with you,” Lady Isabelle said. Keeper bots streamed in from behind the tree trunks at the top of the hall. They held trays with golden z-disks piled high. “Serve Beimeni!” Isabelle threw her fist in the air.


  “Live forever!” the candidates said.


  The first group rushed to the top, gathered the z-disks, and stormed out of the hall. Countless more candidates rushed up the steps. Oriana’s team made their way through the throng.


  Don’t do anything foolish today, child, Isabelle sent. Your team may leave the hall.


  Oriana hesitated, even as the other teams raced forward. Did Lady Isabelle know about her idea with the archive? Why would she care if Oriana searched it? A search in an archive wasn’t treasonous, at least not the way the precepts defined treason.


  “We’re up,” Oriana said.


  “What?” Nathan said.


  Most of the teams in their grouping had already left the hall.


  “Are you serious?” Duccio said.


  “Oriana!” Desaray said.


  Pasha didn’t say anything.


  “Forgive me,” Oriana said, “let’s go.”


  They rushed to the top, and Nathan retrieved the z-disk. They all downloaded the instructions. Outside the hall, dust clouded up from where the candidates stirred the earth.
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  Five hours later, night fell and the stars rose over the city. They’d gathered 97 flags as the clues led them through the forests and hills. The previous clue attached to the last flag had suggested they find the Seaborne Bridge to enter the city proper and solve one last riddle.


  Oriana led the team down a trail surrounded by black trees with gray leaves. She spotted a pair of white flamingos on white grass and white lilies over a black pond. Oriana looked up. All her teammates appeared in white and black and shades of gray.


  “What’s this?” Duccio said.


  “The color’s been drained,” Oriana said.


  “Is this part of the riddle?” Pasha said.


  “Look!” Desaray said. “Over there!”


  They rushed to the other side of the pond, where a man as white as the leaves and birds stood in front of a desk covered with black-and-white cards, each stenciled with a different labyrinth, plant, or animal.


  “I’ve been expecting you,” the man said.


  His voice was synthetic, as if he spoke with a mouth full of water. A white parrot on his shoulder cooed, “Expecting, expecting.” It shook its head, and feathers fluttered in the unscented wind. The man pulled a gray flag with the Harpoon insignia from his pocket.


  “Who are you?” Nathan said. “What’s going on here?”


  “My name is Drumme Sanbean, but Marshlanders call me the Magician. Look, and you will see. You’ve entered my achromatic park. With this,” he held up a glowing silver orb, “I send signals to your optic nerves that remove colors from your sight.”


  “What’s the riddle here?” Oriana said.


  “Oh, but of course, that’s why you’re here. How dumb of me to forget. Many of your friends stopped by, too, some happier than others—”


  “The riddle, sir—”


  “Call me Magician, if you will. I have a trick for you, subtler than what I’ve done to your eyes. Solve it and you may access the bridge.” He stacked the cards.


  “How many cards do you hold?” Oriana said.


  “Twenty-seven, if you must know.” The Magician picked up the deck and fanned it out. “Select one card and don’t show it to me.”


  Oriana selected one and revealed it to the team.


  A black-and-white phoenix.


  “Return it without showing me, if you would.”


  Oriana slipped the card back. The Magician shuffled the pack and dealt all the cards faceup into three piles, one card to each pile in turn.


  “Point to the bottom of the pile that contains the card.”


  Oriana tapped the table by her rightmost pile. The Magician placed the pile with the phoenix card between the other two piles and, without shuffling, dealt the cards into three piles. Again, he asked Oriana which pile contained the card. Again, she pointed to the proper stack, and the Magician placed the pile with her card between the other two and dealt three more piles.


  “How much longer?” Oriana said.


  “Patience,” the Magician said. “Which pile holds the card?” Oriana pointed to the left one. The Magician plucked out the phoenix card and handed it to Oriana with a flourish. “Is this your card, madam?”


  “It is,” Oriana said.


  “Tell me how it’s done, and the flag is yours.”


  She conducted calculations in her extended consciousness.
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  “The card is always in the middle of the pile I select in the final layout.”


  The Magician stroked his white pointed beard. “This one is wise, and you would be wise to keep her.” He snapped the gray flag from his belt, and it turned gold. He handed it to Oriana’s eager fingers.


  They rushed out of the Magician’s illusion and onto the limestone trail. Color returned. Lights along the bridge shone like molten silver, its outside made of plastic, its inside filled with flowing water. Thick carbyne coils looped around the top and bottom, swirling over the bridge. Fog shrouded different spots along the bridge but thinned at the far end where it curved to an island, and golden fireflies scattered about a tree wider than any Halcyon dome, towering high above. Water fell in streams through it from pipes. On either side, farther away, blue and green bioluminescent falls flowed from white-capped cliffs into streams around the forest. The winds smelled fresh, tinged with mint and rosemary.


  Oriana activated the golden flag, and the riddle transferred to her extended consciousness. She read its title aloud: “A bridge crossing at night.” A violet flag materialized, much larger than the golden one that held the riddle. “With four members of your team, a maximum of two can cross the bridge at one time, and any party that crosses must have the violet flag with them. If a party of two crosses, the flag must be held by both team members. Find the fastest way to accomplish this task and provide a range plus or minus thirty seconds for your solution, then move across the bridge. If you fail to time in this range, a barrier shall block your fifth teammate from crossing.”


  “What does that mean?” Duccio said.


  “We have to choose,” Pasha’s eyes moved up and down rapidly as he conducted calculations in his extended consciousness, “whether to leave the slowest teammate here even though that might hurt us, in the end, for the final riddle.”


  The bridge was five kilometers long, by Oriana’s calculation. This could slow them down considerably. Unless … she quickly developed an algorithm to test the many ways they could attempt to mimic each other’s weights somehow, carry a tree limb or a boulder, and fool the flag. From her calculations it seemed they could not. The flag could sense their transhuman essence in the ZPF.


  “I have the solution,” Pasha said. He turned to Nathan, Duccio, and Desaray. “How fast can you guys run five kilometers?”


  Duccio blew raspberries and threw his head back. “Short distances I’m fine, but this is far.”


  “I could run this bridge in five minutes,” Nathan said.


  “Can you run it three times at that rate?”


  Nathan nodded.


  Pasha turned to Desaray. “How fast can you run five kilometers?”


  “I can do it in nine.” Oriana looked to Desaray and raised her eyebrows.


  “I don’t know,” Desaray added, “thirteen, fourteen—”


  “I need exact figures,” Pasha said.


  “Call it fifteen then, just to be safe.”


  “Duccio?”


  “I’m good for twelve.”


  “Why does it matter how fast we run?” Desaray said.


  “Because the Trek is timed,” Oriana said, “and every second on every query counts, just like in the Harpoons.”


  Pasha sucked in his lips and said to Desaray, “So I guess you’ll have to stay here …”


  “So I will.”


  “Let’s get on with this,” Oriana said. “I’m nine minutes.”


  Pasha took the violet flag. “Nathan’s the fastest, and I’m second at seven minutes, so we go first. We tag the rod on the other side, then Nathan returns. That’s twelve minutes. Then you two go,” he pointed to Duccio and Oriana, “and … I hope that won’t be a problem.”


  “Not for me,” Duccio said.


  “You just keep to your side of the bridge and we’ll be fine—”


  “No!” Pasha said. “You both need to hold the flag as you go! So you’ll make it down there at the slower pace, that’s Duccio’s rate, twelve minutes—”


  “So we’re at twenty-four minutes,” Oriana said. They only had fifty-three minutes left to complete the Trek.


  “I run back by myself,” Pasha said, “so that’s another seven minutes, and back again with Nathan, who’ll have to run at my pace—”


  “Thirty-eight minutes total,” Oriana said.


  They all nodded together.


  “Right, ready?” Pasha held his end of the flag, Nathan the other. “Okay. I’ll transmit the range then as thirty-seven and a half to thirty-eight and a half minutes in three, two, one … let’s go!”


  Nathan and Pasha disappeared and reappeared in and out the fog upon the bridge. Oriana and Duccio watched and waited. Desaray pouted. Nathan and Pasha burst out of the fog at the other end and tagged the rod. Nathan turned around and disappeared. In a few minutes he returned, breathing hard, and handed the violet flag to Duccio and Oriana.


  Oriana found it easy to keep up with Duccio, who, though tall and muscular, took measured strides across the bridge. They disappeared into the fog. Oriana could barely see Duccio’s face, which she counted as a blessing. Then something scraped her leg, water possibly, or was it Duccio, tripping her? They both lost their balance, spinning out across the bridge.


  Oriana yelled.


  She heard Nathan call out, to Duccio first, then to her.


  Pasha shouted her name.


  Oriana slid into a bridge coil and wrapped her arm around it. She fell over the side, gripping the carbyne ledge.


  Her fingers slipped, but Duccio caught her wrist and held her, suspended in the fog. All she saw was the yellow of his eyes and his smile. “Good night, sweet princess …”


  She screamed when he let her go.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Portage City


   



  Portage, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Gwen fiddled with her hair while Marcel and Juvelle tinkered with a scroll that held a map of the Great Commonwealth. Red slashes crossed through all the territories except for Luxor, Nexirenna, and Portage.


  “Oh, Marcel, look, look.”


  Portage’s silver sun hung on the horizon and reflected over the tens of thousands of Portagens on the thousands of skywalks that linked the clay-colored buildings. Ahead, the citadel’s bronze spire shone blue-green, and Citadel Guardsmen lined the central steps, forming a corridor. The pale sunlight glimmered through the dust.


  The minister honors our arrival, Gwen thought.


  “All I see are shadows,” Marcel said. He lowered his voice. “Are you … okay?”


  Gwen nodded. She didn’t know what to say. Her parents had left her on the steps of a government building in Transport City with a z-disk that read, “Please take care of her.” In a different time in Beimeni, this might have led her to the Lower Level. Luckily for Gwen, House Variscan had altered developer views of orphans many decades ago. She hadn’t been back to Portage since her development or since she’d been crowned Harpoon Champion, but the territory was every bit as magical as she’d dreamed.


  “Aha, mademoiselle,” Juvelle said. The bot scanned the map scroll. “We’re running out of time for the campaign, and we still have to visit Luxor and Nexirenna. We could go to Nexirenna next—”


  “It’s bad enough we missed Luxor on the first pass into the South,” Gwen said. “We cannot visit Prime Minister Decca last. We will go to Luxor next, then Nexirenna.”


  “I agree,” Marcel said.


  “A fine decision, mademoiselle,” Juvelle said.


  Gwen took the scroll from Marcel, rolled it, and slipped it into a satchel.


  Word of her campaign for Antosha’s candidacy had traveled through the commonwealth. And along her travels, word of the field reached her. Competitors included Supreme Scientist Dorian Knox, who had expanded the human genome, theoretically rendering the transhuman race immune to 99.9 percent of naturally occurring pathogens; Supreme Scientist Nasha Ele, whose work had led to the acceleration of the gestation processes in transhuman embryos; and Supreme Scientist Minta Pollopa, who had enhanced the Granville sky to its present realism, among others.


  “Where does the polling stand?” Gwen said.


  “Notwithstanding the Northeast resistance,” Marcel said, “the vote is looking better today than when the campaign began.”


  “Better still if he succeeds with Dr. Shrader—”


  “And what if he fails?”


  Gwen looked out the transport window. “He won’t,” she said bitterly. He never does.


  She hoped Marcel would understand when she stepped away from the project after the campaign. She still hadn’t told him about Antosha, and she wished that she could. Her time with her sweet brother had shown her just how miserable she’d become back in Palaestra.


  A guardsman marched down the steps, his diamond sword sheathed across his back, utility belt with pulse guns and scanners around his waist. “Welcome to Portage Citadel,” he said. “The minister and his lady have prepared a territory-wide feast in your honor.”


  In our honor, Gwen thought. No minister had welcomed her this way.


  No minister can honor you the way I will, Antosha transmitted to her. We’re close, my violin. Soon I’ll return to Palaestra with you at my side, and together we’ll defeat the Reassortment Strain.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Every centimeter of the table in the Gallery of the Minister contained a plate. There were beef tenderloin steaks with sautéed spinach and dates; flourless chocolate cakes topped with strawberry strips; mashed cauliflower; sautéed shrimp scampi with broccoli rabe; Piscatorian crab cakes and seared salmon with citrus ginger; Gaian turkey chili; Portagen lemon chicken; and more glasses filled with Loverealan wine than Gwen had ever seen.


  An ensemble of two oboes, two clarinets, two horns, and two bassoons serenaded the chamber. Conversations at the table softened when Gwen approached.


  “Splendid to see you here,” Lady Larisa, Minister Kaspasparon’s eternal partner, said and kissed Gwen’s cheeks. She looked just as Gwen remembered her from just after the Harpoon Auction, her face smooth and bronze, her eyebrows as thin as blades of grass, her smile warm. Her hair hung down in two teal braids that looped under her ears and connected in the back, tied with a ribbon that dangled down her velvet gown.


  “Pleasure, my lady,” Gwen said. “This is Juvelle, my keeper bot in Palaestra City, and Marcel Auroro—”


  “Your brother-in-development, we’ve heard so much about you! Welcome!” Larisa kissed his cheeks as well, and he looked to Gwen from the corners of his eyes.


  Gwen shrugged.


  She didn’t recognize any of the hundreds of guests, all dressed in fine gowns and button-down suits with jewels and gemstones around their necks and wrists and ankles, many seated in chairs with phoenix feathers woven into the backs. The Citadel Guardsmen lined the walls beneath two skywalks that ran through the gallery. Long heavy curtains concealed coolant piping, keeping the room temperate, despite the crowd.


  Minister Kaspasparon neared and kissed Gwen’s cheek. “Lovely to host you during this special time. We’ve missed you.”


  “Pleasure, Minister,” Gwen said, holding both his hands. “Likewise, I owe all that I am to you.”


  “Nonsense, child, we didn’t compete in the Harpoons.”


  “You gave me a chance. You sent me to the Northeast.”


  “Indeed.”


  A keeper bot handed them glasses filled with Portagen champagne. They toasted. It pleased Gwen to see the minister looking well, the youthful glint of his eyes enhanced by the gemstones he wore.


  Later on, the wine hit Gwen harder than she expected. She and Marcel took to the dance floor, and he twisted her into his arms. When she looked up at him, she saw Captain Barão, his tousled hair, his unbuttoned shirt, sweat and saliva falling from his chin and lips, and behind him upon the wall as if part of a Granville illusion, Damy grabbing Verne’s wrists as he choked her—


  “What’s wrong?” Marcel said.


  “Nothing, I’m just a bit light-headed. All the wine …”


  “I don’t think it’s that—”


  “Mind if I cut in?” Kaspasparon said.


  Marcel bowed, and for the next song Gwen danced with the minister. When the ensemble’s chords were at their loudest, he leaned next to her and said, “You don’t have to help him if you don’t want to.”


  Gwen pulled away and froze. “I’m not sure I understand.”


  The guests danced around them, spinning and dipping.


  Kaspasparon embraced her again. “Someone so beautiful and so intelligent and so important to the lady and me shouldn’t be so terrified. You aren’t the Gwendolyn I remember after the Harpoon Auction.”


  “We all grow up, Minister, we all change.”


  “You don’t have to answer me here, or stay here now, though you can if you want. You’re welcome in this citadel—”


  “I’m a Harpoon Champion. My place is in Palaestra—”


  “Where you serve a killer, a great deceiver of our time, a man who means you harm.”


  “You’re wrong, he loves me, and he loves Beimeni, and he’s going to lead us all to the surface …”


  Her voice cracked, and she hoped to the gods Antosha wasn’t in her mind right now. After breaking away from the minister, she found she troubled to draw breath. The room spun around her. She steadied herself and tried to leave the minister, but he grabbed her hand and spun her around, her gown all swirls.


  “Tell me, sweet Gwendolyn,” Kaspasparon said, “when you poisoned Brody, was it forced, or did you willingly give your soul to Antosha Zereoue?”


  Gwen dropped his hand and slapped him.


  The music, dancing, and conversation ceased.


  Gwen twisted and rushed away from the minister. Her gown swept across the dance floor. “Marcel!” she said. “Juvelle! We’re leaving.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   



  Phanes, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  A Janzer division escorted Lady Isabelle and Chairman Gallegos over Cherry Hills to where Atticus swung his club, sending bright brown balls over the crimson fairway. Isabelle noted his perfect form, the tip of his right foot on the ground, his left foot planted. It was a shame he couldn’t run the commonwealth with similar alacrity, though if he could, he might not need her at his flank, where the skin was soft.


  “Bravo!” said his keeper bot. “Bravo, sir!” The bot clapped above its head.


  Atticus lifted his sunglasses as they approached.


  “Chancellor Masimovian,” Gallegos said, “pardon the intrusion, but I’ve been trying to reach you all day, and Isabelle—”


  Atticus took another swing. Gallegos ducked and dropped into the crimson grass. “I thought we were to meet later this afternoon,” Atticus said.


  Gallegos, still on his knees, pulled a z-disk from his pocket and held it up. “Chancellor, for your attention.”


  “Can’t you see I don’t have time for this?” He took another shot.


  “But, my chancellor, our data indicates that the commonwealth’s economy has fallen ill to recession for the last fifty-five days, an affliction we haven’t seen in more than one hundred fifty years. Not since the power disruption in Phanes back in 207.”


  Thoughts of the Great Blackout of 207 brought a shiver to Isabelle. She’d been a Maiden of Masimovian that year, just ten years after Beimeni City had become the capital of the commonwealth. The Master of the Harpoons back then had kept the annual population growth rate at 2.5 percent, which was too low, in Atticus’s twisted worldview, to drive the annual economic growth of 10-plus percent he’d desired. When Isabelle took over the role of running the Harpoons in 226 AR, she bumped the population growth rate up to 3.5 percent (because the birthrate had risen to 4.5 percent and she didn’t want to send as many of her children to the Lower Level) and up, up, up over the decades to the present 8 percent, which was less than half the birthrate of 15 percent—both far too high. Isabelle understood that growing economies needed growing populations, increasing the supply of both workers and consumers, but the rate Atticus demanded, coupled with a theoretically eternal life span, was, in fact, unsustainable. His rule couldn’t end soon enough—


  The chancellor broke her unbidden reverie with another swing, another ball sent into orbit. Isabelle shook her head at Gallegos, who finally rose. Atticus caught her eye. “So now you bring messengers to bother me on my days off—”


  “Contrary to your opinion, your days off don’t run continuously.” She orbited the chancellor, her gown fluttering around her in the winds.


  Atticus handed his club to the bot and requested another. To Gallegos, he said, “You’re in charge of market quotas and the economy. Do what you’re skilled at doing. Get the consortiums in line. Raise salaries. Buy up surplus product. Expand the territories. Lower the concentrations of precious metals in the benaris and distribute them to the unemployed.” Atticus’s keeper bot handed him a water canteen. He gulped and wiped his mouth. “Sometimes I wonder if all that economic training has done you more harm than good.”


  “But, my chancellor,” Gallegos looked even sweatier than usual, “we’ve been doing all of those things since the insurrection deepened—”


  “Don’t! Don’t you ever, ever, ever speak that word!”


  “Apologies, Chancellor, since … the issues sprang up … we’ve been using our arsenal to keep the commonwealth afloat, but we’re not talking fifteen and some territories the way we were in 207.” Gallegos swiped the perspiration that dripped from his chin. “We’re thirty territories strong stretched over the continent. We need more Janzers. We need more security. I beg of you, my chancellor.”


  Isabelle eyed the chancellor, who sneered at her. “His words, not mine,” she said.


  Gallegos turned away the bot’s offer for water. “The attacks on the supply lines are part of the issue, my chancellor, but the economic decline seems more than cyclical to me, striking in its velocity, the contract market is crashing, and unemployment is rising at an unprecedented rate—”


  “Let me put it in a way I think you’ll understand.” Atticus pointed his finger not a centimeter from Gallegos’s nose. Gallegos looked down toward it, crossing his eyes. The sweat rowed down his face now. “You get this economy rolling again, or you’ll be rolling around in the Lower Level.”


  Gallegos eased backward. “But my chancellor—” The chairman stopped himself. He wiped a trembling palm on his silk cape. “I’ll do all what you ask, but if I could—”


  Atticus grunted and swiped his hand through the air. He cleared perspiration from his brow and swung. The ball ricocheted off to the side, into the cherry trees. “Gods damn it.” He flung the club. Isabelle didn’t flinch when he whipped around to her. “You lost Verena Iglehart! You! Not the Janzers! Now we have a strategist and a striker in BP control, with gods know how many more to follow, and you bring Gallegos here to beg—”


  “You should’ve let me kill Jeremiah Selendia when we had the chance.”


  “Up the security in Farino Prison.”


  Isabelle employed the finest engineers from Phanes along with twenty Janzer divisions to build a new vessel capable of making the journey across the Infernus Sea in the Lower Level. She would be sure it would carry Captain Barão to safety there, letting him rot until he died. The last vessel they owned had been destroyed; it had carried Antosha, and though he was injured when an explosion on the sea sank the vessel, he had survived, saved by Janzers riding rocketcycles, thank the gods.


  “I’m not losing Captain Barão—” she said.


  “Just like you’d never lose Jeremiah and Lady Verena? Up the security!”


  “We could just torture and kill him. Send him to the surface. No one would ever know—”


  “We will follow procedures this time. He was a supreme scientist of—”


  “Fuck your politics, and your procedures.”


  “My friends?” Gallegos said, still shaking. “If I may be so bold as to make a suggestion …”


  The chancellor and Isabelle turned together and said: “What, Gallegos?”


  “The supply lines between Palaestra and Underground East have suffered such damage that half are no longer traversable, and I’ve learned that many supply tunnels have been flooded in Underground West. What we need is more Janzers to complete the repairs—”


  “We have over a million Janzers spread throughout this commonwealth with another half million in Nyx and tens of thousands more in Farino Prison,” Atticus said. “Each Janzer costs five million benaris. Do you suggest we take on more debt? Is that what you would see me do? Run inflation beyond the twelve percent in your report?”


  Isabelle rolled her eyes. The Masimovian Administration had already accumulated debt well over 200 percent of Beimeni’s annual gross production, owed primarily to its own central bank.


  The chancellor blathered on. “What we need is for my departments to function, perhaps what we need is a new communications director—”


  “You bankrupted this commonwealth long ago,” Isabelle said. “What difference could another one and a quarter trillion benaris make? Or why not just force the production lines in Cineris, Phanes, and Farino?” On these production lines, engineers and scientists, along with existing Janzers, reverse engineered the chancellor’s DNA into his Janzer army. “Think about all the Beimenians you could put to work on such a vast project, my dear. Two hundred fifty thousand additional Janzers in Palaestra, and you’ll never suffer the embarrassment of another attack again.”


  “Gallegos.”


  “I will move forward with this plan with your permission.”


  Atticus blinked and raised his eyes as he searched his extended consciousness. “So be it. Borrow whatever it takes and get the production lines humming. I want this new army delivered to the supply lines and cities in Palaestra and Luxor in time for the Autumn Gala.”


   



   



  Ope City


  Ope, Underground Central


   



  A flock of synthetic marvellous spatuletails glided over the Crescent Building, named for its shape, hollowed at the base and curved to the sky. On the rooftop deck, Beimenians sat at bronze tables layered with iris lace cloth, Lady Isabelle and Zorian Selendia among them. A trio of flutists played and swayed. Their melodies danced along the rooftop.


  “I’m glad you still have wisdom,” Isabelle said. “I was beginning to wonder if I’d hear from you again.” The black-violet wig she wore clung to her face and chin. She thought it wise not to rely on the ZPF to deceive the populace, for Zorian was as skillful with telepathy as she was. She required her full concentration in his presence.


  “You didn’t have to torture Jeremiah,” Zorian said. “You were never going to get the information.” He adjusted his fedora. “I’d rather you killed him.” Zorian was dressed like a Ludfordian Consortium scientist in Ope, with an orange lab coat and blue synisms to color his eyes, even the whites of them.


  “I hope you’re not intimating how I should treat enemies of the state—”


  “Negotiations with the BP are impossible when all those captured by our government end up in the Lower Level, or dead, or beaten—”


  “I don’t negotiate with terrorists. I end them. Those in league with the Beimeni Polemon should understand their predicament.”


  “They do.”


  The artificial gusts that swept across the rooftop carried the smell of lavender and lilies. It wasn’t enough to sweeten the bitter taste in Isabelle’s mouth, thinking about what she’d heard from the Janzer who’d survived the Polemon strike in Permutation Crypt.


  “Do you understand?” She waited for Zorian’s reaction, probing his mind. He revealed nothing. She’d let him think her naive long enough. “Did you send me to that trap below Navita?”


  “I sent you to Navita, not to a trap. I can’t be held accountable if you misunderstood me.”


  Isabelle slammed the table into Zorian, and he spit out a chunk of crabmeat. “Do you take me for your whelp of a brother?” While soft, her tone was biting. Zorian’s face turned red. “I understood you quite clearly, you self-indulgent ant! I heard what you told Aera in the Crypt.” Zorian coughed, then leaned back, laughing. Isabelle wanted nothing more than to rip out his lying throat. “You won’t find it so hilarious when I send you to the island—”


  “I told the BP what they had to hear. You know Aera’s skill with the zeropoint field is beyond transhuman.”


  That was true enough. Aera had eluded her for nearly one hundred fifty years. Still, Isabelle was tiring of Zorian’s game. She pulled the table away from him. “What do you want?”


  “To lead one of the great halls and surrounding districts, as a lord. Lord Zorian Selendia.” The pronouncement slipped smoothly off his tongue. He sipped his wine. His eyes drifted over the city skyline. “A lord of Nourenisa District or Olenaris District, in Ope.”


  “If you hold up your end, I will see it done.” Isabelle extended her consciousness. “I presume you have the details.”


  “The BP stronghold is in the East. There you will find its senior Leadership, including my father and Pirro—and if you’re lucky, Aera as well.”


  Isabelle lost her concentration, and her extended consciousness faltered. “What do you know about Aera?”


  “That will cost you.”


  “I could kill you right here, right now.” The truth was that Isabelle didn’t know what she could or could not do to Zorian Selendia. His consciousness permeated the ZPF omnisciently and uniquely. Could she risk arresting him now, only to fail?


  Zorian stabbed a toothpick into a green olive, making a show of pushing it into his mouth. “But you won’t.”


  “Tell me everything.”


  “She’s working with my father.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “She has no weakness that I could distinguish, except maybe that her thoughts dwell on her past. Seems my father helped her through the trauma of the collapse, and she sees herself in his debt.”


  The flutists were joined by trumpeters. Their melody rose to a crescendo and concluded, followed by applause and the sound of silver tapping glass. When the hum of conversation resumed, Zorian said, “That could be trouble for you.”


  “Where’s the entrance?”


  “There’re multiple modes scattered in Navita. But you can’t just walk in. They find you. The labyrinth I solved is being altered as we speak.”


  Isabelle pulled up a map of Navita City in her extended consciousness and stilled the Great Falls. She panned over the rolling water of the city’s inner layers. A white circle penetrated the walls to the elevators and pedestrian paths. She felt a chill race down her spine. Memories of her near death beneath Navita City surged forth, quickening her heart. “Do you think I’m going to rush into Navita again, make the same mistake, you fool? We’ve searched the caverns of Navita thoroughly, with no signs of what you—”


  “You searched like a Beimenian.” Zorian waved his hand as if it were a diver. “You thought they’d dig down. You never imagined they would dig up.” He swallowed another olive.


  Isabelle grimaced, for Reassortment permeated the Earth’s bedrock at depths that shouldn’t have been possible: the traitors could be risking the commonwealth’s integrity with this stronghold. “Your BP heathen brethren risk over three hundred million lives in the commonwealth. What is it Jeremiah seeks? Power? Justice? For what exactly? He broke the law, not us.”


  “You don’t have to tell me, my lady.” Zorian sipped his wine and slathered Vivoan goat cheese over a cracker. He crunched it and grinned. “I hate them as much as you do.” He washed down the food with his wine. “The commonwealth is crawling with BP, my lady.” He shivered. “Their connections permeate your government, they’ve infiltrated the private consortiums and every crevice of your power—”


  “And I will destroy them all.” Isabelle was beginning to enjoy fantasies of how she would dispose of this arrogant pup, once his usefulness was spent. But she checked her thoughts, lest he sense them and give her false intel.


  Zorian winced. He ate a pickle and took another sip of wine.


  “Where’s their next target?” she said.


  “The Front doesn’t trust me with such details any longer.”


  “Is there another stronghold beside the one in the east?”


  “Not that I’m aware of.”


  “There’s only one way to know if I can trust you.”


  She pushed the plates covered with scraps of salmon and pork bones to the side and reached her fingers across the table, the synisms that colored her nails lavender leading the way. “Take my hands.”


  Zorian grinned and did as she requested.


  She hated that she couldn’t simply read his thoughts as she did with most Beimenians. He somehow blocked her, almost certainly by use of the ZPF. She could get around a recaller at close range. Zorian’s skills with the ZPF were different than Jeremiah’s, and, in some ways, more powerful.


  She squeezed his hands and saw nothing, for a hood covered his head. A man gave Zorian instructions. Isabelle didn’t sense fear within him as he moved, only excitement. When the hood lifted, she gasped. Men and women ate and laughed and drank and carried children in their arms. They sang and danced, as if over her grave. Her nostrils flared, and in this, Zorian’s surreal world of the Beimeni Polemon, the mythic Blackeye Cavern that had eluded her for so long, she felt anger rise within her like never before.


  Zorian’s hands thudded the table where she dropped them. The lace cloth lifted over the food with the wind. “How long have they been there?” she said. “How shallow have they gone? Don’t they realize what they risk? If Reassortment seeps—” She checked herself, lest her rage enable Zorian to gain access to her consciousness, the way his younger brother Hans had when she’d interrogated him in the Department of Peace. Damn these Selendias, damn them all to the Lower Level!


  A waiter bot came by to fix the tablecloth.


  “How the hell should I know?” Zorian said, his feet now crossed upon the table’s edge, his hands behind his head. “All that matters, my lady, is that they’re there now, right above your snout—”


  She grabbed the bot with her mind and threw it off the roof. There was a long quiet moment, followed by screams and a crash below. The Opeans dining around them froze midbite. Zorian put his feet on the ground.


  Isabelle stood and tore off her wig.


  “Not. For long.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Alpinia City


   



  Marshlands, Underground East


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Oriana dreamed of the forest and pond near the Candidate Beach. Nathan and she had returned there often during free time. He took off her clothes and called her beautiful, like he had on the first day of classes. He dropped his bathing suit, and they slipped into the water. He squeezed her butt, lifted her, and kissed her. His mouth tasted like Dunamisian chocolate, the dessert he’d fed her before the first time they made love.


  Oriana moaned when she felt his fingers on her sex, then his manhood inside her. When she opened her eyes, she gasped.


  “My gods,” Oriana said. “Gaia?”


  Blood drenched Gaia’s curly hair, dripping down her cheeks and neck, over her breasts. “Stupid cunt.”


  Gaia looked down. Oriana did too. Rather than Nathan’s manhood, a carbyne sai cut deep into her. Gaia removed the sai and Oriana’s blood rushed into the pond.


  Oriana screamed.


  Gaia laughed and punched her with the blunt end of her sai.


  Oriana fell underwater.


  She blinked and coughed, coming to. Her neck was sore. She rolled it and found she was lying in water, her cheek against a stone. She felt her sex, then looked at her forefingers, relieved when she saw dripping water rather than blood. She sighed. Sitting up, she threw her soaked hair away from her face and protected her eyes. The river steamed in the terracotta Granville sun.


  A flock of ravens flew above an alloyed sculpture of a man’s head, submerged up to his nose, lichen around his ears. A crown crested his head with scythes that crossed over birds in flight, and his brow looked thick, the alloy darkened along the wrinkled creases of his cheeks. She heard noises. It sounded like crickets. She turned. The roots of the trees spread between the rocks, the trunks thick with moss and algae. The forest smell pleased her until something brushed against her leg. She started, pushing herself out of the water, then looked down. Her bodysuit had ripped along her left leg and up the side of her body. Her hands slipped off a stone, and she splashed in the warm water.


  Where am I? Oriana thought. Is this real?


  A fish jumped out of the water in front of the sculpture.


  Oriana extended her consciousness. She flipped through hundreds of riddles. A coin toss. A mathematical mystery. A magician. A bridge-crossing at night. She stopped there. What about a bridge?


  “Lady Parthenia,” Oriana said, “what is this?”


  No response.


  She trudged through the wet sand and seaweed and onto the shore.


  “Lord Thaddeus?”


  The only reply came from bullfrogs croaking in the weeds. She limped up the stones and to a ridge along the hill, surrounded by oak trees with trunks as thick as the domes in Halcyon Village. Was this the VR? Everything looked and felt so solid around her, and wounds never stung quite like this in the simulator.


  “Who goes there?” a man said, his voice deep and breathy, unfamiliar to Oriana.


  She lost her balance and dropped to her knee, her hand upon the rough limestone ground.


  A pair of men stood before her in the dark uniforms and silver belts of the Marshlands Citadel Guard. The one on the left had a beak of a nose. He pointed a scanner at her, and a neon blue grid spread over her. It focused on her eyes.


  “Oriana Barão?” said the guard.


  She blinked and nodded.


  The guards exchanged a look.


  “The minister seeks your presence.”


  The guard on the right injected her with uficilin. She threw her head back and lost her balance, the relief spreading from her head to her toes. The guard caught her and cuffed her.


  “What’re you doing?” Oriana said.


  The guard didn’t answer her. He led her onto a carbyne boat large enough to fit six transhumans. Its engine purred, and they broke through the calm stream that weaved through the forest and cliffs, down the waterway until the city opened before Oriana. It looked ethereal, with white pillars, white buildings, white skywalks, white sculptures of the Twin Gods of the Cosmos, a nude man and woman intertwined. They neared the white marble buildings, several topped by polished domes. They passed a massive white gargoyle with wings extended, water flowing from its open mouth into the stream. Upon their approach to the largest of the domed buildings, two white lions stared at her, their tails wrapped around their bodies, their teeth bared, their manes shards of minerals upon their necks.


  They neared a gate. Oriana’s captor stroked his beard and spoke to the guardsman at the gate in a language Oriana didn’t understand. The guard unlocked a mechanism that stirred the water, and the bars submerged. “We have the renegade candidate,” the bearded guardsman said in Beimenian.


  Renegade candidate? Oriana extended her consciousness again and flipped through her schedule: training with Pasha in a Cretaceous jungle, cardiovascular fitness upon the Earth’s moon of a thousand years ago, earth science and history of four billion years, molecular, biological, and mechanical engineering, Beimeni history, and Trimester Trek. Trimester Trek, she thought, and the visions swept over her like the waterfalls beneath the archways of Alpinia City Citadel. A transport whizzed along a nearby maglev track. A group of scientists in white bodysuits and transparent lab coats laughed as they ambled over a skywalk. Oriana turned here and there. Alpinia City. Trimester Trek. Nathan Storm. Oh no, no, no. Where’s Nathan? Where’s Pasha? She tried to connect to them through Marstone but couldn’t.


  Her mouth felt so dry, her head so light, her body so lethargic. “What day is it?” she asked.


  The guardsmen ignored her and led her up the steps to the citadel, where morning rush hour brought workers in droves. Inside, the sunlight broke through skylights. Rubies glistened along the walls. They reached a landing, from which the golden steps continued up, strewn with white rose petals. At the top, beneath a chiseled stone sign that read GALLERY OF THE MINISTER, Noria Furongielle sat cross-legged upon a golden pad embroidered with vines and flowers, a white tiger on either side. Two shirtless members of her guard, as well sculpted as the lions at the entrance, loomed beside the tigers.


  The minister stood. Oriana struggled to keep her mouth from falling open. White rose petals layered Noria Furongielle’s body from the waist up, spiraling around her neck, over her perfect breasts, and down her back, melding into the design of a prim white chiffon skirt that dangled to her bare feet. A ruby hung from a silver chain around her neck.


  “Let me look at you,” the minister said.


  The guardsmen forced Oriana closer.


  Noria reached toward her. Oriana twitched. She had never seen a woman so regal and as beautiful as Minister Furongielle, and she wanted nothing more than to run back home to House Summerset.


  “You have nothing to fear here, child.” Noria touched Oriana’s hair. “Oh my, you look just like him …”


  “Why … pardon, my lady, but why did your guardsmen bring me here? They said you wanted to see me?”


  “Do you not remember your dive off the side of the Seaborne Bridge?”


  Oriana remembered Urelayura Hall and Lady Isabelle and nearly one hundred riddles, but she didn’t remember … a bridge. “Where’s my brother …”


  “Pasha.”


  Oriana stepped back. “And Nathan and Desaray and …” She found she couldn’t say Duccio’s name aloud, which was odd. “My team, where’s my team?” She accessed the ZPF and attempted to call Pasha and Nathan through Marstone again. Again, no response. “I can’t reach them.” She stepped forward. “Please, Minister, will you let them know where I am?”


  “Calm your nerves, child. Your team, less your twin, left the city long ago. They reported you missing.”


  “Did they win?”


  “Afraid not, child, but that shouldn’t concern you—”


  “I’m in trouble for this, aren’t I?”


  “You’re lucky you’re alive. Two meters to your left and you might’ve crashed into a boulder. Uficilin heals, athanasia reverses age, but neither can breathe life into the dead.”


  Noria spoke to her half-nude guardsmen in that unfamiliar language. They bowed and slipped behind a row of heavy curtains. A warm breeze wafted behind them, carrying delicious sweet and savory aromas. Oriana’s stomach growled.


  “I don’t remember diving off a bridge.”


  “Do you remember your plan to break into my citadel’s archive?”


  Oriana felt the blood drain from her face. “No … I wouldn’t—”


  “You would, and now you will take my hand and follow me into my garden.”


  The tigers sniffed Oriana and purred, then hopped on top of their feather beds. Noria’s fingers felt as soft as cashmere. She led Oriana outside, through a tunnel made of waterfalls, into a large garden cove. White petals adorned the walkway, and pink ferns with dark stems dotted the grounds. Pink trees and leaves grew upside down from the ceiling, drawn to ultraviolet plating hanging from chains. Steam rose up from the waterfalls and spread throughout the cove. Noria pulled one of the leaves down to Oriana. “Feel this.”


  Oriana slid the fern between her thumb and forefinger. It was slippery and hard, like the rocks she’d climbed over when she’d awakened near the sculpture in the stream.


  “They’re prehistoric plants, brought back to life by your mother, a gift to … her sister.”


  Oriana put her hand to her mouth. “Sister …” She wanted to cry.


  “Sister-in-development, but a sister by any Beimeni standard … and a good friend.” Noria brushed Oriana’s cheeks with the back of her hand and felt her hair. “She’d be proud of you, the transhuman woman you’ve grown into, so graceful, brilliant, and strong.” Oriana felt as if Noria’s gaze penetrated her consciousness.


  Noria handed her one of the reddish-pink fern leaves. “It must be difficult, knowing you’ll never meet your mother. The Harpoons are pressure enough without such stresses. On the bridge, I hope you didn’t try to …”


  “Kill myself?” Oriana gasped. “Gods, no—”


  “Then you did seek to swim here, to my citadel, to break into my archive.”


  “No, that wasn’t my plan. I would—”


  “Win the Trek first? Sneak past my guard?” Noria chuckled. “Sweet child, you wouldn’t have gotten past the first level.”


  Oriana turned as red as a Halcyon sunrise and looked to the pink plants as if she could hide among them.


  “Your developers have already arrived and wait with your brother in our guest suite.”


  Oriana held back her tears. “I’ve ruined our chances, haven’t I?”


  “No, no, the Trek is a bit of fun, not at all what you’ll experience the day of the Harpoons.”


  “We lost because of me!” Oriana swiped her damp hair away from her face. “Because of me …” She squeezed the fern leaf in her palm.


  Marstone hears all through the zeropoint field, she thought, and Lady Isabelle hears all through Marstone. “What did Lady Isabelle tell you?”


  “She’s worried about you.”


  “She’s wrong—”


  “She, like I, wonder why on this phantom Earth you would break into an archive in a citadel.”


  Oriana didn’t hedge her words. “The Summersets hate me! They won’t tell me what happened to my parents—”


  “Did they tell you that your mother and I were developed under the same dome as you and your blood brother?” Oriana’s mouth opened wide, but neither words nor air escaped. “Come, sweet child,” Noria held Oriana’s hand and patted it tenderly as they walked, “let me tell you all about your mother.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  The guest suite entrance cleared with a snap, and on the other side stood the Summersets, Lady Parthenia in a golden gown with a lace scarf, Lord Thaddeus in a gray fur-lined cape tied with leather straps over his broad belly. Pasha played holographic chess with one of the lord’s keeper bots. He stirred when he saw Oriana, but Lady Parthenia ran to her first and hugged her.


  “I’m so glad you’re safe.” To the minister, Parthenia said, “We thank you for your hospitality, and for finding our sweet Oriana. May we have a moment with our daughter-in-development?”


  “As you wish, madam,” Noria said coldly. She rubbed the ruby on her chest. “Lady Isabelle expects you will have the twins back in their house of development by nightfall.”


  “We shall.”


  When the opaque entrance closed behind Noria, Lady Parthenia dropped Oriana’s hands and slapped her. “Are you out of your mind?” The lady’s face twisted with rage.


  Oriana breathed deep and felt the sting in her raw cheeks. “I hate you,” she said quietly.


  “We’ve done all we can for you since the day of your birth,” Parthenia said, hands on hips. “This is how you repay us? Breaking into a citadel? Has underground living cracked you?”


  “Leave her alone,” Pasha said.


  “We’ll get to you soon enough,” Lord Thaddeus said. “Now keep your mouth shut and listen for once.”


  Oriana turned away from Parthenia. “I won’t go back with you.”


  “Do you know who contacted us today?”


  “I know it wasn’t my parents—”


  “Your parents asked us to develop you.”


  Oriana clenched her fists. “And did they tell you to strike us and yell at us and lie to us!” Oriana knew she took this too far. The pain was evident in Lady Parthenia’s eyes.


  Good, she thought. Let her hurt. Let her cry.


  “Noria told me all the things I’ve been asking you for so long!” Oriana gripped her elbows against her chest.


  “Did she?” Thaddeus said.


  Oriana glared at him. “And she told me you lied to her about her potential and that she didn’t perform in the Harpoons as well as Mother because you held her back—”


  “Noria was jealous of your mother from the first day of development,” Parthenia said.


  “She told me you’d say that.”


  “You can’t believe a word she says,” Thaddeus said.


  “She told me you’d say that.”


  “What did she tell you about Mother?” Pasha said.


  “Oh no,” the lady said, “you two are in enough trouble as it is, and it’ll be all we can do to save you—”


  “We’re not developing with you any longer,” Oriana said.


  “You cannot switch once you’ve been assigned,” the lord said, “but since you’re so eager to leave the house, let’s talk about what happened near the Redstone Dragon.” Pasha covered his mouth. “Let’s talk about your attack on the Janzers—”


  “Why don’t we talk about my parents instead,” Oriana said, “about the Bicentennial and the Dream Forest, about how my mother broke my father’s heart and how her lover killed her—”


  “Your mother weeps with the gods,” Parthenia said, her eyes welling up. “You know not what you say.”


  “Your mother would never condone your actions,” Thaddeus added. He looked to Pasha. “Or your tone or your disrespect of the developers who seek to help you more than you could possibly imagine. We who swore to protect you and guide you and see you to success in the all-important Harpoon Exams.”


  Oriana couldn’t stand the sight or sound of them any longer. She ran to the entrance, but it would not clear, it would not open.


  She pounded on the door. “Let me out!”


  Pasha approached her. “Oriana, calm down.”


  “I can’t! I won’t! You don’t know. Our father was a Harpoon Champion, a supreme scientist. Mother ruined him!”


  Pasha grabbed her and hugged her to him. Oriana cried into his chest.


  “Look here.” Lady Parthenia held a z-disk in her hand, whose contents she telepathically transferred to the Granville panel upon the wall. “Your behavior has led to scrutiny from the Office of the Chancellor.”


  Green neon words formed against a black background:


   



  
    ATTENTION: HOUSE SUMMERSET

  


  
    THE TREACHERY OF CANDIDATES UNDER YOUR TUTELAGE HAS BEEN NOTED BY MARSTONE AND BY THE OFFICE OF THE CHANCELLOR.

  


  
    THE HOUSE AND ITS CANDIDATES ARE HEREBY WARNED.

  


   



  
    TERMS OF THE WARNING:

  


  
    AN ADDITIONAL HUNDRED HOURS OF PREPARATION.

  


  
    A FOCUS ON ETHICS, RULES, AND REGULATIONS.

  


  
    SPECIAL SCRUTINY SHALL BE CAST UNTO CANDIDATES ORIANA BARÃO AND PASHA BARÃO.

  


  
    A TOP-ONE-PERCENT PERFORMANCE BY THE CANDIDATES IS ENCOURAGED.

  


   



  “The Warning Communiqué,” Oriana said softly.


  Pasha hugged her tighter.


  Part III:

  

  Revelations


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: Second Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 232 – 239

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Blackeye Cavern


   



  300 meters deep


   



   



  In the days that followed his return to the BP enclave in the east, Connor trained in the worlds of his mind’s creation, mental exercises designed to strengthen his connection with the ZPF, further his understanding of the quantum universe, and hone his preparation for the war’s next battle.


  He strode between limestone pillars at the heart of Blackeye Cavern, which simmered with midnight-blue bioluminescence. He made his way through the bazaar, with its sellers of silk tunics, ceramic pots, bubbling drinks, and leather boots of many colors. Some in the crowd turned and gawked; others were too caught up in their conversations to notice him. He heard their waking monologues as if they were his own. The mother beside him feared for her children’s safety in the commonwealth. Another mother feared for her children’s safety in the Cavern. The father in front of him reminisced about life before his demotion in Yeuron, when he’d lived as a tradesman along the Archimedes. A seller worried over making her booth rent payment this trimester—all thoughts he now wished he couldn’t hear.


  He searched for that part of the ZPF where the energy was at its quietest, matter at its calmest, where the sounds he heard were those of the universe’s expansion. From here, all things were possible, as Father had taught him. Connor wrapped this zeropoint energy around himself, and he heard no more thoughts but his own. He spotted Charlene Ripley, Executive of Blackeye Cavern, a member of the Leadership Council, and one of Father’s confidantes. She wore a dark green cape held across her chest by leather strands. Her face was hawk-like with sharp angles, her cheeks reddish, like her full lips.


  “Madam Executive,” Connor said, bowing, “my father is ready.”


  They entered the meeting room, a seven-sided cavern with seven Granville panels adorning the walls. Golden glowworms slithered around the stalactites that hung above the obsidian table where Father, Pirro, and Aera also waited. Connor sat with them, anxious for his first briefing with his father. Nero and another woman, unknown to Connor, arrived. Her yellow bodysuit blended with the bioluminescence, but when she sat, her bronze face looked pale, as if she’d not received E. pigmentation treatments in years.


  “Lovely Lady Verena,” Father kissed her hand, “it’s good to see you up and about. I heard about … the incident.”


  Father had told Connor all about Antosha’s abilities with the ZPF, and with the CRISPR system in particular, which he used to manipulate transhuman DNA. “CRISPR stands for clustered regularly interspersed short palindromic repeats,” Father had said, and when Connor inquired about the skills necessary to use it, he added: “Transhumans with a knack for reading prose forward and backward, who master molecular chemistry and the calculation of thermodynamic free energy, and who have a strong connection to the ZPF, tend to have high proficiency with the CRISPR system.” While intriguing, this ability seemed even more foreign to Connor than telekinesis, which he still hadn’t mastered.


  Verena raised her chin indignantly. “Antosha’s attack, you mean.”


  Father nodded. “His return suggests someone inside the chancellor’s circle is acting on his behalf.”


  “Then this meeting is overdue and necessary,” Verena said, “and I hope that you will let the old wars die—”


  “The way you let me die?” Father said. He tilted his head. “No, the old wars aren’t dead, Lady Verena, they’re alive and well and your captain is the latest casualty—”


  “We won’t let him be sent to the Lower Level,” Nero said. The striker looked fully recovered from the raid. His skin was healed, smooth and clear, and he didn’t limp the way he had when Connor had first found him in one of Hydra Hollow’s holding cells.


  Father put his arm over Connor’s back and shoulder. “They don’t yet have a means to cross the Infernus Sea.”


  “But they will,” Nero said, “and soon.”


  Father nudged Connor forward, then implored the group to sit. Aera, Charlene, and Pirro took their spots near Father at the head of the table. It was strange to look upon Pirro as his youthful self, with his dark skin taut over his high cheekbones, his eyes clean and vibrant rather than discolored and lethargic. Connor had only known him as a hunchbacked old man before they had rescued his father from Permutation Crypt. He looked forward to working with young Pirro on whatever the BP decided at this briefing for the next Polemon operation.


  He connected to the ZPF and activated a Granville sphere at the center of the table. Around and above the table Area 55 in Boreas formed. A bright ball of light moved through the ground and surrounded a glowing, colorful orb.


  “Our intelligence suggests Antosha is manipulating the Lorum genome into a new synsuit,” Father began, “similar in some ways to the liquid silver one he created for himself.” He hand-signaled Connor to continue, who then split open the orb. A cross section of the insides appeared, then the molecular compounds. “I trust these are familiar to you,” Father said, waving his hand across the rendition. Nero and Verena shook their heads. “Let me help you.” Father took control of the sphere, and the molecules reformed.


  “This cannot be,” Verena said. She rested her elbow on the table, and her chin upon her fist. She moved her eyes up and down rapidly, as if she searched through her extended consciousness. “An adjustment … to the transhuman genome?”


  Father nodded. “Antosha seeks to enhance our skin, make it tougher than carbyne, as flexible as a biomat; and to alter our brains and our mind-body-cosmos interface, make us as intelligent as a million Marstones, with the Lorum’s communicative abilities—”


  “And create a human genome unrecognizable to Reassortment,” Verena said, easing back in her chair. “Then lead us back to the surface—”


  “—under his control, no doubt,” Father finished.


  Father hand-signaled Connor again, and he returned the molecules back into the orb.


  “Our intelligence also suggests Antosha may have the prototype ready in less than a trimester,” Charlene put in. “And when that happens, he’ll retrofit it for himself.”


  “We cannot allow Antosha to keep the Lorum,” Pirro said. He turned to Nero. “And you, my boy, seek your captain in Farino Prison.”


  Nero moved his chin up and down, suspiciously. Connor couldn’t blame the striker for his wariness, especially after they had imprisoned him for a time in the Hollow.


  “If we commandeer Antosha’s new technology,” Father said, “we will have the leverage to combat Antosha and his mystery ally in the Masimovian Administration.”


  “Put plainly,” Charlene said, twisting in her chair toward Verena, putting her hand upon the strategist’s arm, “we will free your captain, but you must first work with us to obtain the Lorum.”


  “How can we trust you?” Verena said, pulling her arm away. “How can we be sure you would stand by your word?” And to Father, she said, “How can we know we wouldn’t be shifting from one tyrant to another?”


  “There is no way for you to know,” Father said, “not truly.” He paused and smiled in a way that Connor always found soothing. He wondered how the strategist and striker would receive it. “Search your heart, my lady,” Father added, “you know me, you know what I seek, what I wrote about and spoke to you about in the RDD.”


  “I remember when you turned against your chancellor—”


  “Or was it that I sought to return to the days of the Formation and the city-state, when the ministry and the government served its people—”


  “Not the other way around,” Charlene said.


  “The era of the city-state and Underground Realm was filled with chaos,” Nero said. He rose from his chair, and Connor thought he might leave, until he turned toward Father. “Without Masimovian’s leadership, where would we be now?”


  “Let me ask you something, striker,” Father said. “Would you ever dare disagree with your chancellor?” Slowly, Father rose from his seat, his tunic flowing around his feet.


  “No.”


  “Would you ever dare criticize one of his decisions?” Father moved closer to Nero.


  “No.”


  Father crossed his arms. “Would you ever dare not register your children with his DOC?”


  “No.”


  “Would you ever dare speak against the policies of his departments?”


  “I get your point.”


  “I’m not so sure.”


  Verena swiveled in her chair, waving her hand. “If you have the assets to break into Palaestra, why don’t you go to Boreas and take the Lorum yourself? Why would you need us?”


  “We’d never be able to traverse the Northern Passage or Area 55,” Aera said, “and we don’t have enough crushers.”


  Connor just noticed that Aera’s heels lay upon the table, where they had been for the entire meeting. She was fiddling with shuriken as if they were fish.


  “Our team’s disbanded,” Nero said. “We’d have no means for legitimate entry to the area.”


  “That’s true,” Father said, “but you still have a powerful ally in Palaestra.”


  Nero threw his head back and laughed. “Minister Charles wouldn’t conspire with the BP—”


  “No, but he would conspire with you,” Aera said, removing her feet from the table, leaning toward the striker, “for your captain’s sake.”


  Nero turned stoic. “If this works, and you execute your coup, I want your word on,” he turned to Connor, then eyed Jeremiah, “Connor’s life, that you will assure Brody’s freedom.”


  “You have it,” Father said.


  “And if your contingencies fail,” Verena said, “you will deliver this new … synsuit to me personally and help us free our captain.”


  Father nodded and raised his arms openly. “If it comes to that, the Lorum and whatever new technology comes from it are yours.”


  Verena looked to Nero, and Connor knew then his father had them.


  Pirro said, “Then we have an accord, my boy?”


  Nero extended his hand toward Father’s and shook. “We do. Captain Barão for the Lorum—”


  “The Lorum for liberty,” Father said, raising his chin.


  “Now on to other equally pressing matters,” Charlene said. She stood and leaned over the table, putting her palms flat upon it. The group turned to her. She twisted her lips. “Zorian has escaped our prison.”


  “Prison?” Connor said, and to his father, “You told me you let him leave! You told me he wanted to go back to Beimeni and you allowed him!”


  “Lower your voice,” Father said. “Zorian gave me to Lady Isabelle. He left Hans to Isabelle in the Dunes of Phanes. He’s a traitor and he can’t be trusted.”


  Connor sucked in his lower lip. “But I thought you trusted me …”


  “My boy,” Pirro said, and Connor imagined if he still had his cane, he would have poked him with it as he often had as an old man, “our contacts suggest Zorian may have truly given away the Cavern’s location to Lady Isabelle in return for clemency, and if he did, we have only one option.”


  Connor turned away from them. Part of him hoped his eldest brother would return to the BP, and to his family. “And what option is that?” he said, though he knew the reply before his father spoke.


  “We evacuate,” Father said. He turned to Pirro and to Charlene. “Old friends, you must lead the people to safety. Connor and I now move on to Volano Territory.”


  “To what end?” Connor said.


  To prepare, Connor heard his father’s voice in his head. Should our plans fail, we must be ready. We cannot trust the Barão Strike Team or any strike team to do what’s necessary for the good of the people. Jeremiah smiled toward his son, then looked at Verena and Nero. “To end this forever war, on the people’s terms.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Palaestra City


   



  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Celestial light spilled over Minister Tethys Charles, who sat on one of hundreds of cubes that filled the spherical Neptune Hall. A collision between an asteroid and a dark planet looped on the walls and the domed ceiling. Tethys wore his official ministry garb, his green silk turtleneck shirt with silver cufflinks, silver pants, a dark gray wool cape laced with synisms that projected Palaestran landmarks, and a Beimeni beret off center. The cube beneath the minister’s feet shivered, dropped, and melted into the floor. He dusted off his cape and clapped the dirt from his hands.


  “Are you going to watch me from the shadows all night, Lord Nero?”


  Nero and Verena emerged from the shadows.


  Tethys froze the collision beside them. He clapped his hands, and thousands and thousands of cubes—magnetically suspended to form oval stadium seating for the hall’s performances—descended into the floor. He bowed slightly. “My lord, I assume you don’t require a welcome to your former district.”


  Nero had been granted lordship over Neptune District of Palaestra City, including its famous entertainment hall, after he, Brody, and Verena succeeded in the Mission to Vigna. That seemed like a parallel universe now, one he’d never return to.


  “I don’t, Minister.” Nero felt the z-disk in his pocket—the one Aera had given him—and he thought about what she’d sent him: You might not want to see what’s in here. He’d listened to her. For while he thought about it often, as now, he worried whatever it contained might distract from his objectives here and in Area 55, and ultimately, in Farino Prison. I must convince Tethys to help us, Nero thought. I can’t leave Brody behind. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Minister.”


  “I wish I could say the same.” The minister requested three cubes, which rose and rotated, elevating as seats, one each for Verena, Nero, and Tethys.


  Verena and Nero obliged, then Nero requested a cube of his own, a thinner one, and he placed a recaller upon it.


  Tethys eyed it warily. “What makes you think I didn’t report you to Lady Isabelle already?”


  “Because without our captain, your daughter would be dead.” Nero lifted a new cube through the ground, this one equipped with Granville syntech. “That’s why you took the risk of speaking on his behalf during the hearing, is it not?” Images appeared upon the side of the cube—Tethys and Brody shaking hands in Palaestra City, Brody congratulating Tethys and his daughter after the Harpoon Auction, where Brody bid for her though she’d underperformed, Brody speaking for Tethys at a special meeting of the ministry for enhanced security in Palaestra, and finally, the hearing with Chief Justice Carmen.


  Tethys held his forehead. “I wish I could’ve done more for him,” he paused and rubbed his knee, “but don’t misunderstand my love for your captain as an eternal debt. This meeting never took place—”


  “You’re right, yet without us, and without your help, our captain will not survive.” Nero raised his arms and shifted the imagery in the cube to the quarantine laboratory in Area 55. The scene shifted from white walls, workstations, and bots to glass doors and a room with a pulsating orb inside. Five Janzer divisions stood guard, split between back and front entrances.


  “This chamber beneath Area 55 holds the key to our captain’s freedom.” Nero leaned toward Tethys. “Please, Minister, remain objective until the end, can you do that?” When Tethys nodded, Nero added, “You and I know that Brody wouldn’t have killed an RDD scientist, not like that anyway, even if he wanted to. He’s not so clumsy. And you’re aware that Antosha has proved himself a reeducated man in our chancellor’s view—”


  “His return was … surprising.”


  “His attack on Verena notwithstanding, we underestimated his abilities with the zeropoint field and his obsession with chaos.”


  Tethys fiddled with one of the links on his golden necklace. “Get to the point, Lord Nero.”


  “He’s going for it all,” Verena said. She pressed her hands together. “Yesterday it was Captain Barão, tomorrow it will be Chancellor Masimovian, the next day it may be you.” She pointed at him.


  “Yet,” Nero said, “that isn’t why we summoned you here.” He paused. “We’ve made a deal with the BP—”


  Tethys stood. “No,” he said, “no, no, no—”


  “Please,” Verena said reaching for Tethys’s wrist, “let him finish—”


  “No!”


  “Carmen sentenced Brody to Region 7 of the Lower Level,” Nero said, standing. “So what does he have, a trimester …”


  “Maybe two,” Verena said, joining Nero, holding him, “and the BP has resources, Minister. We understand the difficulty they’ve created for your people, but you need to see it from our side—”


  “You two have gone completely insane, haven’t you now?” Tethys turned back and forth to Nero and Verena. “Work with the BP.” He grunted. “Work with the BP,” he said slowly. “The BP that has killed hundreds of scientists. The BP that has stolen tens of thousands of drums of our precious resources.” His tone rose. “The BP that seeks to destroy the commonwealth from within. The BP that stoops so low as to use underdeveloped children in its acts of terrorism.” He threw up his arms. “No, I say! I grow tired of repeating myself.”


  “Minister,” Nero said, “I don’t think yours and their goals differ as much as you might believe—”


  “My dear Lord Nero, this is where you’re more than wrong. Some of my objectives may overlap with that movement. Some. But my methods are well understood by the ministry and the chancellor. I pose no threat to his popular rule or the commonwealth’s structure.” He squeezed the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “You don’t know what the world was like before Chancellor Masimovian. You don’t want to.”


  “They aren’t what they seem,” Verena said. “They’re led by one of our own. By the supreme scientist Jeremiah Selendia—”


  “Former Supreme Scientist Selendia is long dead by now, my lady.” Tethys furrowed his brow. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Your captain was here, not long ago, asking about Jeremiah.” Tethys breathed loudly. “He’s dead, yet you lie to save your captain—”


  “She doesn’t,” Nero said. “I saw him with my own eyes. I rescued him from a secret prison.”


  “Don’t insult my intelligence. If a supreme scientist of his stature lived, imprisoned,” Tethys fiddled with his chains, “Chancellor Masimovian would be violating every oath he swore to uphold.”


  Nero lifted another cube. Tethys turned as if to exit, but Verena grabbed ahold of him.


  “Wait!” she said.


  Nero closed his eyes and connected to the ZPF, summoning his memories of the raid.


  The cube glowed, then darkened, blurred, and focused upon a supply shaft in Permutation Crypt.


  Nero opened his eyes.


  Tethys eased back onto his cube. He watched the BP team, Nero with them, fight off Janzers in the Crypt. He watched Murray die, cut in half by a diamond blade.


  “I’ve seen enough.” Tethys stood and tugged on his cape, rubbed his chains.


  After the battle, Jeremiah Selendia lay in Nero’s arms the way Zorian had handed him over, wounded, abused, split open, as thin and weak as the elderly.


  “I said enough!”


  “I will relieve you,” Nero said, “but that doesn’t make the chancellor’s actions any less real, any less traitorous, in your own words.”


  Nero blinked. The cube went dark.


  “I’ve done everything in my power to improve the lives of humanity for centuries,” Tethys said, “but to cross into this realm with you would mean my death and the death of my citadel. The destruction of my citadel, my people’s lives, sacrificed—”


  “We understand,” Nero said, “and that is why you mustn’t speak or think of this conversation when you leave this chamber.” He handed Tethys the recaller. “Use this from now on.”


  Tethys took the alloyed coin-shaped object in his hand. He shook his head. “What do you want of me?”


  “Universal access to Area 55 and your ministry pass code to Marstone’s Database,” Verena said.


  “I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you …”


  Verena folded her arms. “Minister, don’t allow one injustice to serve another.”


  “Neither Chancellor Masimovian nor Minister Sineine were comfortable keeping the Lorum within Boreas, even in Area 55—”


  “Where is it?” Nero said.


  Tethys looked down.


  “Minister,” Verena said, putting her hand upon his arm, “we have to know where it is.”


  “You’ll never get it,” he said, easing away from her touch. “The more I think about it,” he rubbed the gemstones on his chains, “the more I realize it wasn’t contamination the chancellor, Genevieve, or Antosha feared … if you’d told me earlier in the trimester, maybe …” Tethys exhaled. “It all makes sense now … Antosha must’ve known …”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “At the behest of Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue, the board and ministry approved the transfer of the Lorum to quarantine in the City of Eternal Darkness.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Halcyon Village


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  I didn’t jump off that bridge. Duccio dropped me.


  He tells it differently.


  How could you believe him over me?


  We agreed we’d go into the archive together.


  Is that what this is about?


  I don’t know what to think about that day anymore … Lady California’s coming. I’ll see you in class.


  Nathan disconnected from Oriana. She huffed, then activated her Granville panel. Alpinia City engulfed her room, the waterfalls, the terracotta Granville sun—the bioluminescence in the night, the foggy Seaborne Bridge, and the sprawling tree on the other end.


  Lately she didn’t know who annoyed her more, Nathan Storm, the Summersets, Lady Isabelle, or Pasha. Nathan’s incredulity was enough to make her scream. She remembered what Duccio had done, how he’d tripped up her steps, grabbed her arm, then let go. She couldn’t quite recall what he said to her first, just his sneer as he said it, but all the other details had come back to her, bit by bit, and she assumed that would too. To hear Nathan tell it, she planned it, even down to fibbing about how fast she could run across that bridge so that Pasha would pair her with Duccio.


  Another memory returned—Nathan calling out Duccio’s name, then hers, in that order, just before she fell.


  Then there was Pasha. Her twin brother woke up before her these days, warming up and studying as he never had prior to the Warning. He dared blame her for the Warning, suggesting if she’d not made him go outside House Summerset, the incident with the Janzers never would’ve happened. She didn’t ask him to send the gulls after the Janzers! Oriana’s stomach turned just thinking about it. If it were up to her, they might’ve hid for a while and escaped.


  She heard a tapping at her door and turned.


  “You ready?” Pasha said.


  Oriana sighed. “I am,” she said. She tired of arguing with him about the Warning.


  They ate breakfast, then went to the simulator room. Two Harpoon harnesses hung inside, and Lady Parthenia attached them to the twins …


  … Oriana’s vision filled with white light, and when it cleared she stood next to Pasha in the familiar candidate stadium. Clouds loomed above and spread below, visible through the stadium’s planks. On the lowermost level, Lady Isabelle walked in a circle, her hands clasped behind her back. She wore a colorful silk scarf and white bodysuit without her cape. Her jaw looked taut, her face contorted into a scowl. Oriana wondered what angered the instructor. She hoped it wasn’t the Warning.


  More candidates materialized inside the stadium, Gaia and Duccio Serretta among them. Oriana bit her lip, hoping that Gaia might speak to her today. She never answered Oriana’s calls through Marstone. After class the day before yesterday, Oriana had rushed to her, but Gaia had left the Harpoon VR just as Oriana tried to cut in front of her.


  When all the thirteen-million-plus candidates entered the stadium, Isabelle split herself in two, four, eight, sixteen, and so on until five-hundred-thousand-plus copies of her were arranged in rows. The world disintegrated, and when it reformed, Oriana found herself in a circle with nineteen other Harpoon candidates. Gaia was one of them! Oriana felt her senses heighten, as if adrenalin flowed through her. She calmed herself, taking steady breaths the way Lady Parthenia taught her.


  Lady Isabelle sat in the center of the circle, her legs folded as if in meditation. Oriana looked down. A diamond sword lay before her. Martial arts. She thought about her nightmare, when Gaia stabbed her with her sai in the pond. Dread twisted in Oriana’s gut like a knife. She held her stomach.


  She spied the other candidates. Except for Gaia, she didn’t know any of them. She did know that certain developers, like the Summersets, specialized in styles of martial arts. The candidates from Houses Coniac, Frum, and Praibon posed little threat to her victory during this lesson, Oriana thought, while those from Houses Turon, Lissette, and Adao might make her work for victory. She didn’t recognize the other houses. She had no idea what Gaia would do. During the last martial arts lesson, when they were friends, they’d sparred to a draw.


  “You are all here because you have great skills and interest in the martial arts,” Lady Isabelle began. She stood. “These skills will remain with you for the rest of your immortal lives, and should you receive a bid at the Harpoon Auction, aid in your service to the commonwealth.” She looked from one candidate to the next, turning. “We do not tolerate crime in the Great Commonwealth.”


  Isabelle glared at Oriana. “As you know,” she added, “that doesn’t mean crime is nonexistent in our great country.”


  Oriana remembered her conversation with Noria. Your father killed your mother’s lover. A part of Oriana wished Noria wouldn’t have told her what had happened to her parents, while another part wished Noria had been her mother. More than anything else, she wished her father would’ve killed Verne before he killed her mother.


  Isabelle spun from Oriana and raised her voice. “Crime exists because of a lack of dedication and knowledge, dedication to the chancellor’s precepts, knowledge of the ZPF. For it is from the chancellor and the cosmos we must derive our strength and loyalty and service to the commonwealth.” Isabelle tossed her hair. “Do you all understand this?” The candidates nodded. Isabelle looked up, then closed her eyes.


  The world transformed around them.


  The candidates hung in midair at the center of a maelstrom made of cumulous and wispy clouds. Farther away, more clouds bubbled, like water in a cauldron. The dark sides of a moon and planet loomed above. Beside the planet and far away, a white sun burned with power. Clouds, celestial bodies, atmosphere, and sunlight created from Isabelle’s mind.


  “Who among you can break my hold in the ZPF?” Isabelle wanted to know.


  “I can do it,” Oriana declared. All the candidates, except Gaia, turned toward her. Oriana’s heart thrummed. “I can do it.”


  Isabelle inclined her head, then peered into Oriana’s eyes. “Any trimester now.”


  Oriana ignored the instructor. She closed her eyes and calmed her mind, sensing the rhythm of Isabelle’s connection to the ZPF. She spread her innermost energy in great waves. The clouds rotated swiftly and descended below the candidates. Oriana’s mouth dried. The sunlight dimmed. The candidates whispered. Oriana tightened her fists. Tranquility and ease, she thought, tranquility and ease. She loosened her fists. Sweat streamed down her face. The world turned dark. Some candidates screamed.


  When light returned, the candidates looked around in wonderment.


  They stood along the outside of a pond surrounded by yellow light and trees. It smelled like rain and moss. Oriana opened her eyes slowly. She’d created the scenery from the Candidate Beach. She looked at Gaia and mouthed, Please, forgive me.


  Gaia folded her arms and twisted her lips the way she would when Duccio bothered her.


  “Nice work, Miss Oriana.” Lady Isabelle nodded to her.


  This was the first time Oriana could ever recall the instructor complimenting her. She held her head high.


  Isabelle altered the world again. The candidates now stood before a mansion. Oriana peered up. The place seemed as if it reached for the gods. Dark wooden panels on the outside looked like they were being eaten by termites. Pairs of windows on either side of the mansion were shattered. Curtains flew out of some of them. The stench of burning leaves lingered.


  Isabelle made her way around a fountain and up a winding staircase that led to the front entrance. She placed her hands upon a balustrade. Behind her, twenty doorways glowed with lavender phosphorescent light. Lightning struck the siding and revealed the broken statues that adorned the ledges near the windows.


  Oriana shivered when thunder shook the ground beneath her. She rubbed her arms, and could not, for her life, figure out what Isabelle planned with this lesson. She stared at Gaia, who looked on emotionlessly.


  Isabelle lifted her palms in the air to her left and right. “Take your weapons. Pick a door, enter the house, obtain the flags, emerge victorious, and I’ll add one thousand points to your simulation scores.”


  Some candidates whispered, while others gasped. Isabelle often offered points during the lessons, but never more than one hundred.


  Oriana pondered whether she underestimated this group. She thought about her training with the Summersets. There’s a rhythm to everything, including your opponents. Know the rhythm of their movements, their thoughts, their very souls, as they’re revealed in the ZPF. Balance your own rhythm to counteract theirs, and no one will stop you.


  Oriana studied her opponents. Nervousness and excitement seemed to influence their rhythm. Or were these emotions influencing Oriana? She couldn’t tell.


  The candidates lifted their weapons, sickles, short swords, nunchaku, bōs, daggers, chains attached to spiked orbs, and sai. Oriana lifted her sword and sheathed it across her back. She moved with the candidates toward the mansion. Gaia strutted far from her. They all made their way up the stairs, to the doors.


  Oriana observed Gaia. She looked as if she had lost weight, and her arms were toned, her shoulders narrower, her breasts smaller, and her butt slimmer. She was a fast fighter before. Oriana hoped she could at least spar to a draw with her today should they face off inside.


  “Enter!” Isabelle said. Lightning speared the balustrade beside her.


  The doors opened.


  Oriana rushed forward. The door slammed behind her. She turned around for a heartbeat, then twisted. A chandelier hung overhead, filled with candles. It looked as big as the moon, spreading its light over a dilapidated wooden floor, shattered glass, bronze sconces shaped like harps, marble pillars, and two wide staircases on either side that descended to a singular staircase at the center, close to Oriana. The place stank like chemicals and wet paint. Oriana scrunched her nose.


  She darted up the left staircase to where the first golden flag hung from a teardrop-shaped statue. She solved the mathematical query, and a new doorway emerged ahead of her. She nudged it open, then pushed through. Horses, impaled by silver rods, bled, squirmed, and thrashed their tails. They moved up and down, down and up, rotating around a carousel.


  A macabre singsong gave Oriana a start, and gooseflesh spread over her skin.


  “Our trial fearing, freezing, roams. The island filled with fertile loam.”


  A woman’s voice.


  Oriana glimpsed her on the other side of the carousel, the graceful movements of her arms, her dress rising and falling with her frizzed, tangled hair.


  “Reassortment waning, weary. Weeping island now not dreary.”


  Oriana had learned about the “Song of the Jubilee” during a history lesson in House Summerset. She wondered why this woman would sing it here, now. Who was she? Was this a riddle? Oriana could neither locate a golden flag in the room nor sense one in the ZPF.


  The carousel screeched to a halt. Oriana stepped back. The woman held an empty pole and curled around it. Her face looked bone white, her lips bloodred.


  “Our engineers fly upstarting. Planting, fishing, celebrating.”


  She hopped off the carousel, making her way toward Oriana.


  “Reconstructing all the surface, where we’ll cherish all resources.”


  The woman stopped in front of Oriana.


  “Do you know who I am?”


  Oriana troubled to breathe.


  “Mother?” She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. She reached for Mother’s hair and felt its softness between her forefinger and thumb. “Is this real?”


  Mother hugged her. “I’m as real as the floor on which you stand.”


  When they separated, the color had returned to Mother’s face. Her angled cheekbones, her long eyelashes, her untangled hair, her thin lips lifted in a smile, features oh so like Oriana’s.


  “I’ve dreamed of you,” Oriana said, “just like this.”


  “I know you have.” Her mother embraced her again. “I’ll always be with you.” Oriana squeezed her tight, hoping she might be able to bring her back to House Summerset. “You’ll always be my sweet little girl.”


  Mother looked into Oriana’s eyes, her hands upon Oriana’s cheeks. She caressed Oriana’s skin with her thumbs. “I want you to succeed, sweet Oriana. I want you to receive the first bid at the auction.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Oriana said.


  “You’ll do more than that, my sweet. You’ll remain loyal to the commonwealth.”


  Oriana held Mother’s hands. “I don’t understand.”


  “You have great potential.” Mother shook her head. “You won’t realize it unless you dedicate yourself to the commonwealth.”


  “I’m a proud Beimenian, Mother. I will serve the chancellor. I will become an aera—”


  “No matter what, you must serve the commonwealth.”


  “I’ll always serve Beimeni, Mother, no matter what.”


  “That’s my girl.” Mother hugged Oriana again, then disappeared.


  Oriana opened her mouth wide as if to scream. Her breath caught.


  “Mother?”


  She turned.


  “Mother.”


  She exhaled.


  “Mother!”


  Of course, she wasn’t real, Oriana thought. Her mother was dead and her father had been sent to Farino Prison for his crime, Noria assured her. Oriana felt as if her energy drained through the crusty floor. She lifted her head when a golden flag formed and glowed in midair above her. She snatched it out of the air and put it in her satchel.


  A new archway formed on the far side of the room. Oriana darted through it and down a long, lit corridor. She entered a ballroom. She slid. A sickle flew over her. It boomeranged across the dance floor, back to the hand of its wielder—the House Adao candidate.


  He looked like a gerbil with his teeth set on his lower lip, his big ears, and his wispy-haired mustache. He held a sickle in each hand, and his movements seemed consistent with one of the older styles, though Oriana couldn’t place it. He told her she was his next flag. Flicking his wrists, he sent the sickles spinning wide around the ballroom. Using telekinesis, he guided the sickles toward her neck and knees.


  Oriana sensed the candidate’s consciousness in the ZPF. She jumped and twisted parallel to the ground. The sickles passed above and below her, and with her sword she knocked them from their orbit, sending one into the ground, the other into the high ceiling. She discerned the Adao candidate’s rhythm in the ZPF and disrupted his connection.


  He focused his mind, seeking to bring the sickles back to his grasp, but couldn’t. Oriana prevented him from doing so. She rushed to him and speared her sword through his heart. He disappeared, leaving behind a golden flag. Oriana sheathed her sword, then took the flag and placed it in her satchel.


  An archway on the ballroom’s eastern side glowed with violet phosphorescent light. Oriana approached it. She exhaled deeply, then dashed under the arch. A wooden bridge hung over a dark pit. Oriana pushed her foot to the first few planks, testing their give. It felt secure. She grasped the ropes on either end and took careful steps across.


  She entered the next room, where hollowed cubes, large enough to fit twenty transhumans, were stacked like a pyramid. High above hung cirrus clouds filled with lightning and thunder. Oriana touched the cube closest to her. Its exterior shone with white phosphorescent light. It felt hard and cool. She stepped inside the cube and found a ladder in the back, climbed to the next cube, darted across it to the next ladder. She climbed up, and ran, up and over, up and over, all the way to the top. Catching her breath, she turned.


  Gaia stood on the cube across from hers. She twirled her sai. She didn’t speak.


  Oriana unsheathed her sword and held it out across her fingertips. “My friend, I will not fight you.” She stepped to the edge of her cube and dropped her sword. She heard it crash upon the ground, one hundred fifty meters down. Lightning flashed, followed by thunder. Oriana didn’t flinch.


  Gaia didn’t move, or speak.


  “What do I have to do,” Oriana said, “for you to forgive me?”


  More lightning crackled, followed by rolling thunder.


  “I want to be your friend. Will you not give me a second chance?”


  Gaia ran to the edge of her cube and jumped. She flew twenty-two meters through the air, landed, and tumbled on Oriana’s cube, then regained her footing. She sheathed her sai. She stepped closer, closer.


  Oriana didn’t move. Gaia grabbed her neck with a strong grip. She pressed her lips to Oriana’s ear.


  “Don’t be weakened for love.”


  The voice Oriana heard wasn’t Gaia’s. She broke away and looked bemused upon Lady Isabelle. “I don’t get it.”


  “You will.”


  Lady Isabelle’s likeness disappeared. Lightning struck beside the cubes, blinding Oriana for an instant.


  She heard footsteps, then the sound of thunder, then footsteps. She turned.


  Gaia strutted along a carbyne plank that forked toward the two cubes at the top of the pyramid.


  “I’m sorry,” Gaia said.


  “For what—” Oriana began, before she dropped, avoiding Gaia’s sai as it flew above her.


  Oriana rolled and hung from the cube’s edge. She swung herself to its floor and glided down the ladder inside. Running to the other side of the cube, to the ladder leading down, she went back the way she came, all the way to the ground, where she found her sword. She grabbed it. She looked up.


  Gaia leaned over the side of a cube, about midway up, the curls of her long hair dangling like claws.


  Lightning flashed, blinding Oriana’s view. When the light dimmed, Gaia was gone.


  Oriana darted up the ladder inside a cube, took a left turn, then climbed, up and over, up and over. She heard Gaia’s distant footsteps above. She tried to connect to Gaia but was blocked. She climbed up more cubes, ascending all the way to the top. A golden flag hung at the end of the carbyne plank. Oriana rushed to it and tugged. It indicated only a victory in the cubes could release it.


  “You’re my last flag.”


  Gaia’s voice.


  Oriana swiveled on the plank. Her former friend looked winded, steady.


  Don’t be weakened for love. “You were my best friend—”


  “I was your only friend,” Gaia said, “and you threw me away for a guy who doesn’t give a shit about anything but benaris and glory.” Gaia wore that naughty grin of hers, the one she always had when she used to talk to Oriana about boys. “I told you not to trust him.” Gaia touched her sex.


  “You didn’t—”


  “We did.” Gaia tapped her lips with her forefingers. “Hmm … Dunamisian chocolate,” she blew Oriana a kiss, “my favorite too.”


  Don’t be weakened for love. Oriana sprinted across the carbyne plank to Gaia’s cube. She stopped. She held her sword high above her head. “I can’t let you hurt me anymore.”


  Gaia didn’t respond. She unsheathed her sai and assumed a middle stance, holding the sai upright in each hand, waist-high. She moved left. Oriana moved right. She sensed Gaia’s rhythm in the ZPF but couldn’t decipher it.


  Gaia struck first, swiping with her sai, right and left, left and right. Oriana parried her strikes. Gaia screamed and moved faster, twisting and turning. Lightning scattered over the cubes, which shook from the inevitable thunder.


  Oriana danced around Gaia, leading her to the cube’s edge. Gaia swiped with her left sai, then her right, and Oriana dodged them and swung her sword for Gaia’s left ankle. She tore through flesh, and Gaia’s blood darkened her bodysuit. The Rastedes candidate didn’t act as if she felt it.


  The match continued. Sweat poured down their faces. Gaia’s eyes began to look lazy, the cube smeared with her blood. On Gaia’s next strike, the weakest and least coordinated so far, Oriana parried, then struck her sword to the sai blade.


  She disrupted Gaia’s connection with the ZPF, easily avoiding Gaia’s strike with her left sai, keeping her sword upon the right sai, moving it up and down. Gaia screamed.


  Oriana swept Gaia’s legs, and when Gaia recovered Oriana roundhouse kicked her off the cube.


  Gaia’s cries ceased when she hit the ground.


  Oriana peered over the ledge.


  Gaia’s head was turned to the side, leaking blood, her legs and arms strewn randomly. Her sai lay beside her.


  Oriana sheathed her sword and gathered the golden flag. She accepted one thousand points from Lady Isabelle.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Luxor City


   



  Luxor, Underground South


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Look at all these migrant workers,” Marcel said. “They must be dying with the heat.”


  Gwen agreed. She frantically fanned herself beneath the parasol Juvelle held over her. Her gown had turned mauve. The aroma that wafted from the camels didn’t help. She was still adjusting to her mount’s loping gait. Gwen preferred to use the intracity transports in the Southern capitals where coolant systems weren’t as robust as in regional capitals closer to Areas 51 and 55. But the Janzers forbade travel along those lines here because of enhanced security procedures following terrorist threats, an oversight on Juvelle’s part in preparing the itinerary.


  Hundreds of migrants maneuvered parts of a stage and moved thousands of chairs, while still others constructed an alloyed trellis over Pintara Square.


  “They must be preparing for the chancellor himself,” Marcel said.


  “They are,” Gwen said.


  “How do you know?”


  “The masseuse we met in Lovereal told me the Autumn Gala is in Luxor City this year, and that he and all entertainers in the commonwealth will be attending. So is the chancellor.”


  “Strange, I hadn’t heard.” Marcel swiped the sweat from his throat and cringed. “Will we make it back here for the gala?”


  “I hope to.”


  Gwen requested a towel from Juvelle and wiped her face, which smeared her makeup, but she was beyond caring. Juvelle closed the parasol, dismounted from her and Gwen’s camel, and put up her palm at a crosswalk. The long row of camel riders halted. Gwen’s and Marcel’s camels scooted across the golden clay path. They dismounted and meandered to the pedestrian path amid fast-moving Luxorians. Juvelle reopened the parasol and held it over Gwen.


  “This is because of you,” Gwen said to Juvelle. She lifted her drenched gown. “We’re going to melt right into the earth before we can even meet with the minister!”


  “Aha, apologies, mademoiselle.” Juvelle opened a fan and cooled Gwen’s neck. “Would it be wise instead to turn back and return better prepared?”


  “The vote was close before that ruckus in Portage,” Marcel said. “I don’t think we can.” He turned to Gwen. “Sweet sister, what did the minister say to upset you?”


  “I told you to forget it.” To Juvelle, Gwen said, “We will continue and gain Minister Decca’s support, and remain on schedule to Nexirenna.”


  “A fantastic decision, mademoiselle.”


  They reached the base of the marble stairs that led to the Palace of Luxor. Gwen closed her eyes and enjoyed the breeze that swam over the palace promenade and down the steps, but the wind died as they climbed, and soon she baked again. Atop the promenade, she clutched a canteen as if it was her last. Marcel did the same.


  “Just incredible,” he said. He turned from pyramids as large as planetoids to golden domes, walls of glass, palm trees. The desert gave the appearance of rust over the Granville horizon. The massive glass and alloyed entrance to the palace stood about half a kilometer away.


  Gods, Gwen thought, I’m not going to make it; I’m going to die right here.


  You are strong, and wise, my violin. Antosha’s voice, through Marstone. Don’t listen to your detractors.


  I live only for you, my love, Gwen transmitted, and for our rise as king and queen to the surface of the Earth.


  Stay strong. Stay on course, get me the votes.


  He disconnected from her then. Gwen shivered. She flipped the lid to her canteen and drank. “Juvelle, remind me that you’ll deserve a punishment for this when we return to Palaestra.”


  Juvelle fanned faster. “With pleasure, mademoiselle.”


  When they entered the temperature-controlled palace, Gwen wanted to kiss the golden ground. Marcel moaned gladly. Juvelle closed the parasol and stuffed it into her satchel. A keeper bot scanned them and said, “Prime Minister Decca has been expecting you. Right this way.” The bot led them over a sun-filled atrium lined by lofty pillars and up the marble stairs to the double doors of the Polaris Pyramid.


  The decorative antique doors opened noiselessly.


  Prime Minister Carillon Decca sat upon a polished wooden dais, sipping on a glass filled with Luxorian wine. Gwen could smell its sweet persimmon scent from where she stood. On the glass table ahead of him lay a tray filled with mussel shells. He knocked one down his throat, wiped his hands and mouth, and called upon his keeper bot to clear the tray.


  He raised his glass to Gwen and Marcel. “Care for some wine?”


  “Water will be fine for both of us,” Gwen said. “Minister, I apologize for our tardiness,” she waved her hand over her dripping gown, “and this …”


  The minister wiped crumbs from his light brown silk cape. “No need.”


  The bot brought a tray with two glasses of water for Gwen and Marcel. They both downed the water, then handed the glasses back to the bot.


  “I’m Gwendolyn Horvearth, and this is my brother—”


  “I know who you are,” Decca said. Gwen drew back. “You’re the pretty bird that Antosha decided should fly around the commonwealth to convince all of us he’s best for Reassortment and a tertiary position in the ministry.”


  “Excuse me?” Gwen said.


  “Did he tell you why he was exiled?” Minister Decca’s eyebrows, bushy like caterpillars, lifted, and he sipped from his glass without taking his eyes off Gwen.


  “I’ve heard it all, Minister.”


  “I’ll remind you that you’re speaking to the prime minister, and if you’re going to tell all of us how qualified Antosha is to take the helm of the most important research project in the commonwealth and, perhaps, one day, lead from Phanes, you’d best have an understanding of the man you recommend.”


  “Supreme Scientist Broden Barão was responsible for Haleya’s death on the island.”


  Decca’s lips twisted into a sneer. “So young, so intelligent.” He bit on a toothpick. “So naive.” He swiped his eyebrows. “Did you do any research on your candidate? Do you not even know where Haleya was born?”


  He rose and strolled through an archway that led to a terrace overlooking Pintara Square and Luxor Citadel.


  Gwen was about to follow him when Marcel grabbed her arm. “He’s a nay, like Minister Charles in Palaestra—and like our time in Palaestra, we should make ourselves scarce in Luxor. We’ll finish this campaign, sweet sister, and afterward you and I will rise.”


  “He’s the prime minister, and I didn’t travel all this way in hundred degree heat to be treated so discourteously.” She shook free of Marcel, who remained in the shade, shaking his head.


  Gwen stormed onto the terrace.


  “And why are you traveling around the commonwealth, Miss Gwen?” Decca turned to her.


  Gwen noted the tightness in his cheeks, the squint to his eyes, the wisdom in his voice. She sensed no deception in his tone, the way she did with Antosha.


  She recalled learning about the Island of Reverie, the day Haleya had sprinted off the stone platform and off the cliff and into the river. She remembered the fear in Haleya’s eyes, followed by the blood that streamed from them before it crystallized. She had looked just like her father. He, like she, had a small mole next to his lips. Gwen felt like she might pass out. She steadied herself.


  “Do you even know anymore?” Decca was saying. Though his tone suggested he hated her, he looked at her as if he cared for her as a father. “Do you hear Antosha’s voice imploring to you the goodness of your mission, of his role, of the benefits you’ll receive as part of the Reassortment research team and liaison between the RDD and ministry?”


  He knows everything, Gwen thought. His manner reflects his hatred for Antosha, not me, but can I trust him? Can I trust anyone?


  She stood before the prime minister, who toyed with the iridescent Polaris Pyramid that hung from his golden necklace and eyed her with some curiosity.


  Gwen couldn’t block Antosha from her mind, and she’d put no one else at risk. “I’ve seen more than you know,” she said. “Territories in this Great Commonwealth all but forgotten by Phanes and Luxor, an economy that languishes while the aristocracy hosts orgies and feasts with entertainment the likes of which most Beimenians will never know, a Reassortment research team in disarray, a Beimenian people who’ve lost hope, who turn increasingly toward a terrorist movement that threatens us all—”


  “You think you’re wise for your travels, like a little bird. Don’t you see?” Decca leaned toward her. His voice cracked. “Antosha’s a villain.”


  “You’re wrong about him.”


  Gwen wished she could dissolve through the floor.


  Oh gods, she thought, what am I doing?


  “I can feel the doubt in you.” Decca spoke gentler now. “Take my hands.”


  Her hands trembled, but she reached forward.


  “Allow me to present to you the Antosha I remember …”


  Gwen’s consciousness combined with the prime minister’s until the world spun into nothingness around her …


  … And when reality reformed, Gwen saw and heard and felt the world through Decca’s eyes and ears and skin. She moved swiftly through the underground from Luxor to Phanes to Palaestra. She followed Decca through his investigation of Antosha’s methodologies, which led him to thousands of current and former RDD scientists and their families.


  Gwen could feel their horror as they told of the changes Antosha sought to make to their genes, alterations designed, he assured, to enhance their mind-body-cosmos interface to make it more similar to the Lorum’s connection to the quantum universe—to move their genome closer to Homo evolutis. Those who resisted him perished in agony according to loved ones of the deceased; for one scientist, the changes to her DNA led her flesh to eat her muscle and bones; in another case, an RDD scientist clawed her own eyes out, thinking they were trying to eat her; one after another, scientists who refused to work with Antosha deceived or killed each other, while others who underwent his experiments perished owing to the changes in their DNA, which didn’t work as he’d believed—


  Gwen troubled to breathe, her vision blurred, her connection to Decca faltered. He pulled her back into his sphere of influence.


  “Please, let me go,” Gwen pleaded. “He’ll see, he’ll know.” She shuddered.


  What would happen then? Who else might Antosha kill?


  Decca didn’t respond to her, but rather pulled her deeper, and though part of her wanted to fight him, another part didn’t fear him. His telepathic touch wasn’t as consuming or as transforming as Antosha’s.


  Visions surrounded her, flashing on and off, of people she didn’t know, z-file after z-file, of deceased or deranged scientists, procured, she assumed, from Marstone’s Database. After countless files opened and closed, a woman materialized before her. Haleya Decca. She darted along the palace’s marble floor, silk streamers from her gown flickering behind her. The prime minister cried out for her, but she ignored him. Gwen felt Haleya’s dread as her father had, the panic within his daughter, the belief that the world, indeed her very existence, was coming undone.


  Gwen had often felt that way during the campaign, a thought that outraged her.


  She watched the prime minister telekinetically close the massive glass doors to the palace, which were surrounded by alloy and more glass, just as Haleya arrived there. She halted and pounded on the doors, shouting loud enough to shatter all the pyramids in Luxor. She soon gave up and turned. Her hair looked like a spider’s web, and the small mole next to her lips quivered with her cheeks.


  “You can’t keep me here!” Haleya yelled.


  “What did Antosha do to you?” Decca said.


  “I have to warn him about your illegal investigation, I have to save him—”


  “I won’t let him hurt you any longer—”


  “I’ll kill her—” Haleya stopped herself, turning away from her father. She again punched the doors until she bloodied her knuckles. “I know he still loves me!” She connected to the ZPF and with all her strength in the physical and metaphysical realms, sent a telekinetic burst into the glass with her fist. She crouched and protected her head as the shattered bits of glass from the tall entryway rained down upon her and the palace’s floor.


  Now the world turned bright white, and when the light cleared, Gwen stood upon the Island of Reverie.


  The scene before her looked familiar, the Barão Strike Team, the Reassortment research team, all dressed in biomats beneath the Reassortment research terradome. “Why did you bring me here?” Gwen said.


  Decca didn’t respond to her. Nor did he alter his stoic expression, but Gwen sensed the sorrow inside him. The Jubilee commenced on Verena’s countdown. Haleya emerged upon the surface, protecting her eyes from the brightness of day. Gwen turned left and right and back again, searching. Antosha wasn’t there! And rather than continue as planned, Captain Barão ordered his team to abort the clinical trial, but Haleya broke through the glass enclosure before it could bring her back underground. The captain grabbed a biomat from a research bot and rushed outside after Haleya, following her to the cliff where she dove into the river.


  The captain lowered his head.


  He, Haleya’s dead body, and the river blurred, and now Gwen stood with Prime Minister Carillon Decca on the terrace at the Palace of Luxor. He looked like an empty man, now that she’d seen him from the inside out. A million questions rowed through her mind. Who was Haleya going to kill? What happened when she met with Antosha? Why was she on the island? Whose version of Haleya’s Jubilee should she believe?


  Gwen heard a sound in her head, a drumming that shook her concentration. She looked toward the open archway leading inside. Marcel stood in the shadows with his arms folded. She smiled to him, her sweet brother-in-development, but when she turned back to Decca, she looked upon Antosha’s likeness. Though his lips didn’t move, she heard, Decca is a lying coward—


  “No!” Gwen said.


  She dashed inside, across the marble floor, ignoring the voices crying out behind her. She slammed through the antique doors and down the stairs to the atrium in the palace. Antosha’s likeness appeared ahead of her. She tried to stop but lost her footing. She slid across the ground, kicking her legs. “No, no, no, no—”


  You can’t hide from me. Again, Antosha’s lips didn’t move, but she heard his voice in her mind. You’re my violin—


  Gwen stood and spun. She gasped. A new likeness of Antosha blocked her. She swiveled again on the balls of her feet, but again, Antosha appeared. She twisted and turned, her dirty gown spinning around her. Antosha was everywhere!


  She threw her head back and screamed.


  “Gwendolyn! Sweet sister!”


  Gwen turned. Marcel and Juvelle dashed toward her. Antosha’s repeated likeness had disappeared.


  She held her face in her hands. Am I going insane? she thought.


  Marcel held her. “I’ve got you,” he said. “I won’t let anyone hurt—”


  “Marcel,” Gwen said, breathing hard, “Nexirenna …”


  The palace spun around her. She passed out.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Comb Cove


   



  Gallia, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “You lied to me,” Nero said.


  He stared at the z-disk in the palm of his hand. It was the one Aera had handed him after they’d rescued Verena. He’d given in to temptation and tried to view its contents.


  Aera sharpened her diamond sword with a whetstone that looked like a spoonful of magma, glowing yellow-orange. “I advised you.” She didn’t return his stare, instead examining her sword’s edge, then sheathing it across her back. “I told you that you might not want to see what’s in there—”


  “I think I found it,” Verena said. She examined the wall, searching for the entrance to the nearly forgotten cavern used by the strike teams, many decades ago.


  Nero closed his fist over the z-disk. “I can’t even access it.”


  Aera didn’t respond. She had told him he’d have to learn to access it himself before he would be able to learn its secrets (or contents). Nero had no idea what that meant.


  “I found it,” Verena said. She swiped a fossilized fish bone from the center to the edge and pushed her foot to a stone lever. The doorway opened to a blue-green bioluminescent cavern.


  They entered. Ponds weaved around granite and compressed diamond pillars, the latter constructed by transhumans. In the water, the gelatinous comb jellies glowed with bioluminescent shades of green and blue as they bobbed. Farther in, the water in the cave looked light green, color spread by glowworms slithering up and down the stalactites above.


  They crossed a carbyne bridge over a dark pit. Here the cave turned a light violet-blue hue and contained a waterfall in the center. The sounds of flowing water covered their footsteps. Nero’s heartbeat accelerated. They ambled around the falls and neared a crumbling archway, above which lay the remnants of a stone striker, aera, strategist, and captain holding hands, looking down upon Livelle city-state: the mark of the strike teams. Nero looked at the synthetic animated tattoo on his own forearm to get a clearer view of it.


  “What’s wrong?” Verena said.


  “Nothing,” Nero said. “I’m just thinking … about the first time we were here, together.”


  He saw the archway as it was then, polished and pure, with many strike teams beneath it, in 262 AR. Nero remembered when he’d walked through the archway to a golden pedestal where Chancellor Masimovian, General Norrod, and Commander Alalia awaited the newly minted Barão Strike Team to recite their oaths.


  “That was a very long time ago,” Verena said, breaking Nero’s trance.


  “Ages ago,” he agreed.


  “It was an ideal place for me to hide from Lady Isabelle,” Aera put in.


  Of course, it was, Nero thought, turning to her. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? The teams with knowledge of her stay would not have given away the first woman striker—the First Aera—to the commonwealth for all the benaris in Phanes, Luxor, and Palaestra combined.


  “For how long?” Verena said. She sounded as surprised as she looked.


  “As long as I could.” Aera paused. “Until the end …”


  “You were here when the chancellor forced its closure,” Nero said.


  “Yes.”


  Chancellor Masimovian had decommissioned the commander rank after Vastar Alalia had perished during a surface excursion in 273 AR to the Island of Reverie. The teams suspected sabotage by Jeremiah Selendia, but Chief Justice Carmen had ruled the death an accident. After the hearing, General Norrod had shut down the cave, and since then the teams were trained, minted, and sworn to service in the RDD, under the general’s direction.


  “Where did you go?” Nero said.


  “I hid in the lesser territories, where Lady Isabelle’s surveillance has always been weaker. I sought out Jeremiah after he left the Masimovian Administration. He … helped me to recover …”


  “From what?” Verena said.


  Aera didn’t respond.


  “What did they do to you in Nyx?” Nero said.


  He’d heard so many rumors over the decades that he didn’t know truth from myth—that the First Aera lived seemed miracle enough.


  Aera whipped away from them silently, entering one of the once fabled, now crumbling simulation rooms.


  Verena looked at Nero. He shrugged.


  Aera activated bioluminescent lighting and unfurled her pack. It held a Harpoon harness and a simulator used by developers. “If we are to enter Area 55 and take the Lorum,” Aera turned to Nero, “I will need a master striker at my side, a striker who could defeat even me in battle.”


  We have to tell her, Nero thought, looking at Verena. Aera deserves to know the location of the Lorum. Neither he nor Verena trusted Aera or the BP, so they hadn’t yet disclosed the Lorum’s changed location. All they had told the BP was that Minister Charles supported them, which, in a way, was true. Verena preferred to wait until they met with Jeremiah to fully leverage their knowledge and positioning. Nero wondered if he should disclose it now. The look on Verena’s face, cautious and knowing, suggested he should not.


  “We were summoned by the Front to Volano City,” Verena said, “and you want to train, here, now? We’ll never make it on—”


  “My lady, you’re skilled in the ways of contemporary strategists.” Aera tested her sword’s edge, drawing blood from her finger, then stared at Verena. “You’re not a warrior,” Aera turned to Nero, “and neither are you, my lord.”


  Verena bit her lip and angled toward Nero.


  Nero recalled their duel upon Mount Cineris, how Aera had used the ZPF to move in ways he couldn’t. “I’m not like you.”


  “Zeropoint energy is stronger, purer in the Comb Cove,” Aera said to Verena, “that’s why Vastar built the strike team training center here.” Aera telekinetically hung the Harpoon harness to the limestone roof. Bits of stone rained down upon them. “That’s why the chancellor shut it down.” She helped Nero into the harness. “That’s why I brought you here.”


  Nero lifted off the ground …


  … His world turned white, and when sight and sound returned, he found himself standing upon a wooden canoe with a wooden ore in hand. The water broke in murky waves.


  Light yellow bioluminescence broke through a hole in the stalactites, where bats flapped their wings and hung from the limestone. He rowed beneath the bats, which took off flying through the light. He landed the canoe at a misty shoreline where magma snaked into the steaming water. He hopped over the liquid rock and dashed up a limestone ramp, then turned. A jungle before him brought forth memories of Vigna. While here the vines were thin enough to grasp in his hands, on Vigna, where the oxygen level was closer to 40 percent of the atmosphere, the vines were as wide as transhumans. Nero looked the other way, which contained icy stalactites and icy cliffs where white bioluminescence broke through openings in the wall. Nero felt like he was back in the Harpoons.


  To move like me in the ZPF, you must learn to truly control your own quantum field within it. Aera’s voice.


  Nero had never been as skilled as Brody with the ZPF. He was good enough with telepathy and telekinesis to make the strike teams, but never used it the way Aera suggested. “I can’t manipulate my field like that.”


  You can.


  He took the way of the jungle, rushing beyond the vines and through blooming brush to a stream. “Why don’t you show me?”


  You must find it for yourself.


  He weaved between the ferns and trees and vines, which started moving, waving as if synchronized, wrapping around him.


  Use the ZPF the way I did in Cineris Territory.


  Nero drew his sword and cut through the vines, breaking free. He smelled dank water and heard a river. Dragonflies spiraled like a helix over the water. Bubbles rose from the middle of the river.


  Now the water rose, forming a humanoid that looked like him. It drew a sword and threw it end over end toward Nero. He dodged it, and the sword crashed into a tree nearby, turning into a swarm of bees. In Cineris, Aera had moved too fast at times for Nero’s enhanced sight; if he did the same here, he might escape the bees and the humanoid, he assumed.


  His movements weren’t unseen, however, and the bees began to sting him. On his arm, his shin, his neck, his ear—he swiped uncontrollably and desperately until the swarm released him. He fell into the water, free at last, and swam below the surface, as far as he could, toward the other end.


  When he emerged, he turned, grimacing from the stings. He steeled himself. The bees swirled around the humanoid, which scowled at him. Then they rushed forward, and Nero ran, farther, faster. He reached for the ZPF and into his quantum field in its rawest form, the way Aera had on the mount.


  He found his strides slowed, yet he moved farther. The world around him seemed simpler and more complicated, rain falling in lines rather than drops, the ground reaching up for him, rather than him down to it.


  Nero ran for what felt like the distance of the Hillenthara River, part of a continent. He couldn’t hear the bees or see the humanoid. He ran up the damp trail. It smelled like Vigna. He passed mossy stone and eventually reached the mountaintop. Below lay clouds, and beneath and through the clouds, a city; in the center, the tallest skyscrapers broke through the clouds.


  Nero descended the foggy mountainside along a sinuous trail until he arrived at the city’s border. He ran through the streets and to the building in the center. It looked like the Paradox Building. He entered. He rushed down the stairs, down, down, down, to the room labeled GRANVILLE SKY OPERATIONS where a z-disk awaited him on a glowing golden pedestal.


  He reached for it, cautiously. Then it disappeared. He turned and peered up. A Granville sky shifted from blue to dark gray with cirrus clouds. He manipulated his field, the way Aera had suggested.


  The ground shook beneath him with the sound of thunder. Lightning struck. Nero dodged it. More strikes fell around him, and he dodged those. He now ran along what looked like an infinite void.


  Nero stopped and turned. “No more.”


  Lighting fell over him, scattering around his field. He’d only ever seen Brody scatter energy this way. Time slowed, as did the strikes. Nero moved too fast for light, it seemed, until he spied the z-disk upon a pedestal, it too moving faster than light.


  He grasped it and rolled on the ground, the lightning striking around him. The ground vibrated. He accessed the z-disk.


  And the world darkened …


  … Nero hung from the harness, drenched in sweat, the z-disk in his hand.


  Aera lowered him. “You’re getting there.” She handed him a canteen and Nero drank.


  “Sometimes the past is best left forgotten,” Verena said, reaching for the z-disk.


  Nero closed his fist, twisting. “How do you know what’s in it, love?”


  Verena looked to Aera and back to Nero.


  “Now you’re both keeping secrets from me?” he said. “No more, I will see what’s inside.”


  He extended his consciousness and let the details flow before him. File after file rotated around a sphere, stopped and rotated, rotated and stopped. Nero read through thousands of documents about his parents, about his birth … and his mother’s murder, by his father, acquitted by Chief Justice Carmen.


  “This is … all wrong,” he said, facing Aera. “Why would you lie to me still?”


  “Unlike your captain, you never accepted your abandonment,” Aera said. “It’s what holds you back in the ZPF. To truly connect with your field, to become as skilled as me, as fast as me, you must overcome this. If you don’t, we won’t succeed in Area 55 or in Farino Prison.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “Your captain will die.”


  Nero looked to Verena, then to Aera, and back to Verena, who lowered her head and said, “I agree with you, but there’s one problem with all that.”


  “Which is?”


  Verena looked up, then to Aera. “The Lorum has been moved to the City of Eternal Darkness.”


  For the first time since Nero met Aera, her face turned as pale as Cinerisian ash.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Halcyon Village


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  It happened one time.


  Who else have you lain with?


  It was only virtual—


  Is that what we are, virtual?


  I broke into the Ectasian archive to get you information! I risked discipline, or worse, for you—


  Goodbye, Nathan.


  Oriana, please don’t—


  Oriana disconnected from him. The truth was that Nathan had risked much for her. She tried not to think about him. His voice. His touch. She sighed. She still cared very much for him, despite herself.


  Nathan attempted to reach her again, but Oriana denied the connection. She’d speak with him when she devised her strategy; the longer he stewed in his guilt, the more use he’d be to her in the Harpoons. No other candidate wanted to know her, certainly not Gaia. She’d been hanging out with the Variscan candidates during free time, and while Nathan begged her forgiveness day and night, he maintained his friendship with Duccio, and Pasha seemed more distant by the day. She couldn’t speak about her troubles with the Summersets.


  Oriana rubbed her arms. She felt utterly alone.


  If you don’t believe in yourself, no one else will. If she was going to receive the first and highest bid, negate the Warning, become an aera, and lead the people out of the Earth, her actions here and now would make the difference. She checked the time. She and Pasha were due in the simulation room in five minutes. She cracked her knuckles and neck, then rushed downstairs.


  Pasha was already in his harness when she arrived. He didn’t greet her.


  Oriana spied the Harpoon leaderboard. Pasha’s ID number scrolled across at the eighth slot on the Summersets’ ticker. Her number wasn’t there, but she suspected she was close to breaking through.


  Lady Parthenia strapped Oriana into her harness. “Let’s begin,” she said.


  The golden phosphorescent light around them dimmed. Parthenia activated her workstation and initiated the program …


  … Oriana and Pasha stood in an alloyed room. Millions of orbs hung suspended in midair.


  We’ll start with the precepts, Parthenia sent.


  One by one, the orbs broke off and orbited Oriana and Pasha. The first orb rotated and requested the First Precept.


  Serve Beimeni. Live forever. Oriana repeated the precept in her mind. The orb emitted a green light and returned.


  The second orb requested the Sixth Precept.


  Excursions to the surface of the Earth are forbidden unless sanctioned by the Office of the Chancellor.


  Oriana knew this one too, for it was designed to prevent citizens from illegally digging to the surface, and so risking an event never spoken—a Reassortment scare, something which hadn’t happened since the Dark Age.


  More requests for precepts, more glowing orbs, then Parthenia moved on to mathematical calculations, scientific facts, historical puzzles, Beimenian society, and on and on. Sometimes the orbs glowed green, and sometimes they spun red. By the twenty thousandth orb, Oriana’s head swayed, her eyelids heavy. A new query emerged:


   



  
    NAME THE PENALTY FOR AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR AGAINST A FELLOW BEIMENIAN.

  


   



  Oriana knew that Pasha answered correctly when the orb turned green. Although she knew the solution, she couldn’t bring herself to respond. A few hundred thousand queries later, the simulation ended. The twins exited the VR and dangled in midair. Lady Parthenia wasn’t there; she or the lord didn’t always remain in the simulator room for the entire session.


  Pasha looked over at Oriana. “Why would Father kill Mother’s lover the night of the Bicentennial?”


  “What do you mean?” Oriana asked. He’d barely spoken to her since the Trek, and never to talk about their parents.


  Pasha unlatched himself from his harness and helped Oriana out of hers. “I mean, if I were a Beimeni captain like Father was—”


  “Is,” Oriana said, “he’s in Farino Prison. Only Mother died.”


  “Right,” Pasha said. He lowered his head. “I would’ve killed him myself, I think, but I wouldn’t have done it on camera.”


  “You think Father’s innocent then?”


  “No … I don’t know …”


  They headed down the corridor together. “What do you think’s worse,” Oriana said, “to serve as a strike team captain only to end your life in the Lower Level, or never to have served at all?”


  Pasha thought about it. He looked up, and at the same time they said: “Never at all.”


  They ate lunch, four chickens slathered with macadamia oil, twenty-six eggs mixed with feta cheese and olive oil, a tub of pureed vegetables, and two liters of orange juice mixed with coconut.


  Then back into the harnesses.


  No correct door exists, but in order to choose you must solve a problem. Lord Thaddeus’s voice surrounded Oriana in a darkened room. I will present each of you with the same problem. Provide your answer, then choose. Abstain from using your extended consciousness.


  Oriana couldn’t focus. Why had Father killed Mother’s lover so brutally and publicly? And was this why the Summersets lied to her, because they feared what these feelings might do to her before the exams?


  No, she thought, don’t make excuses for them. They lied to me and Noria, and the lady slapped us!


  The room brightened when slits opened in the atmosphere, emitting white light. Then a puzzle appeared.


  Oriana Barão, the voice began, neither the lord’s nor the lady’s, but Marstone’s, to simulate exam day, can you transform Table A into Table B by exchanging only its rows and columns? If so, describe your procedure. If not, explain why.


   



  
    [image: ]

  


   



  Oriana studied the tables. She transmitted, How am I supposed to solve this without extending my consciousness?


  No response.


  Oriana felt a surge of resentment. These enigmas favored Pasha’s skill set. She was his superior with palindromic puzzles, pulse guns, sai, nunchacku, shuriken, diamond swords—she outdueled him on her worst day. Why didn’t they ever train on Harpoon simulations that favored her strengths? It was no wonder he always won!


  She steadied, answered yes, and pushed the rows and columns in Table A the way she suspected they might fit into Table B. The tables lit up red again and again as she rearranged them. They reset over and over and over until Oriana communicated, No! It isn’t possible! Now let me pass!


  The tables still glowed and prevented her advancement.


  Upon further examination, she deduced a more logical, reasonable solution.


  Row exchanges preserve the numbers in rows, and column exchanges preserve the numbers in columns, but this isn’t the case in the choices you provided to me. The five box and the six box are in the same row in Table A but in different rows in Table B, so it isn’t possible to rearrange them by exchanging only rows and columns.


  The room illuminated, and three manual doors with golden handles appeared within golden outlines. Oriana stepped through the middle one into blinding brightness. The door slammed behind her and disappeared. She started. When she turned around, a new scene formed her reality.


  She walked along a rooftop looking down on a river below. Steep mountains stood across from her, layered, looking like stony steps. Water cascaded down from the mountain peaks, fifteen falls in all, into the river. To either side, rows and rows of buildings arched around the river and mountains, growing taller the farther back she peered. She moved into the open area on the roof.


  A pulse blast burst past her head.


  The concrete slab three meters from her exploded. She fell sideways and took cover.


  Shadows on the mountains and beneath the waterfalls, Oriana heard.


  The air around her feet illuminated in the shape of a case. When the case materialized fully, it held a pulse rifle.


  You may not advance until all the shadows disappear.


  Oriana flipped open the case and attached the scope to the rifle. She plucked the tripod and eyed a nook on the roof’s far side. She raced to it and tumbled as pulse blasts scattered behind her. She settled the rifle on the tripod and her shoulder, eased her right eye into the scope, and scanned the mountains. They were made of alloy rather than stone. A shadow sprinted behind one of the waterfalls. She inhaled deeply and thought of daybreak, the rising Granville sun she enjoyed with Pasha, that brief period of peace. She exhaled. She fired. The shadow rolled and fell through the water, then flipped down the ridges and into the river.


  More shots struck around her but missed. Oriana took cover. She steadied her view again and blew out the air from her lungs.


  Shadows in her sight. Running, steering, fleeting through the mountain of alloy and water. She squeezed the trigger. Echoes from the blasts encircled Oriana, disorienting her, but she held steady, and shadows fell from the mountain, one by one. She stood. The scenery around her bubbled and disappeared.


  She emerged on a steep, rainy hillside. A plateau lay above, rimmed with broom snakeweed, black sagebrush, and fragrant sand verbena. She spied Pasha climbing a rope. Ahead of her, again! She cursed him, dashed uphill, gripped a rope, and pulled her way up the bluff. Sweat streamed through her hair, around her face, and down her neck. When she crested the plateau, she was struck by gale-force winds and horizontal rainfall. Logs as long as the eye could see covered the ground. Oriana hurdled the first, second, and third, then splashed into the ground, blinded by mud. Her eyes burned. She scooped the muck from her face. Twisters formed in the sky but didn’t touch down. The downpour hastened, and she let the water clean her eyes.


  She hopped and sprinted, sprinted and hopped. By the fiftieth log, she ran parallel with Pasha.


  They moved, side by side, over a clearing layered with limestone and gravel. The rain stopped. They scooted toward vines that hung over a dale covered with rolling rocks and waterfalls and greenery. Oriana swung from vine to vine and inhaled the minty mist. At the other side, water and mud sloshed around her toes. She climbed the stones to another summit and sprinted to the edge, then dove into a river below. She popped up and sucked in the air and swam with all her strength, arm over arm, splashing her feet in the water, feeling as graceful as one of her mermaids.


  Oriana climbed ashore.


  Shards of sunlight warmed her body. Pasha dove into the river. She grinned. Call your birds or wolves on me now, she thought. She raced along a meadow lined with razor wire.


  I’m a champion.


  She crawled beneath the first rungs. A piece of her shirt ripped and her skin tore. She grunted and bled. I’m a champion. She trudged onward and darted down a ravine and up a gemstone path. At its end, the golden bell of the finish line hung from a golden arch, as tall as a mountain. I’m a champion. She smelled Pasha’s sweaty musk. Too slow, she thought, too late. I’m Champion of the Harpoons. Oriana smashed the bell with her fist, and its ring vibrated across the virtual world.


  “Victory,” she said, “victory … victory … victory!”


  Pasha pushed his foot to the bell to halt its vibrations.


  “Getting slow out there,” she said, gasping. Streaks of mud and blood slid down Pasha’s face.


  He curled his lips. “I let you win.” He said it so soft and so sure that Oriana’s smile disappeared …


  … The simulation ended, and the twins dangled in the golden simulator room.


  “Like Reassortment you did!” Oriana swore. “I won. You lost. Admit it.”


  Pasha laughed bitterly.


  “To think,” she said, “you’ve never lost before. This must be hard for you.”


  Pasha unlatched. “Shut up, O.”


  “Get used to it!”


  Oriana’s ID number scrolled to the sixth slot on the leaderboard, while Pasha’s had dropped to eleventh.


  She hung in the harness for a few minutes after he left, savoring the moment.


  Pasha wouldn’t talk to her at dinner. Oriana ignored him and helped herself to drumsticks, ribs slathered in mustard sauce, vegetable casserole, and rice pudding. She sat with the lord and lady.


  “How could there be a query without a solution?” she said.


  “The tables and doors?” Lord Thaddeus said.


  “You’ve never presented us a query without a solution, and I thought we’re supposed to have all the answers and that—”


  “Oriana,” Parthenia said, a note of tranquility in her voice that Oriana hadn’t heard since her early days of development, “you will find that sometimes the greatest challenges in our lives don’t have a right answer. Sometimes they have what seems right to us at the time we live through them.” She paused. “Yours and your brother’s potential is among the greatest we’ve ever encountered.”


  Thaddeus nodded. “All you have to do is learn to control your emotions. Control your anger and fear, and you will be unstoppable in the Harpoons.”


  Oriana looked down at her plate to hide her watery eyes. These were the first encouraging words they’d spoken to her since the Warning Communiqué. Perhaps they didn’t hate her after all.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Volano City


   



  Volano, Underground Northeast


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “Not too far now,” Father said.


  This was the fiftieth time at least that he’d said so. The eastern Polemon passageways were as dark as the ones outside Hydra Hollow in the west, but now Connor viewed the world through the ZPF. His father moved as if composed of a million stars, and the walls were as open as a void. He lugged a fifty-kilogram sack on his back, the heaviest load he’d carried since his time on the Block. That part of his life was not so long ago, when he and his brother Hans and his foster father, Arturo, had traveled underwater in the Gulf of Yeuron and caught enough fish to feed Underground South.


  Connor tasted the salty sweat that dripped from his head and created the scene in his mind: Piscator Reef, the starfish, the polychromatic blowfish, the squids with feelers longer than any transhuman. He floated amid the hard coral, smelled the sea and the earth.


  “Don’t escape too far,” Father said.


  “It’s too tight in here, now that I can see.”


  “Then don’t see.”


  Connor broke his conscious connection in the ZPF. Darkness returned. It reminded him of when he’d first traveled through the passageways between Phanes and Portage with Murray. He felt along the wall, pushed through the earth, not allowing himself to live in the past or the present. The future was all that mattered. And in this next battle, whatever it was, whenever it came, Connor would be ready.


  At the next supply cache, Father injected Connor and himself with uficilin, and they drank water and relieved themselves in an underground stream. Then off they went again, kilometer after kilometer in the dark and silent earth. By the time they had stopped at three more caches, Connor wished he was back rowing on the Archimedes.


  Only the gods knew how much time had passed when Father said, “We’re here.”


  He tapped in a pattern upon the wall, and it slid open, revealing a world Connor had never imagined. A golden Granville sun broke through a lavender sky dotted with cirrus clouds. Falcons circled slowly. The skywalks here differed from those in the South and the East, for they angled up or down to platforms supported by tall compressed diamond pillars. Water streaked with crimson bioluminescence flowed off these platforms over the columns and down the sides, as if the entire city were bleeding.


  “Volano,” Father said, “the place of dreams.” His tunic was soaked with sweat. So was Connor’s.


  Connor wiped his face with the back his arm. “The place that connects to the Island of Reverie,” he said, “is a place I would see destroyed.”


  “It isn’t this territory that killed your brother,” Father said, “though I admit it’s strange to be back here.” He closed his eyes and raised his head.


  “How will we move through here, looking like this?” Connor shook more perspiration from his arm.


  “Leave that to me.” Father gave Connor that mischievous smile he had whenever he used the ZPF in a manner Connor could not. “I’m very familiar with Volano.”


  “You worked here as well?” Connor tightened his boots and wrung out the front of his tunic.


  “I’ve worked everywhere.” Father turned as if he looked upon another time, another place. “During the early transhuman trials, my team worked to find the Reassortment cure. I watched the depressed or fame-seeking volunteers perish instantly on the island.” He lowered his head. “Then a young neophyte named Broden Barão emerged from the Harpoons—a phenomenon in the exams, and the RDD scientists concurred that the Variscans had performed a miracle with the work they did on young Barão, developing him so late in his life. I agreed.” Father squeezed his forehead. “Vastar Alalia outbid me, but I won Broden Barão, in the end … and sealed my own demise …”


  “Murray told me you sought to unite the teams and the commonwealth for eternity.” Connor lifted a canteen from his supply satchel and took a deep gulp of the cool water, then splashed some of it on his face.


  “Oh, yes, that I did, though not the way I envisioned.” Father took the canteen and drank.


  “Did the Barão Strike Team betray you?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “That’s not what you said to Lord Nero.”


  “I told him what he had to hear. The chancellor gave their captain the Regenesis project, and I was too blind to see Barão’s ambitions. By then, he’d already become popular with the public, met all the time with the Beimeni Press. Lady Isabelle arrested me for conduct unbecoming a supreme scientist, but Captain Barão didn’t, at first, seek control over Reassortment. He waited until 288 AR, after there’d been five or six more demotions.” Father laughed wanly. “He was the easy successor. Damosel Rhea didn’t even need to campaign for him.”


  “So you lied to Nero?” Connor didn’t sound surprised.


  “He seeks his captain. I seek justice upon the chancellor, and there’s one skilled telepath left in this commonwealth who can convince the people of his treachery and bind them to my cause.”


  “Not you?”


  “Captain Barão.”


  Connor waved his head. “Did you kill the commander Vastar Alalia?”


  Father hesitated. “No …”


  “Did Chancellor Masimovian?”


  “I don’t know …”


  He still feels the need to lie to me, Connor thought. He could sense his father’s feelings in the ZPF, the conflict within him threatening to split his consciousness open. Connor persisted. “You helped the chancellor rid himself of Vastar, so that you could have Captain Barão for yourself. Only the chancellor didn’t see the future the way you did. He saw the captain … as your replacement.”


  Tears welled up in Father’s eyes. This hurts him to admit, Connor thought, but is it pain from causing a great leader’s death, or because his brother-in-development used him? Connor put his hand on his father’s sweaty arm. “What you did in the past for Chancellor Masimovian doesn’t matter. I don’t care. I’m not Zorian. I’ll always be on your side, Father. Now I need you to be on mine. I need you to believe in me the way Hans did.”


  “You have learned much on this journey.”


  The pride in Father’s face gave Connor confidence he’d not felt since he’d trained with Aera. “Let me contribute,” Connor said, “let me help you end this forever war.”


  “Come,” Father said, putting his arm around his son, “we must visit House Herzensella, where we will gather our strength and prepare for the northern strike.”


  They descended a steep path carved into the limestone of Volano Territory. Streams cut through greenery around them. By the time they reached the lowermost level, Connor’s tunic had mostly dried, though he assumed he smelled terrible. Down here, tents lined the edges of the thin, colorful coolant waterfalls that fell into the Archimedes. They slipped through the bazaar, past consortium representatives dressed in golden bodysuits, government workers in crimson capes with golden chains, and artists offering wares ranging from painted porcelain dishes to artistic Granville spheres projecting Venus. On the other end of the skywalk, a girl not much younger than Connor biologically, perhaps in early adolescence, dashed toward them. She looked like a Courier of the Chancellor.


  “An important message for you, my lords,” she said and handed Connor two benari coins with the forbidden phrase on one side—WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST, FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW—the forbidden image, the Morelia spilota spilota snake, on the other. Connor handed them to Father, who telekinetically dangled the coins and twisted them apart. A cryptor, a diamond shard filled with the bacterium, E. cryptor, most often used by the Janzers at Fountain Square, but also used by the BP, was stored in one of the coins. Father set the cryptor into the vein on his wrist and it filled with blood, infecting him. He apparently deciphered the coded message delivered by the bacterium to his neurochip and nodded sadly.


  He handed a pouch of benari coins to the BP spy. The girl dashed to the other side of the skywalk and up into the bazaar.


  “What’s the meaning?” Connor said.


  “An unfortunate turn of events.”


  Father said no more. He led Connor through the city, up the skywalks and down to the platforms, some as large as villages, others only the size of a single building, to the other side of the city. Along the way, Connor noted something he hadn’t seen or noticed before: Granville day and night blended together intermittently, and taupe patches replaced the atmosphere that covered the massif over the horizon.


  “Father, what’s happened to the sky in this territory?”


  “It isn’t just here.”


  “An oversight?”


  “A lack of benaris.”


  The platform down the next skywalk held the city’s Kungurian Station. Connor and Father waited near a vendor who sold cappuccinos to the morning rush-hour commuters. Connor enjoyed the smells of espresso and hazelnut and the hum from transports after countless hours in the dark.


  Oval transports arrived, one after another. After the last one departed, the crowd dispersed.


  Nero, Verena, and Aera emerged.


  We follow Aera now, Father sent, without Marstone’s interference.


  Yes, Father, Connor replied. He’d learned to communicate like this during the journey through the Polemon passageways.


  They descended several skywalks to a platform with many skyscrapers, cylindrical buildings that leaned to the left or right, lined with spikes, and skywalks that connected the city’s industries.


  They trotted up black marble steps to where a bulky man stood guard outside a skyscraper entrance. Aera gave a BP hand signal, and he let them in. They moved along a dimly lit hallway to an elevator, headed down. The entrance cleared, revealing a sea of tables surrounded by Beimenians who gambled, talked, drank, and danced. Benari coins sailed. Women and men laughed and cheered outside a ring where two men fought, their feet and hands wrapped with bloody bandages.


  Aera ushered them through the throng of stinky Beimenians to a lounge in the back, where they sat at a glass table. A waiter brought over mugs that frothed with beer. After he left, Connor put his hand in the center, connecting to his comrades. The lounge faded …


  … And they now stood upon dark marble under a cloudy sky.


  “This seemed appropriate,” Connor said, “given the circumstances.”


  The side of Father’s mouth curled up slightly. Connor tried to contain his pride.


  “Aera, how goes the evacuation?” Father asked.


  “Pirro and Charlene have it in hand.” Aera adjusted the pulse gun on her belt, then pressed her lips together. “We have a bigger … issue.”


  Father frowned. “We do, it seems.”


  “The Lorum has been moved to Nyx,” Nero said.


  The striker seemed more at peace than he had when last Connor had met with him, even as his voice and his consciousness in the ZPF were filled with annoyance, fear, and anger. “Nyx?” Connor said.


  “To the quarantine sector within the City of Eternal Darkness,” Nero finished. He lowered his head, then looked toward Aera.


  Father glanced to her, too.


  Aera flinched away. Her hands disappeared into her violet and silver hair. Was it fear in her eyes, or disgust? Connor couldn’t tell.


  “We will retrieve the Lorum,” Father said, “wherever in this commonwealth the young Antosha Zereoue thinks he can hide it.” He folded his arms.


  “We can’t all enter that city,” Verena said.


  The strategist also seemed healthier than Connor remembered her, but also uneasy. Though Connor reached for her consciousness through the ZPF, he found she’d shielded access to her neurochip and her mind. Did she still not trust the BP? Was she truly their ally? Or was it a natural defense mechanism following Antosha’s attack on her in the first trimester?


  “It’s too isolated,” Verena continued, “the passages too narrow and monitored, the quarantine laboratory heavily guarded—”


  “I will go,” Connor declared.


  “No,” Nero said, stepping forward. “Your progress with the zeropoint field is impressive, and your skills may prove useful in the city, but this is a striker’s job. I’ll go myself,” he turned, “with mighty Aera at my side.”


  Aera moaned. “You know nothing of Angeles.”


  “Nyx!” Verena said. “No way. We may as well dig your graves right now.”


  “I can do it,” Connor said. “Father, tell them, explain to them how far I’ve advanced, how I now have control—”


  “I’ll go,” Aera said. They all turned to her. She nodded vigorously, defiantly. “I know the way. I’m the only one here familiar with the Western Inaccessible Region’s passages, what’s left of them, should the operation go bad.”


  “Aera, you don’t have to,” Verena said. “We can find another way; we can take out the transport tunnels and supply lines to Nyx. If we can’t obtain the Lorum, no one shall—”


  “I must go! I have to move on! After all these years, I have to see it, I have to find it, end it.”


  “Fine,” Father said. “You will go to Nyx, and you will retrieve the Lorum orb.”


  “Father, where do I fit in this?” Connor said.


  “Verena and I will manage logistics from Hydra Hollow,” Father said, “and you, my brave son,” he put his hand on Connor’s shoulder, “you will go to Antosha’s demonstration in the North and contain his use of the zeropoint field.”


  “Agreed,” Verena said. “We cannot risk his interference with this operation.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana
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  Nero knew Aera would make him return to Cineris on their way to the West. Jeremiah had split off from the group and suggested they travel along the rivers rather than interterritory lines. Though river travel was slower than a transport, it was faster than expected thanks to Connor’s inventive use of the ZPF to power their boat.


  Nero sat upon a chair in his parent’s Second Ward unit. Or what he’d always assumed was his parent’s unit. Lady Eulalie had told Nero that his parents couldn’t afford to keep him, and rather than see him compete in the Harpoons underdeveloped, they’d left him with the executive of the City in the Vale, hopeful, perhaps, that their baby would be placed within the chancellor’s service in Phanes as a courier. That it would be House Variscan Nero landed was fortunate, he knew, for most orphans in those days were deemed unworthy by the supreme chancellor Atticus Masimovian, sent to the Lower Level, never again to return to the Beimeni zone.


  They left me for dead, and I hate them, Nero thought. He wished he could smoke his synthetic leaves. He damned Aera for breaking his pipe. He waited and waited, and finally when Orsino and Svana entered the kitchen with their keeper bot, he did his best to control his hatred and anger.


  He moved too fast for them to see him, deactivated their bot and latched Converse Collars around their necks. He returned to his chair and reclined a bit.


  “You’re supposed to be in Farino Prison,” Orsino said.


  His father, Nero reflected, looked little like him. His mouth narrowed to pouty lips, which were set into a scowl.


  Svana looked nothing like him at all. Her mouth hung open, but she didn’t shout or speak.


  “You can’t ignore me anymore,” Nero said. “I came here to speak to you. I came here to find out the truth.”


  When Orsino motioned for a lever near the marble cabinetry, Aera grabbed his wrist.


  “Do as he says,” her words repeated, with many whispers, in all their heads, “and we’ll be on our way.”


  She disappeared.


  “Take all the benaris you want,” Svana said, “then get out of our home.”


  “I don’t want money,” Nero said.


  “What do you want?”


  “The truth.”


  “What truth?” Svana turned to Orsino. “Do you know him?”


  “No—”


  “Like hell you don’t,” Nero said. “You killed my mother—”


  “Your mother was a slut who got what she deserved.” No hesitation or lie in Orsino’s tone. He bared his teeth to Nero, then, oddly, he shook, his eyes filled with tears, and he covered his face.


  Nero wished he’d come here sooner. “Why do you hate me so?”


  “You’re a constant reminder …”


  My gods, Nero thought, Aera didn’t lie. “I’m not your son.”


  “You’re not my son. Now get out of my face. And never come back …”


  Nero didn’t hear him. He killed my mother! He unsheathed his sword and swung it toward Orsino’s neck. He killed my mother!


  Aera blocked Nero’s salvo.


  Svana screamed.


  “Killing him won’t bring her back,” Aera said.


  “No, but it’ll make me—”


  “You kill me and you’ll never know that which you seek—”


  Don’t listen to him, Aera moved her sword up Nero’s, getting a clearer look at him. Let this man disappear from your mind.


  He killed my mother! Nero broke away from Aera and held his sword above his head.


  Enter the subatomic world, manipulate your field the way you did in the Comb Cove, and see this man as he truly exists …


  Nero did as she suggested.


  … and nothing will stop you in battle.


  Nero manipulated his field, similar to the way he had in Aera’s labyrinth.


  “You have it,” she said.


  He didn’t see the man and woman he once thought were his parents, or Aera, in their transhuman forms. He saw them as light and energy, as they appeared in the quantum universe.


  “You have it.”


  Nero closed his eyes. He realized his heart drummed. He disconnected from the ZPF, feeling a sense of peace he’d never known before. He killed my mother … who abandoned me so that I could live …


  For the first time in his developed life, Nero didn’t crave synthetic leaves. And he hated himself a little bit less. Aera put her hand on his shoulder. Now, striker, you are ready for the City of Eternal Darkness.


  “Are you?” Nero said.


  She didn’t answer him.


  Unseen, they left the unit together. They met up with Connor and Verena on their raft upon the Lochkafka River.


  Nero whispered to Verena, telling her what had happened. She grinned and hugged him.


   



   



  Gaia City


  Gaia, Underground West


   



  The next day, when Nero and Verena stepped onto the shores of Gaia Territory, Aera dropped hoods over their heads.


  “You should know by now that you can trust us,” Nero said, his voice muffled.


  “We thought the same of Zorian,” she said, “and look where that left the people of Blackeye Cavern.”


  In shambles, if the whispers were to be believed, as hundreds if not thousands of BP had been apprehended in Navita and Peanowera. But the commonwealth had not attacked directly, not yet. Nero wondered what Lady Isabelle was waiting for.


  Now Connor and Aera led Nero and Verena through the Polemon passageways. Though the ascent was speechless and sightless, Nero knew when they escaped the Beimeni zone by the sweat that poured down his body, and the smell, as dank as tropics.


  When they reached Hydra Hollow, Aera removed their hoods.


  “Welcome to the Crystal Caves,” Connor said.


  Selenite crystals ten to fifteen meters long dwarfed them. Steam simmered off the top of a stream. Ivory bioluminescence showed the way to a wooden bridge, high above an underground river, murky and white water rushing over stone.


  Aera rushed to the other end.


  Nero and Verena gripped strands of rope, which were part of the railing, and picked their way across. Connor brought up the rear.


  “We don’t have all goddamn day,” Aera said. Nero had noticed her patience waning since they’d received intel that the chancellor had ordered two hundred fifty thousand additional Janzers as a result of their raid on the Superstructure. Many of these, they suspected, would be sent to guard the Lorum in the City of Eternal Darkness.


  The bridge swayed.


  “Don’t look down,” Nero said, “whatever you do.”


  “I’m too hot and sweaty and smelly to look anywhere but at that waterfall on the other end,” Verena said. “I think I’ll dip my head under it as soon as we get there.”


  Nero missed her directness, her voice, her smell, her essence in the ZPF, which he’d never felt so connected to in his developed life. He smiled and looked onward to her waterfall, streaming with blue bioluminescence. It was one of many that lined the cavernous cove of Hydra Hollow. Shades of red, green, or yellow lit the others, depending on the marine life the BP used to populate the streams on any given day, he’d learned during the journey here. Down below, water wheels turned beneath the falls, streams flowed beneath the water wheels, and stalagmites reached up from the ground. Towering limestone columns imprinted with prehistoric fossils girded the Hollow. The aroma of burned bacon, cheese, and nuts wafted up from the bazaar, along with the hum of civilization.


  Verena stuck her hands under a bright blue waterfall and threw water over her face. She exhaled. “Now I feel transhuman. Now I can prepare for this operation.”


  “Rest tonight.” Jeremiah emerged from behind one of the limestone columns, giving Nero a start. “Prepare tomorrow, depart the day after that.” Jeremiah nodded to Connor. “My son will show you to the baths. Gather your strength. You’ll need it for the days ahead.”


  Connor took Nero and Verena to a natural underground spa that glowed pure white. “Bathe and rest as you please,” he said. “I’ll be waiting outside the tunnel to escort you to your cove.”


  Nero nodded. He and Verena took off their clothes and dipped into the steaming water. It was good to be with her again, here, naked, even though he felt as if he were being watched.


  He massaged Verena’s shoulders and kissed her neck.


  “Not here,” she said.


  He closed his eyes and inhaled her scent before he peered to the opposite end of the spa, where the moss-covered limestone and fossilized limestone intermingled, and a pair of lilac eyes blinked, surrounded by curly hair. Nero remembered the child, Jocelyn, from when she had led Brody and him into the Polemon passageways near the Spa of Delphi. In a way, the little girl had started his involvement in the BP, he reflected.


  “We have a spy in residence,” Nero said.


  Verena submerged to her chest and turned. Jocelyn disappeared into the darkness. “So we do.” Verena pushed the water away from her chest in gentle strokes. “Doesn’t seem like we have freedom, here or in the commonwealth. Will we ever again?”


  Nero lifted the hot water over Verena’s back and helped her scrub the grime from her shoulders and neck. “Aera and I will find the Lorum orb, and Jeremiah will work his magic, and we’ll free Brody from Farino Prison and prove his innocence and after that, you and I will return to Palaestra—”


  “You have it all figured out then.”


  “You’re skeptical?”


  “Realistic.” She stepped out of the spa. Nero watched the water drip down her body.


  “Gods, I missed you,” he said. “I had no idea what to do.”


  Verena smiled and dried herself with a towel. Nero stepped out, and she threw his towel at him. He protested when she stepped into her bodysuit. They lingered awhile. Finally, Nero relented and let her dress.


  “You all nearly died in Permutation Crypt,” Verena said. “What makes you think the City of Eternal Darkness is easier?”


  “I never said it would be.”


  “You talk as if this is a simple trip to the moon or Mars, but everything’s changed.” Verena sat with Nero and let him wrap his arms around her. “You’ve changed.”


  “For the better, I hope.”


  “You do seem at peace, for the first time since I met you during the Harpoons,” Verena said. “Yet you’ve lost your humor.” Nero kissed her neck, and she closed her eyes. “I’ll help you find your true father, should we survive the war.”


  “We will survive,” Nero said. “Aera’s good, love.” He thought about the battles in Permutation Crypt, the Research Superstructure, Mount Cineris, and the Comb Cove. “She’s better than good. She’s better than me.”


  “Impossible!” Verena said softly and laughed. “I saw what she did in the Research Superstructure, or at least I heard the explosions. But this is different. They’re prepared for us now. And they must be preparing for her. Why else would the chancellor order so many new Janzers? Why else would Antosha send the Lorum to the one place Aera fears?”


  “I won’t let her fail,” Nero said. “I won’t leave Brody to die.”


  Verena stood and dried her hair with the towel. “I hate that I’m going to be useless in this.”


  “Don’t say that.” Nero put on his bodysuit. “Think about the captain. Think about the twins.” He paused. “Think about Beimeni. They’ll all need you should this operation turn bad.”


  “That’s the kind of bull people always say to the keeper bot.”


  Nero turned. He didn’t see the little girl. “Connor’s waiting.”


  Verena stretched out on the bioluminescent limestone. “Maybe we should make him wait a little longer. I’m getting tired of the BP telling me what to do and when to do it.”


  Nero stroked his chin. “You make a strong argument, my lady.”


  He undressed her and did his best to erase the last year from both their minds.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Time passed without any indication, no Granville day or stars, no news from the Beimeni Press, none of the contact with scientists, Janzers, and ministers that had marked Nero’s daily life for so many decades. Now he stood with his arms extended at his sides as Verena attached a stolen Janzer synsuit.


  “This isn’t goodbye,” she said. “This is me telling you to go down there and get the job done and get out.” She attached the Janzer shin plates. “And when you get back—when,” she clamped the body plates together, “we’re using the Lorum. We’re not messing around. We’ll take the river straight into Farino City and free all the prisoners, take Brody back.”


  For as tough and as assured as she sounded, Nero sensed she wanted to cry. She lifted a Janzer’s diamond sword and lay it atop her forefingers, flat across. Nero clutched the handle and sheathed it across his back.


  He put his hand around her neck and kissed her, harder than he’d ever kissed her before, and he didn’t care about the BP who surrounded him or the timing or the operation, for he loved her more than he loved life itself, and this could be the last day he ever saw her.


  “We must depart,” Connor said.


  Nero drew back and pressed his forehead against Verena’s.


  Jeremiah finished drilling a Janzer synsuit to Aera.


  “Sorry lovebirds,” she said, “time to move.”


  Verena, Aera, Connor, and Nero proceeded through the tortuous Hydra Hollow. All around them, faces of men, children, women, and the elderly looked on. They hung over cliffs on either side and dropped golden pebbles over their heads—a common Beimenian gesture, a wish for eternal life—and bowed and praised them and blessed them. Nero heard whispers and knew they prayed to the gods, as he had this morning when he wished for a victorious return, and Brody’s survival, and Verena, Oriana, and Pasha’s safety.


  He took one last look at Verena before Aera hooded him. His eternal partner squeezed his hand, then Aera and Connor pulled him through a new set of darkened tunnels, no wider than a few meters, for hours and hours. Climbing, falling, sliding, and the perspiration condensed on the front of Nero’s helmet, over the visor.


  Aera removed the hood.


  They stood in a dim tunnel. An elderly man hung over a chair, a pipe in one hand, pulse gun in the other. He raised the gun and signaled to Connor, who hand-signaled back.


  “Can never be too careful, young ones,” the man said.


  “Thanks, Fred,” Connor said.


  He kicked a stone, and a false wall cracked open, leading into the back of a pawnshop. The cooled Gaian atmosphere struck Nero, and he sighed. Synisms of every legal type stood in glass vials on the limestone shelves—synisms that refilled coolant systems, synisms that maintained oxygen levels, and synisms that spun yarn into cloth faster than any machine. The woman behind the counter squinted at Connor, who put on a worn-out fedora and flipped her a benari coin. Her eyes widened when she caught it. Connor dipped his head in thanks, and they stepped outside.


  They entered a bazaar in Gaia City. Green lights spun on pedestals, tradesmen, office workers, and engineers strutted here and there in bodysuits, and workers in dirty trousers, torn shirts, and stained fedoras marched along the pedestrian paths to the power plants. Nero and Aera separated from Connor and moved onward into the flow of engineers to Givetia Station while he blended with the plant workers.


  Outside the station, men and woman rode on horseback across a narrow stone bridge. Nero stepped onto the bridge and looked down at the glowing pond below. On the other end, brick residential units rose up from the limestone, and above those, jagged rock and more units and more stone. Nero neared a group of phosphorescent, power-producing, geothermal pillars and peered up. The ceiling wasn’t a Granville sky but stalactites that glowed with red-orange bioluminescence. He sensed something out of place.


  Aera.


  Where was Aera?


  He turned.


  She was back on the bridge.


  He looked around, but he neither saw nor sensed any danger. Aera was staring straight ahead, not moving. Something was wrong.


  He scurried back to her, searched his neurochip for Janzer protocols. Their position was highly visible.


  He revolved around her. “You all right?”


  “I’m fine,” she said, her voice influenced by a synthesizer to make her sound like a Janzer.


  But he could tell she wasn’t fine. This wasn’t the Aera he had battled alongside in Permutation Crypt, the Aera who had toyed with him on Mount Cineris, who had dismantled the Research Superstructure transport station in less than a minute and saved his eternal partner from certain death. This was someone he hadn’t met before. This Aera was afraid.


  “Breathe,” he said. Her chest plates were hardly moving.


  A Beimenian party on horses climbed up into the settlement. They stared at the bridge, as did the two Janzers who guarded the Western Passage Transport entrance, the part of Givetia Station that led to the Western Inaccessible Region and Nyx.


  If she didn’t move soon, they would fail before the operation even began. Not so much because of these Janzers as because of the warning that would surely be raised when they fought.


  “Don’t look at the pillars,” Nero said. “Don’t think about the city. Imagine all the aspects of your life that have improved since then, everything you hope to accomplish in the commonwealth, everything that you’ve told me about: reforming the system, removing Chancellor Masimovian. It’s all within your grasp! The commonwealth is distracted by the Regenesis procedure in the North and the Harpoons in the Northeast. This is our opportunity to strike the iron fist. Now move your feet. One in front of the other.”


  I can’t do this without you, he sent, without Marstone’s interference, hoping she would hear and listen to him. C’mon, mighty Aera, one foot in front of the other …


  He glanced casually to the station entrance.


  The Janzers stirred and leaned, motioning to each other with their hands. They weren’t on alert yet, but they definitely stared back at Nero, definitely pondered these Janzers who chatted on the bridge, and evaluated the identity of this Janzer who froze—and broke protocol.


  Nero gritted his teeth and lifted the clear visor within the helmet that covered his face. He leaned in next to Aera.


  “Let’s go, soldier.”


  She stared past him.


  “I’m with you. I’m here. Let’s move.”


  I’ll take them out, Nero thought. We’ll have to do this louder than I planned.


  He wouldn’t give up.


  She still didn’t move.


  The Janzers sped toward the bridge.
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  “Choices,” Lady Isabelle said. “In our underground existence we are faced with unimaginable choices. A poor decision by one of us could lead to the end of more than three hundred million people. The transhuman race inside Earth.”


  Lady Isabelle sauntered along the wooden planks at the base of the candidate stadium. She climbed the steps toward Oriana’s row. Her heels clacked against the steps on her way up. She passed behind Oriana, who stood next to Pasha. Just as Lady Isabelle was about to reenter Oriana’s line of sight, she turned, backtracked, and came to rest directly behind her. Oriana cringed and stared straight ahead. Lady Isabelle shifted behind her but didn’t move on. Oriana’s face grew warm, then hot. She felt the eyes of the other candidates, who were beginning to notice her discomfort. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.


  On the other side of the row, a group of girls sniggered. Lady Isabelle shot toward them. “Is there something you’d like to add? Something so amusing you’d like to share with the rest of us?” The candidates stood stiffly. Oriana would have thanked them if she could. She exhaled discreetly, closing her eyes.


  “You haven’t been scoring high enough in the simulations to warrant such disrespect,” Lady Isabelle continued. “I’ll note this lack of courtesy in your first-half scores.”


  The girls blanched. They had darker skin than Lady Isabelle, whose porcelain tone matched the candidates Oriana had known from Piscator, Jurinar, Gaia, and Navita. She always found it odd that the instructor didn’t treat her own skin with E. pigmentation, something which the Summersets had done from the first few days of development. These candidates clearly received treatments, for they hailed from Houses Adao, Lissette, Coniac, and Aelena, elite houses of the Northeast.


  Lady Isabelle descended the steps. She walked in a semicircle beneath the Harpoon insignia, which hovered like a chandelier over the candidate stadium, her hands clasped behind her cape. “With just two days to the exams, I thought it fitting to conclude our lessons with a different kind of exercise. Something representative of the difficulty you might encounter during the critical-reasoning portion of the exams.” She inclined her head. “Miss Oriana.” She waved her hand. “Come hither.”


  Pasha’s grin disappeared when the instructor summoned him as well. “And Nathan Storm,” she said. “Yes you, come hither.”


  One of the Harpoon insignia’s golden triangles descended to the wooden planks. Lady Isabelle nodded to it and said, “Take your positions on each corner, if you would be so kind.”


  Oriana, Pasha, and Nathan took their positions at the illuminated triangle’s points.


  Lady Isabelle orbited them, projecting her voice over all the candidates in all the thirty territories who attended class. “You see, children, we live in a dangerous world, with the weight of two thousand meters of raw earth above us, some of it infested with Reassortment. A dumb move by one engineer could collapse a territory, killing millions. If a coolant specialist fails to repair a malfunction in the piping system, millions could burn and suffocate. If the gamma ray shielding fails in the pressure-release pipes, Reassortment might wipe us out.” She turned. “One fisherman who doesn’t hit his quota and whose laziness spreads could take a vital part of the transhuman diet away from us.”


  She whipped around, glowering at Oriana. “One scientist who decides he doesn’t have to follow the chancellor’s precepts could lead others down a dark, dangerous path, and put all our lives at risk.” She twisted and looked at all the candidates. “Do you understand what I’m telling you today?”


  “Aye!” the candidates said in unison.


  “You serve whom?”


  “We serve Beimeni.”


  “And when you serve, what do you gain?”


  “Immortality!”


  “Serve Beimeni.”


  “LIVE FOREVER!”


  Isabelle turned her back to the stands and lowered her voice so that only Oriana, Pasha, and Nathan could hear her. “Miss Oriana, do you think I’m a fool?”


  “No, my lady.”


  “Do you think I cannot see with your eyes, hear with your ears, or lack insight into your … unworthy impulses?”


  “No, my lady.”


  “Do you understand why you’re in these classes?”


  “For the good of the commonwealth, to prepare for the Harpoon Exams, to attend the Harpoon Auction, and discover how I will serve Chancellor Masimovian in the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.”


  Isabelle turned until she faced Oriana. “We’ll find out whether you’re truly worthy of the title Harpoon Champion.” She leaned forward. Her breath smelled like rose water. “Sooner than you think.”


  The Harpoon insignia disintegrated, revealing a Granville sphere and a world beneath it. Inside, fiery columns plumed, topped by round alloy platforms. A giant candlestick, as wide as a transport, as long as Masimovian Tower, hung over a pit of flame, spinning, dripping wax from wicks burning at either end. A narrow carbyne plank positioned beside and below the candlestick was secured at either end to carbyne pillars, while an alloy platform, wide enough for three transhumans and leading away from the candlestick, was attached to the left pillar.


  “What is this?” Oriana said.


  “Choices,” Isabelle said, her voice booming, “will determine your fate in two days. But why wait so long?” Softly, to Oriana, she added, “Why don’t we find out what those who would break the chancellor’s precepts might do in—”


  “Leave them alone,” Oriana said, nodding to Nathan and Pasha. “They had nothing to do with the archive—”


  “You don’t get it, do you?” Isabelle smiled, and Oriana felt suddenly nauseous. “I own you until the auction. Not a scientist, not an engineer, not a trader. Me.”


  “I understand, my lady, please, I chose poorly, I should suffer the consequences, not Pasha, not Nathan—”


  “Oh no, child, you haven’t yet chosen …”


  … Oriana now stood inside the holographic world, dressed in a dark bodysuit and full-body armor made of synthetic diamond, like the Janzers’ synsuits. Her feet rested on an alloy platform that dropped away before her. Flames rose in powerful bursts ahead, hundreds of thousands, even millions of flaming columns, topped by rounded sheets of alloy. The columns rose and fell out of the pit as if timed against a dark sky. Above the pit, and far away from her, the candlestick hung, candle wax falling in drops bigger than transhumans at each end, where Pasha and Nathan stood, teetering on either edge!


  Your balance could use some honing. Oriana heard Isabelle’s voice, without Marstone’s moderation. Your brother and your friend stand on opposite ends of the candlestick. They are not permitted off this candlestick on their own. If you fall in the pit, or if they do, I can assure you the traders in Navita will have no idea that you even completed the first half of the Harpoon Exams.


  That’s not how the Harpoons work! Oriana sent. We’ve been preparing double time after the … Communiqué and we—


  You should hurry, child. Unlike me, the candle won’t live forever …


  The fiery columns raged ahead of Oriana, topping out at different heights. When they burned out, the platforms they held fell with them, suggesting she’d have to time her jumps, platform to platform. This was far more difficult than the Granville world Falcon Torres had conquered on the first day of classes.


  She extended her consciousness and determined that some columns elevated to the height of the platform where she stood, others to as high as one hundred meters above it. She was ten thousand meters from the candlestick, and the ends burned two thousand meters apart at a rate of two hundred fifty meters per minute.


  Eight minutes until the candle disappears, Oriana thought. My synsuit will protect me from the heat, but if I run nine point three meters per second, I’ll reach the candle in eighteen minutes. The candle wouldn’t last that long. Oriana wanted to punch something. She couldn’t alter this Granville world. Damn Lady Isabelle. Damn her!


  Oriana focused on the flames. If she could jump from flame to flame in synchronization with the bursts, she might be able catapult herself farther, faster. She focused with her enhanced vision. Pasha appeared to be running sideways, and so did Nathan, for the massive candle burned and spun. She also noticed they, too, were wearing synsuits.


  Another problem. She’d calculated the distance to the candlestick’s center, not the hypotenuse to either side, which was ten thousand fifty meters long and changed continuously with the long candle’s burn rate. How could she reach them in time? What was she missing?


  Oriana’s heart hummed. She tried to communicate with Nathan and Pasha through the ZPF but couldn’t.


  I’ll just have to run faster, Oriana thought. She plotted a course for Nathan. She’d grab him first, then count on Pasha’s creativity and dexterity to get them through the time crunch. She dashed along the alloy ground and hopped from platform to platform, letting them guide her up. The temperature in her suit held steady. I’m a champion. She jumped, and jumped again, faster, diagonal and forward, forward and sideways, closer and closer to the candle. I’m Champion of the Harpoons!


  Nathan fell and rolled near the candle’s waxy edge and burning wick.


  The long candle began to seesaw.


  Oriana screamed, moving faster. Nathan backflipped, and the candle tilted down on his side, spinning. Somehow he didn’t fall off.


  Pasha handled himself well enough, though it wasn’t clear to Oriana what stopped them from moving to the center and escaping along the plank to the outer platform.


  She timed her jump with the next flaming burst, and, crouching, waiting for the fiery column and platform to reach its apex, she vaulted through the air, swinging her arms and legs.


  She landed on the next platform, rolled, and rose. She spied the maroon lasers that crisscrossed above the candle. This, apparently, prevented the men from running to the center of the candle and escaping along the plank to the platform.


  Nathan fell again. Oriana raced for him, guided by the flaming columns and platforms, all the way to the candle, where he lunged to her.


  She caught him, and together they hopped to another platform, which shot up. They rode it as high as it went, then separated and hopped around the candle to Pasha.


  The candle had melted on either end so much that now Pasha lay on it, rolling, his synsuit covered in wax. He couldn’t stand or the lasers would punch into him, force him off the candle.


  “Oriana!” He reached out, begging for her to help him.


  Nathan rode the rising platforms with Oriana, on either side of the candle, as they raced for her brother.


  Pasha fell into the pit below. Oriana watched him plummet, surrounded by flames.


  Her mind reeled. Time seemed to slow down and speed up all at once. She couldn’t hear the flames, or feel her limbs, or see Nathan waving to her, but somehow she made it safely to the platform beside the candle, where Nathan caught her. Trying not to weep in his arms, she felt as helpless as she had during the first day of classes.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Oriana dangled beside Pasha in her harness in House Summerset. She could feel and hear her brother, though her eyes had not adjusted to the light.


  “You let me fall,” he said, “on purpose! You’re afraid I might beat you when it matters most.”


  “That’s not true,” she said. She was shivering, covered with sweat. She thanked the gods the Summersets weren’t there. They’d just make it worse.


  The keeper bots lowered them. The golden phosphorescent light in the simulation room seemed to close in around her.


  She blinked until she saw her twin brother. “I’m so sorry.” When she settled on the ground, she reached to help Pasha unlatch from his harness, as she’d done countless times before.


  He shook away from her. “Don’t touch me.” The look in his eyes, streaked red and wide, was a combination of hatred and sorrow.
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  That night, Oriana couldn’t sleep.


  She ran the candlestick puzzle through her head a million times. Could she have taken a different route? Could she have saved them both? Nathan seemed weaker, and Pasha always performed steadily with her in their simulations. Until their last maze, he’d never faltered against her! Why did he have to fall? Even with what Pasha faced—the potential that his first-half score could be discounted from his valuation—she couldn’t keep these thoughts from her mind.


  Oriana closed and opened her eyes, then closed them again, wishing for sleep to take her. She counted planets throughout the Milky Way and Andromeda galaxies, to no avail. Noria told her that her father had suffered from incurable insomnia. Was this how it would start for her? Then she thought about Pasha. How could he sleep if she couldn’t?


  She turned to her clock. Sunrise was near. She snuck out of her room and into Pasha’s, where it was as dark as outer space.


  Pasha, she thought. She knew he could hear her, without Marstone’s interference, the way she had heard him during the first day of classes. I can’t sleep. I can’t think about anything but what’s happened the last few days—


  You shouldn’t be here. Oriana heard his voice in her head. You’re the champion of the Harpoons, remember?


  Come with me, please.


  She heard him zip up his bodysuit. He activated the lime-green lighting that rimmed his ceiling. His eyes looked bloodshot. “You made your choice, O. Now I think it’s time I made mine.” He lifted off his bed and moved closer to her. She thought he might hit her, until he hugged her. “I’m going to win in the second half of the Harpoons, not because I hate you, but because I must finish Mother and Father’s work. You’re not up to it.”


  She pushed him away.


  He activated his Granville panel, rendering the outside of the Ventureño Facility. Sunlight skimmed off rows of garnet pillars, which narrowed to a hollowed archway of golden marble in the center. “I can’t care about what happens to you tomorrow.”


  He doesn’t mean it, she thought.


  “I do,” he said calmly.


  She overrode his connection to the panel, filling it instead with memories of their first few days of development, when they had been children and played Captains and Aliens, hiding from the Summersets, sneaking into parts of the house they were told never to enter, fighting over the evening’s desserts. Then she shifted to their adolescence, filling the panel with the village’s apex, the flowerbeds surrounding the Redstone Dragon, and a Halcyon sunrise. “Let’s go there again and watch the lagoon the way we did and forget everything that’s happened—”


  “I could’ve found all the answers we were looking for if you would’ve just been patient,” he said. “I can search through the archives more efficiently than you ever could hope.” He bit his lower lip. “But you had to take me out of the house and you had to break into the citadel with your boyfriend—”


  “He’s not my boyfriend.”


  “And I’m not your brother.”


  Oriana couldn’t breathe. How could he be so cruel? When at last her senses returned, she said, “Don’t let Lady Isabelle win.”


  “You mean don’t let her beat you, and that’s the problem, O, you think everything’s all about you. What you deserve to know! What you deserve to be!” His eyes looked redder. “Do you think I didn’t care about what happened to Mother and Father?”


  “I never said that.” She stepped closer to him, but he backed away.


  “Don’t you see? There’s a reason why we weren’t allowed to find out, there’s a reason why the Summersets protected us—”


  “You mean deceived us—”


  “—from our heritage,” he finished, speaking over her. “Now we’ve received the chancellor’s highest form of censure, and Lady Isabelle can control the information flow to the traders in Navita on exam day with the ease of thought, and you still can’t stop!” Pasha wiped his face. “You’re so selfish it’s disgusting.” He darkened his overhead lighting, and the Granville panel, and wouldn’t let Oriana reactivate either. “Get out.”


  “Dear brother, I’ve listened to you, now you will listen to me. I would never hurt you, but I must see this through. Never more than after I met with Noria did I understand what we must—”


  “I don’t care.”


  “I’ll rebuild our parents’ legacy if you won’t!”


  “Just leave!”


  Suddenly she was crying and couldn’t stop. “I’ll win the Harpoons and … become an aera and … solve the Reassortment enigma.”


  “Not if I solve it first.” Pasha telekinetically threw her out of his room. She hit the wall and slid down to the floor.


  Oriana cried in the hallway awhile, then dragged herself back to bed. Outside, the sun was up, burning bright.


   



   



  Dunamis City


  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  Oriana didn’t speak with Pasha during the trip to the city. Not to discuss the Summersets. Not to discuss the Harpoons. Not to discuss the candlestick. Nor did Pasha speak to her. They sat quietly in their seats, watching the illusory landscape stream by.


  They exited at Dunamis Hall. The line of candidates swirled round and round the velvet rope in a maze. Oriana searched the candidates. At last, she spotted Nathan and Desaray.


  Nathan, look behind you, Oriana transmitted. He nudged Desaray. They turned and waved, but they were too far ahead to join. The hall’s entrance sprawled hundreds of meters end to end, its lime marble stairs covered with candidates.


  Oriana and Pasha moved steadily between the ropes, then split off into one of sixty smaller lines at the stairs’ base. At the rim, the atmosphere shifted to sanded aromatic cedar floors and platinum pillars. Granville panels read:


   



  
    WELCOME TO THE HARPOONS

  


   



  In place of the chandeliers that normally hung atop the hall, Harpoon harnesses dangled from braided carbyne strands.


  A Janzer collected a DNA swab, fingerprints, and retina scan from Oriana. He did the same with Pasha, and they made their way to the next checkpoint.


  I’m a champion, Oriana thought. And once she’d proved herself, she would demand entry to the strike team training program, then demand to see her father. And if Lady Isabelle dared nullify Pasha’s first-half score, she’d demand to speak with the chancellor himself.


  They passed through two additional checkpoints where Janzers scanned candidates for disallowed digital programs and algorithms. Then bots escorted them through a maze of harnesses.


  “Aha, there will be two six-hour sessions,” the lead bot said. “If you require facilities or hydration during the first half, you must disengage from the simulation and lower yourselves.” The bot pointed out restrooms and a row of bronze water fountains along the wall.


  “Aha, timing won’t cease for breaks during the first half,” said another bot.


  One of them took Pasha by the hand and strapped him into a harness. Another did the same with Oriana. Before long, they were lifted in midair. Oriana felt weightless, powerful, and tiny as she looked around the cavernous hall.


  For the better part of an hour, bots buckled and lifted candidates until arms and legs and strands surrounded Oriana, like endless rows of hanging spiders. She shivered but wasn’t cold. Her stomach tingled, but she wasn’t nervous. She checked the hundreds of thousands of pages of notes, formulas, descriptions, theories, people, places, and methods, everything and anything she could find in the data storage of her neurochip. Any minute now they would block her access, and the exams would begin.


  Hundreds of rows ahead, Nathan Storm angled toward her. She leaned and grinned.


  The lights dimmed. A holographic Lady Isabelle emerged through a slit in a curtain that cut across a golden rostrum. She delivered the exams to all the halls in all the thirty territories from Phanes Hall in Beimeni City. The Granville panels filled with her likeness.


  “Welcome, candidates! We’ve reached another record this trimester with more than thirteen million of you participating. You’ve invested many hours developing the skills and abilities you’ll need to function as part of Beimenian society. From here, the process is simple. Perform today. Receive a bid at the auction. Achieve conversion. Access the Fountain of Youth in Phanes. Live forever.”


  Oriana looked over at Pasha, who stared straight ahead. She’d never seen him look so determined, or so cold.


  “Part one will consist of the language, math, and science skills tests. You will have six hours to complete one million queries. Then we’ll break for two hours and determine the teams for the critical-reasoning portion of the exams, which will be timed and scored according to your progress. After the exams, you will proceed to the Harpoon Hamlet. The auction is scheduled for 0800 tomorrow, so pay attention to your assignments.”


  Lady Isabelle pushed her fingers through her hair, dropping it down her left shoulder. She glanced up. Oriana could have sworn the lady met her eyes.


  “Marstone, please activate the first half of the Harpoons.”


  Part IV:

  

  Downward Spiral


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   



  
    In Beimeni: Second Trimester

  


   



  
    Days 239 – 240

  


   



  
    Year 368

  


   



  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Nexirenna City


   



  Nexirenna, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “We’re going to have to pay for all this stuff!” Marcel said.


  Another porcelain vase flew past his head and into the Granville panel, where it shattered with the rest of the antiques, clay planters, crystal glasses, painted shells, chandeliers, holographic artwork generators, and any item Gwen found not bolted to the floor in their hotel suite. Somehow, the panel hadn’t yet cracked. It projected mockingbirds soaring through ocean-side clouds and the smell of a beach bonfire. Juvelle huddled near a scarlet river in the corner, having already been chased with a piece of the bedpost.


  “I’m a stooge, Marcel!”


  Gwen hucked a bioluminescent lamp onto the terrace and paused, watching the green gel pool over the stone ground. She lifted her tangled, sweaty hair and wiped her hands on her dress.


  I have to tell Marcel, she thought. I want out.


  You’re the violin of my life, Antosha sent. I’m nothing without you and you’re nothing without me—


  “No, no, no, not another word,” Gwen said.


  “Gwen,” Marcel said, “look around.”


  Glass from the kitchenette cabinets was strewn along the tile floor, couch-cushion feathers fluttered in midair as if a flock of geese had exploded, and Loverealan wine streaked down the marble walls where she’d thrown the first glasses.


  Don’t tell him, she heard. Don’t tell anyone.


  “You can’t command me, I’m a Harpoon Champion, I have the commonwealth’s respect, and you can’t take that away from me—”


  “Dear sister, please, please, please look at me, look at your Marcel.” He seemed as if he might cry, his face a shade of sickly red. “What’re you talking about? Who’re you talking to?”


  Tears streaked down Gwen’s cheeks, and she covered her ears. “Get out of my head.” She groaned. “Get out.”


  We are one, my violin, my love, my companion in the commonwealth, my eyes where I cannot see, my ears where I cannot hear—


  “Getthefuckoutofmyhead!”


  Gwen rushed onto the terrace and screamed. Bystanders on the patches of grass between palm trees looked up. Beyond, hundreds of tiered greenhouse pyramids, as transparent as day, teemed with growers, who stopped and turned toward Hotel Evergreen.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Marcel said. “Let’s go back to Vivo where we can stay on my parents’ farm and where you may recover from the journey.”


  You must come back to me after Dr. Shrader’s awakening.


  “Get out!”


  She covered her ears.


  Gwen swayed into Marcel’s welcoming arms. She tried to clear her head, but she couldn’t disconnect from the ZPF. There was nowhere to hide.


  She wept. Marcel held her tight.


  Below, the Nexirennans returned to their work and whisked along the pedestrian paths.


  “Marcel …”


  They’ll think you’re insane; they’ll label you with depression; they’ll call you a traitor; they’ll send you to the Lower Level. Is that what you want? Is that what I taught my little violin?


  “I’m not your violin.” She pushed Marcel away. “Do you hear me?” The veins in her neck pulsed. Tears ran down her warm cheeks.


  Marcel frowned. “I’m afraid the campaign has taken its toll on you, sweet sister.” He held out his hand with three clear pills on his palm and called upon Juvelle to bring water and a towel. “Take these, they will help—”


  She slapped his hand. The pills flew over the marble balustrade.


  “Don’t you treat me like some sniveling child in development. I’m a Harpoon Champion, I’m a research scientist in the RDD.”


  “Then start acting like it. End this madness. Talk to me.” He wiped her tears. “It’s me. Gwendolyn, do you hear me? It’s Marcel—”


  “I know who you are.” She laughed. She was acting as if she’d lost her mind. “It’s not my fault. He won’t leave me alone.”


  “Who won’t? Who are you talking to? You can tell me.”


  Gwen looked into her brother-in-development’s gentle eyes.


  Don’t you dare—


  Marcel lifted an object (a benari coin?) from his pocket and activated it.


  Gwen eyed it and pressed her lips together.


  Silence in her mind—


  She guffawed so hard she stumbled backward, slipped on the lamp gel, and landed on the ground where she laughed even harder.


  Marcel helped her off the ground. She rubbed her fingers over the coin.


  “What is this wonderful contraption?”


  “It’s illegal.” Marcel flicked it with his thumb, and it flipped end over end in the air and onto Gwen’s open hand. She stared at it like it was treasure. “They call it a recaller. I picked one up in Alpinia City. Cost me a thousand benaris.”


  “Expensive.” She examined it closer. “It can alter brain function?”


  “It blocks access to our neurochips, recalls our brain impulses, and sends alternate ones to Marstone, over the zeropoint field. In essence, it gives us the ability to … speak and think freely.”


  “Or in your case, to scheme freely.”


  Marcel grinned and nodded toward the mangled suite. “Tell me what’s on your mind. Why did you slap Minister Kaspasparon? What did Minister Decca show you? What troubled you in the Palace of Luxor? Why have you been so irritable since you awakened in the hotel? And who have you been talking to during the campaign?”


  “Oh, I’ve done something awful, Marcel.” She hugged him. She was feeling better already.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Boreas City


   



  Boreas, Underground North


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  None of the Granville spheres, none of the sessions with Father, nothing he’d heard from Nero and Verena could have prepared Connor for his first experience in Boreas. Ice pyramids and sculptures surrounded him. Synthetic snowflakes of all sizes fell from the sky! The smells of caramel, roasted chicken, and Volanon duck wafted up from the bazaar. A salmon-colored nebula hung afar in the horizon, Borean moons nearby.


  Danforth Diamond’s report blared across the square: “We’re live in Boreas and thrilled to be here on what should be an unforgettable evening.”


  Connor made his way through the crowd and tucked in his fur-lined parka, a string of candles around his neck. Before he could fully scout the scene, a man and a woman layered with furs so thick they might’ve been mistaken for polar bears, cut him off. They reeked of perfume and cologne combined with pheromones and herbs, Phanean scents that would have cost his year’s salary down in Piscator.


  “Darling, I just love candles,” the woman said. “Shall you purchase me this chandler’s goods?”


  She didn’t acknowledge Connor’s presence. It took all his willpower not to contact the man’s eternal partner and let her know he didn’t really have that business trip in Dunamis City.


  Danforth carried on, something about how exciting and enthralling and historic the evening was, the greatness of Faraway Hall, and how he couldn’t wait for Antosha Zereoue to arrive.


  Connor could wait all night if that meant Antosha couldn’t disrupt the operation in Nyx, where he surely kept an eye on the Lorum, no matter his physical location.


  “We’ll take all of these,” the woman said. She stroked the line of rope and ran her eye across the candles, formed into various plants with wicks that perked from buds in the center.


  “Two hundred benaris,” Connor said.


  “You don’t need these candles,” the man said. A golden pipe hung from his mouth, beneath his high cheekbones and thin eyebrows, a face that appeared as if he maintained it with daily E. pigmentation treatments and trips to the Fountain of Youth.


  “But darling, you promised me anything I wanted.” She licked her finger and wiped it under his chin. The man threw the benaris at Connor and scoffed and strutted off.


  Connor unclipped the rope from the chain around his neck and pulled a synthetic bag out of his pocket. He set the candles inside, handed the bag to the woman, and picked up the benaris.


  Danforth shouted and guided the guests into the hall.


  Chants of “Serve Beimeni, live forever!” broke out, and Connor dropped his candles into a BP-sponsored booth outside the hall, where a man in overalls cooked apple fritters.


  Connor used his faked credentials at the Faraway Hall checkpoint. The Janzer hesitated, then approved his entry, and he neared the sprawling lines of Beimenians awaiting entry to the eighteen archways leading into Faraway Hall. Chatter filled the air, Beimenians dizzy with excitement, drunk on the idea of living again upon the surface of the Earth—should Dr. Shrader truly have immunity to the Reassortment Strain. The movement was slow going, and Connor found he was losing patience. Then the world opened up to him, a full view of Faraway Hall, gray slabs folded over and under each other like scales on a reptile, crisscrossed by maroon beams, and below him, the rows upon rows of maroon marble benches.


  Connor ambled down the steps filled with snobs from Phanes, researchers from Palaestra, entertainers from Marshlands, masseuses from Lovereal and Natura, technicians from Dunamis, and growers from Vivo. He found an aisle seat near the first rim, engulfed by aristocrat attendees. The lights dimmed. A side entrance opened. A spotlight highlighted the supreme scientist Antosha Zereoue. He was a god of a man, taller than Father, as muscular as Zorian, and quicker than Hans, dressed in a liquid silver synsuit and fur-lined hooded lab coat. If not for Antosha’s lack of dimples, he could be Captain Broden Barão’s twin, Connor noted.


  Antosha sat in a massive amber chair across from Danforth Diamond.


  “Describe for Beimeni how it is that we’ve come to this unbelievable milestone,” Danforth said. His face was thin, his cheekbones set high. He wore a golden fur-rimmed robe and a white silk shirt.


  “My team in the Tomahawk Facility deserves all the credit.” Antosha artfully folded his hands together upon his lap.


  Danforth’s lips pushed out in a pout. “Come now, Supreme Scientist, sounds like you’re being modest.”


  Connor scanned the stage’s rim, which was lined with Janzers—at least six divisions. He glanced up to the luxury deck where the chancellor stood dressed in a lavish cape and chains, covered in gemstones and silk sashes. He swayed as if to a melody. Maidens of Masimovian, dressed only in the animated tattoos that covered their skin, surrounded him.


  Antosha raised his palms. “What can I say? I love talking to Beimenians, especially when I have good news.”


  The chancellor frowned. The crowd applauded wildly. Connor thought the surge might bring down the hall.


  And in the middle of what had now turned into a standing ovation, Connor sensed a presence with him, as if someone, or something, crawled around his body. He checked his arms and legs. Nothing here. Connor peered down to the stage, to Antosha, who peered back up at him.


  “We too share your love for Chancellor Masimovian and for the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni,” Danforth added when the crowd quieted. “Might you share with us some of the details of this long-awaited awakening?”


  Antosha twisted back to Danforth and grinned.


  Connor’s heart slowed as he eased into his chair and sipped on a glass filled with ice water. Pushing his consciousness into the ZPF the way he’d done thousands of times before, he influenced the quantum field around the stage. No issue. Perhaps Antosha isn’t as strong as Father assumes, Connor thought.


  “When an animal—and transhumans are still animals,” Antosha said, “is frozen near absolute zero, or stasis, all their living functions as we know them halt. In Livelle, the scientists who tried and failed to revive five out of the three hundred forty scientists found that the damage to the cells, while extensive, could be repaired, but it had to be done with speed that technology then didn’t allow. The technology was poorly enhanced by my predecessor, who made unfathomable decisions and errors, and most of the remaining scientists in suspended animation perished.”


  “All except for Dr. Kole Shrader,” Danforth said. “Why was he the last to be reanimated? Was he the most vital scientist in Livelle? Did his work on the Reassortment Strain cause the Death Wave?”


  Antosha paused and altered his expression, as if speaking of this event saddened him. “I’m a scientist. Whether I have an opinion is not important. Beliefs are irrelevant. I may or may not agree with what Dr. Shrader did Before Reassortment, but that would matter not, would it? The timescape is unalterable. His team developed the Reassortment Strain, and we’re all about to find out what he knows.”


  A drunken aristocrat leaned to Connor, his breath foul. “If he’s wrong about this awakening, lad, heh, he’ll surely find out himself, in the Lower Level!”


  Connor chuckled and nodded. The aristocrat went back to drinking and talking to his eternal partner. Connor closed his eyes. Antosha wouldn’t have issued invitations for such a grand evening unless he was 100 percent sure of the outcome. Kole Shrader would awaken, and the world would change forever. Meanwhile, Connor’s comrades needed his help. He couldn’t allow Antosha to interfere with the operation in the City of Eternal Darkness.


  He expanded his own field. When he channeled his mind through the trellis overhead and the geometric shapes that overhung Faraway Hall, a powerful pulse tickled his bones and body. He now heard what seemed like Beimenians’ thoughts from all of Underground North.


  This ability was so foreign, so omniscient, so unlike anything Father instructed him on or anything he’d learned on his own with the ZPF, it disturbed him. Was something in Faraway Hall enhancing his telepathy? Was it the geometry of the roof? Or something else? Antosha?


  Connor considered fleeing Boreas and transmitting a distress signal to the Front. But this was his time, his fight, and he had to prove himself in the heat of battle, as he’d done in Permutation Crypt. We will strike the iron fist, he thought. He reached out, but didn’t detect interference from Antosha in the ZPF the way Father had predicted. He let Father know this, over their private connection in the ZPF. I’m in control, Connor transmitted. Proceed with the operation.


  “What do you live for?” Danforth was saying. He pushed his hair away from his face.


  “All of them,” Antosha held his open hand out toward the crowd, “and the greatness of Beimeni.”


  The crowd cheered and clapped and chanted Antosha’s name, over and over. Again, Antosha turned to Connor. Connor attempted to access his private line in the universe, the piece of the ZPF utilized by the BP that he and Father had established, the way he just had, but he couldn’t.


  “Let’s get back to the Regenesis procedure,” Danforth said. “How has the process changed?”


  Antosha turned from Connor to Danforth. Connor regained control of his field.


  “It’s a revolutionary method, synthesized by my new team,” Antosha said. “We’ve utilized proprietary technological systems that only I understand and on which I’m unauthorized to elaborate. What I can tell you is that we’ve reanimated six transhuman volunteers.”


  Connor shuddered. They weren’t volunteers, they were BP, you scumbag. Hundreds of BP of all ages, and if just six survived …


  “Give us any snippets you can,” Danforth said, raising his eyebrows in a manner he alone was capable.


  “The gist of the procedure is that we’ll release millions of synisms, some so small you won’t be able to see them on-screen, some as large as beetles. They’ll secrete uficilin and enzymes designed to rebuild Dr. Shrader’s cellular structure from his DNA to his mitochondria to his ribosomes, vesicles, endoplasmic reticulum, all the way to his neurons, muscles, and skin.”


  The crowd swooned, and Connor attempted to send another message to his father. Mysteriously, he could not. He heard a voice in his head.


  You’re going to die tonight, traitor.


  The voice sounded similar to Antosha’s, but much deeper, stronger. It sent ice gliding up and down Connor’s arms. He gathered his strength and debated his next move.


  I can’t allow Antosha to interfere with the operation, Connor thought.


  Danforth stood and raised his arms. The audience stood. Danforth beckoned the crowd to get excited for significant conversion. One side of the hall shouted, “Serve Beimeni!” and the other side returned, “Live forever!”


  Antosha grinned wanly, and Connor felt a throbbing inside his head, like a drummer between his ears. The hall and waving arms, the popped bottles of champagne, and the light show in the trellis gave way to Ypresia Village and then to the Island of Reverie. Then he was back in Faraway Hall, and he heard the crowd chant Antosha’s name.


  His chest pounded. He sensed Antosha’s hold over him. The air boiled around him. He wiped his eyes and blinked, and he was back in Beimeni River, swimming underwater, arm over arm, deranged, desperate to escape Lady Isabelle’s pursuit.


  Connor fought the metaphysical hold until he heard the sound of shattered glass and broke free.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Gaia City


   



  Gaia, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Aera moved, ever so slightly, ever so cautiously.


  One step turned to two steps, then three and four, and she and Nero met the Janzers midway between the bridge and the transports to Nyx. Residents peeked through their windows in homes carved from stone cliffs. Would the Janzers kill them in front of all these people? Nero clutched a z-disk from his belt—his falsified Janzer credentials. Aera supplied hers. The Janzers examined the z-disks far longer than Nero hoped, transmitting messages to the DOP.


  Ten more seconds, Nero thought, then it’s over.


  He lifted his hand stealthily for his sword. He stood in readiness, until finally the Janzers handed him and Aera their z-disks and waved them through. They stepped into a Western Passage transport and latched inside. Nero prepared to help Aera the way she had helped him in Cineris but wondered if Jeremiah hadn’t erred in his judgment.


  The transport eased onto the track and whisked them across the Western Inaccessible Region, deep into Nyx.


   



   



  City of Eternal Darkness


  Nyx, Underground West


   



  “It’s so different than I remember,” Aera said. “This place …”


  Her voice gave way to her breaths, and she turned to and fro. Nero assumed she was imagining a different time, a different city. Not the desolation they viewed, or the burnt aroma that permeated the air and fouled his gut.


  Nyx seemed like another planet, certainly nothing like the commonwealth, and not even similar to the BP enclaves with their bridges and crystals and bioluminescent waterfalls.


  A thin ebony pyramid stood below, streaked with light blue phosphorescent light. Light blue beams extended from the cavern floor to the carbyne roof. Thick bulbs outlined a trail down to the former city center to the pyramid and the quarantine entrance on the other side.


  “Are you ready?” Nero said.


  Aera didn’t answer him and moved as if he wasn’t there, meandering down the sinuous pathway. He orbited the central pyramid with her. Three Janzer divisions jogged past them. Here and there, Janzers adjusted machines that Nero assumed were part of the research conducted in Nyx for the commonwealth’s survival.


  Aera reached a diamond-gloved hand toward the blue beams. The beams and overhead plating that girded the city were more concentrated here than at the top, near Ghost Station.


  “What do you see?” Nero said. He would guide her, as she had done for him when he felt lost, and he and she would use the Lorum to free Brody from captivity. Then I’ll return to Verena in Hydra Hollow, and all will be right.


  Aera hesitated, still reaching through the beam as if something tangible lay upon her fingertips. “I see limestone buildings connected by strands of rope where my mother and father hung their clothes. I see Neaneara Circle with the statue, with Persephone in Pluto’s arms as they stargaze, and Angels of Angeles Territory, stage performers, sprinting through a bazaar, and holographic painters and singers.” She looked up. “I see death. The city swallowed into the Earth, and I feel the rumble beneath my feet, and my heart pounds so hard I think I might die right here, right in front of the statue.”


  Nero watched her carefully, scanning his Janzer protocols. “Best not draw attention,” he said, nodding to her outreached arm.


  She dropped her hand. “I wished I was dead. I wished my parents never settled here and never convinced me to come back, and I wished I never allowed the commonwealth scientists to experiment on my body and turn me into what I am now, weak against Reassortment, strong against nothing.”


  “What are you—”


  “I’m not transhuman.”


  “What are you?”


  “I’m something else.”


  They stood in front of the ebony pyramid in silence, Nero seeing blue pulses, Aera seeing Pluto and Persephone and a civilization long forgotten. He nudged her. “Mighty Aera, the gods spared you from this city’s destruction for a reason.”


  She turned to him, and it seemed as though she was truly listening.


  “I think that reason was for you to use this power, this skill given to you. And if we don’t keep moving,” Nero noted the city’s thousands of Janzers, many of which hovered atop airborne rocketcycles, “we’re dead.”


  She didn’t answer, didn’t move.


  “You can still turn back.”


  “The operation is what matters, not Angeles, not … Nyx … there, I said it.” She gasped. “Nyx doesn’t matter. This … City of Eternal Darkness … doesn’t matter.” She paused. “I don’t know what Jeremiah can do with the Lorum, if anything, but he believes Antosha will unleash its unique synthesis in ways unimaginable, and I can’t allow that, I can’t allow more experiments …” Her breath fogged against the visor on her helmet. “I won’t …”


  “Let’s go, mighty Aera.”


  Nero led her to the other side of the city and through a crystalline corridor into a cavernous area. Artificial light streaked across a carbyne bridge in a foggy atmosphere and burned stalactites overhead. White lettering on the bridge said CED-NYX-175, which translated to “City of Eternal Darkness, Nyx, 175 meters.” Nero and Aera’s Janzer boots clanked along the ground. Janzers hovering on rocketcycles carried synism drums and torches, and set supplies along a massive, thin carbyne building in the center of the wide bridge over a dark pit.


  Nero and Aera arrived at the next checkpoint, where a Janzer division manned workstations and manipulated holograms. Nero gave them a hand signal, two inverted fingers and an orbiting fist, which meant they’d arrived for check-in to the quarantine sector.


  “Z-disks,” a Janzer said.


  Nero set his and Aera’s disks atop the Janzer’s workstation. The Janzer held a retina scanner near their visors. A green grid splayed over their visors, penetrating to their eyes.


  They were cleared for entry to quarantine.


  They weaved through thousands of columns on the top floor. Janzers moved about like worker ants in the layered building, widest at the top, where Nero and Aera stood, and narrowest at the circular base.


  Nero’s eyes widened at the sight of the Lorum orb at the bottom. It hung beneath the fifty inclined stairwells placed every five meters around the perimeter, which led to the base. The orb swirled with the gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow that he remembered from when Brody had first retrieved it on Vigna.


  Strange that they would leave the orb out in the open, Nero thought. He wondered if they should turn back. To Aera, he sent, Stay sharp, they know.


  He extended his consciousness and scanned. At least ten Janzer divisions guarded the facility. Aera had handled the Janzers in the Crypt with such ease that Nero thought about storming the Lorum, taking it now, and sprinting into the city’s surrounding caverns, which connected to supply lines in the inaccessible region, where Pirro awaited their arrival.


  That would be unwise, traitor.


  Nero recognized Antosha’s voice.


  Antosha’s face formed in the Lorum’s light, the shade of his likeness, mesmerizing, dizzying, and only when it disappeared did Nero understand what was happening.


  A maroon light blinded him—an overhead spotlight.


  In unison, the Janzers raised their pulse rifles, the tips aglow.


  “Get down,” Aera said.


  She slammed Nero to the granite ground, and he clutched his chest, the wind knocked out of him. He wouldn’t have thought this possible beneath the Janzer synsuit, but the force with which Aera threw him compared only to the force he’d experienced in his descent to the center of Vigna.


  Pulse blasts flew over them.


  “EMP, now,” Aera said.


  Nero managed a breath and slapped the activator attached to his leg. A flash burst from his synsuit.


  The maroon spotlight disappeared, as did the steady hum that emanated from the workstations. The Lorum glowed, dimly lighting the ground floor. Useless pulse weaponry clattered to the ground as the Janzers tossed it aside.


  “Night vision,” Aera said.


  Nero shifted his visor. A lime hue splayed the conical facility, illuminating a swirl of Janzers in attack formations.


  Aera drew her diamond sword and sprinted down the stairs. Nero followed close behind. He watched her flip over a division and swing so fast and hard she decapitated one Janzer and broke two others’ necks. A Janzer slashed toward her throat, but she ducked, swept his legs, took his sword, and spun it into his visor. She screamed and swung the two swords with fluid grace, cutting into another Janzer’s head.


  Nero dashed after her, still only midway down the facility’s layers as she approached the bottom.


  Janzer reinforcements streamed in from a shelter behind the Lorum. Nero peered down. They seemed to fill every nook and rim in sight. He pushed aside the realization that had haunted him since Givetia Station.


  The operation could fail.


  Aera activated her EMP, silencing the pulse blasts that streamed around them.


  Nero reached her position. Several divisions stood between them and the orb. A Janzer broke formation and charged Nero, but Aera took him out. Nero bent his knee, and she hopped off him and flew through the air like a tigress. She waved her swords and sliced them through two Janzers. She spun through the division with a single stroke, a twister of death and elegance. Nero flung grenades, unaffected by the EMP, into the Janzer swarm. The explosions lit up and shook the facility.


  Aera flipped and rolled and drove her sword, pushing their position forward. Nero took out the sidewinding Janzers that rotated toward her flank. She stole another’s sword, backflipped, and backflipped again. She avoided the Janzers’ shuriken and swipes, sweeping and stabbing until all of them lay still.


  All Nero heard were his and Aera’s gasps.


  “Is that all of them?” he said.


  “That wasn’t enough?” Aera injected herself with uficilin. She dropped a Janzer’s sword and swiped the blood from her blade.


  They hopped down to the bottom layer. The center circle held the Lorum orb.


  Hundreds of opaque entryways cleared along each layer in the facility.


  Janzers streamed in from all sides, on all layers.


  Aera grabbed the orb, sealed it into a satchel, and ushered Nero into the vast, dark, inaccessible region tunnels.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Dunamis City


   



  Dunamis, Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  “How do you think you performed?” Nathan said.


  Oriana didn’t care. She couldn’t stop thinking about Pasha, wondering how Lady Isabelle would communicate his first-half score to the Navitan traders. He still wasn’t speaking to her. She gulped water from a glass while Pasha and Desaray chatted near the wall. “Not well enough. I’ll have to make up for it in the second half. Any ideas what’s coming?”


  “I’ve heard rumors about an underwater challenge, a scavenger hunt … like the Trimester Trek …”


  The way he said Trimester Trek made her think about the bridge. “You still think I jumped.”


  They’d argued less and less about “the bridge incident” recently, especially after she’d confronted him about his tryst with Gaia. Nathan had apologized so many times for it Oriana had lost count. She thought he finally believed her about Duccio, until now. “I don’t want to talk anymore about the Trek or Duccio,” he said. “Whatever happened, happened, it’s over—that was then, this is now.”


  “Duccio dropped me!”


  “I said let’s forget it.” Nathan looked beyond Oriana, and she whipped around. Falcon’s crew huddled in the middle of the hall beneath the harnesses. “He hasn’t forgotten.”


  “You’re changing the subject,” Oriana said. The boy with the skulls down his arms gestured lewdly toward her. She scowled. “I didn’t know they were from Dunamis.”


  “They aren’t. Instead of entering the exams in Palaestra Hall, they entered here. They want to increase the probability they’d be placed near your team—”


  “I can handle them.”


  “I know.” Nathan removed a sapphire trinket that dangled over his bodysuit. “For you.”


  “It’s … gorgeous.” Oriana held it, an angel sleeping above a spa with its wings curled. It shimmered beneath the hall’s lights. “What is it?”


  “A gift from my mother for the exams, a protector … and … I know what you’ve been going through … so … I thought you’d appreciate it.”


  “I can’t accept this.” Oriana held out the angel. “This is meant for you and you should keep it.” Nathan turned away. She held up the trinket. It was pretty.


  “Will you help me put it on?” she said.


  He clipped it around her neck. Oriana rubbed its soft edges between her forefinger and thumb.


  “Attention, candidates,” Lady Isabelle said. “The critical-reasoning portion of the Harpoons is about to begin. Please clear the center of the hall to the warning tracks behind the white lines so the harnesses may be lowered.”


   



   



  Harpoon VR


   



  Oriana stood in a familiar candidate stadium, clouds above and below the wooden planks. She looked up. A Granville world reformed where the Harpoon insignia had once hung, a depiction of Earth as seen from outer space. A yellow globe as bright as the stars descended through the cumulous clouds and rotated around the world. The Earth’s atmosphere darkened and streaked with red lightning. The globe disintegrated and spewed crystals that lit up the candidates’ faces.


  When the crystals disappeared, the Earth’s surface was rendered visible. It was scattered with fire, smoke, and ash.


  Oriana heard Marstone in her mind.


  In the Second Hundred Years’ War leading up to the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the Quaternary Extinction Event, the Eastern and Western Hegemonies battled throughout the solar system. They fought for copper, iron, nickel, platinum, fresh water, and other resources, which man depleted from the Earth.


  Images of battlements rolled, bombs exploded, planes soared, and troops marched upon distant asteroids, moons, and dwarf planets in the solar system.


  The Western Hegemony, led by the Autocrat, moved to grasp control of a prized possession of the Eastern Hegemony.


  The Autocrat, a bronze-skinned woman, gestured and orated upon the Earth’s charred surface. A line of space battleships stood behind her, as black as midnight and painted with eagles, spewing smoke.


  The view within the sphere backed out from Earth and into the void of outer space. It passed asteroids, with visions of Jupiter and Saturn near, a colorful nebula and stars afar.


  Impact craters and hills pocked a gray celestial body. Beneath it hung a hollowed carbyne cylinder with spokes attached to a thick pipe in the center. A grate rotated rapidly around the wheel-like structure. Oriana assumed it was designed to create a centrifugal force, to establish gravity.


  For thousands of years, man had understood the great untapped resources of Ceres, the dwarf planet between Mars and Jupiter. It held more fresh water than Earth ever did, and nearby asteroids in the belt provided abundant minerals.


  The Eastern Hegemony had established a colony on the surface, where gravity was adjusted to three-quarter Earth’s. The establishment provided the Eastern Hegemony a monopoly over the largest vestiges of naturally occurring usable water in the solar system. The Autocrat believed that if her forces flipped control of Ceres, the Western Hegemony could finally win the war, and likewise, her forces’ failure would secure victory for the Eastern Hegemony.


  Candidates, your assignment for the critical-reasoning portion of the Harpoons is to navigate the battlefield on Ceres to the water mine where a group of Eastern Hegemony scientists are trapped. Their survival is vital to the Cererian colony. They must be rescued. Time is limited; their oxygen supply is low, and the destruction on the surface has rendered many of the entry points inoperable.


  No alliances permitted.


  Your performance will be evaluated by more than calculations and speed.


  The Eastern Hegemony scientists should be thought of as Beimenian comrades, and your comrades will depend on your creativity, your intelligence, your fortitude, and your stamina for their survival.


  Candidates, now is your time to show the bidders why this class has been hailed the best in a generation. Designated captains, please select your teams.


  Oriana stood alone in a blackened void. She awaited Marstone’s declaration.


  You’ve been selected to a team.


  Her captain’s name and likeness appeared, chiseled in neon blue:


   



  
    NATHAN STORM

  


   



   



  Harpoon VR


  Ceres


   



  “I can’t see anything!” Oriana said.


  Nathan sat beside her, and on the other side, Duccio. She wanted to puke when she’d first seen his ugly face.


  “Let me take over then,” Duccio said.


  “Just find the optimal entry point to the mine,” Nathan said.


  Duccio obeyed. He telepathically manipulated a three-dimensional rendition of Ceres while Oriana steadied the rover. Millions of rovers, as large as Beimeni transports and held up by wheels as tall as maple trees, stirred the Cererian surface into a storm. Even Jupiter, with its many swirling shades of orange and yellow, disappeared from view.


  Oriana shifted the Granville panels to infrared. The other rovers appeared as bright red-orange blotches.


  “I can’t believe they put all thirteen-million-plus candidates on the surface,” Oriana said. She hoped the other teams were having as much difficulty with navigation as she was. Judging by their movements, they were. She adjusted her trajectory as the blotches in the Granville view crashed and swerved around the falling missiles.


  A rover smashed into theirs.


  “Keep it steady, O,” Nathan said.


  “She doesn’t have control,” Duccio said. “Let me take over!”


  “Where are you with the mining entrance?” Nathan said.


  Before Duccio could respond, a mass of red blotches swarmed near a pillar of pulsating energy, and Oriana turned sharply. Duccio and Nathan moaned, and she upped the speed to maximum.


  Another rover smashed into theirs.


  They flipped end over end.


  When they came to rest, upside down, Oriana reached to unlatch her buckle, grateful the onslaught had ended.


  A rover slammed into them, knocking them unconscious.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Oriana awoke dangling upside down, her arm stretched overhead, pain spreading from her ribs down her sides and into her chest with each breath she took. She looked up. The buckle and strap had pinned her left arm against a carbyne sheet.


  “Nathan?” she said, her voice cracking. She coughed. “Duccio?”


  No one answered. She commanded the rover AI to shift the view to standard. When it didn’t respond, she turned. The front of the rover had been sawed off, revealing the Cererian landscape outside. Mangled rovers, lifeless Eastern Hegemony soldiers, explosion craters, and other remnants of the battle lay scattered about.


  She unwound the buckles from her arm, thankful for the synsuit that protected it. Then she unlatched and flung her legs down to the lifeless Granville panel upon the rover’s roof. She staggered, bumped her head into a seam cut into the rover, and fell forward into the seat.


  She opened a compartment on her chair, and out fell a flashlight. She turned it on and searched for the supply trunks. She found one intact. Alloy boxes labeled FIRST AID fell when she opened it. She found vials filled with smelling salts, which she inserted into the external atmosphere receivers on the men’s helmets, near their necks.


  Within seconds, they both opened their eyes and groaned.


  “What happened?” Nathan said. The life in his reddish-green eyes brought a smile to Oriana’s face. She leaned against his chair and pressed her helmet to his. “My head feels … awful …”


  “You’ve been inverted for too long,” she said. “I’ll unlatch you. Hang on.”


  “We rolled,” Duccio said. “I remember …” He choked. “I remember the moment … the rover slammed into us … I told your princess she should accelerate to six hundred kilometers per hour and turn ninety degrees north—”


  “No you didn’t!” Oriana said.


  “This isn’t helping,” Nathan said. “We’ll have to go on foot.” Still upside down, Nathan activated his armlet. “Damn,” he said, “the other teams have a four-hour start on us.” He peered toward the rolling dust balls. “What chance do we have now?”


  “It’s all her fault!” Duccio said.


  “We couldn’t see anything,” Oriana said, “and we don’t know what’s in there, we don’t know how extensively the mine was damaged. All we know is that the scientists are trapped—”


  “And we are still here,” Nathan said. “The second half hasn’t ended.”


  The men snapped out of their belts and swung down. Oriana opened another supply trunk surrounded by emergency red light. The contents crashed down on the roof—pulse guns, rifles, and grenades, as well as rope, first aid kits, canteens with IVs, diamond swords, and utility belts. Oriana slipped the belt around her waist. She threw the weapons and first aid kits to the Cererian surface, fell forward, and rolled along the ground. She slung a sword and pulse rifle across her back and hung a first aid kit and a canteen on her belt.


  The men fell next to her. Duccio grabbed a sword and a pulse gun. Nathan picked up a sword, a pulse rifle, and a pulse handgun.


  The surface had settled, now relatively free of blowing dust. Jupiter loomed above them. Hundreds of thousands, if not millions of overturned and twisted rovers pocked the landscape.


  Oriana darted up a jagged hill. “We’ll get a better view from up here.”


  While wider and longer, the view was not better, for she’d never seen so many dead bodies. Arms and legs jutted from the rubble every which way. Not candidates, who returned to the halls when they perished in the Harpoons, but soldiers. It was no wonder none of the space explorers and fighters survived after the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly struck the Earth, Oriana reflected.


  She manipulated her quantum field, projecting herself as far as she could in this virtual world.


  Pasha, can you hear me?


  No response.


  “What do you see?” Nathan yelled from the base of the hill. “Do you see an entrance to the mine?”


  “I know where we have to go,” Oriana said. “Come up here.”


  Nathan and Duccio trudged up the hill.


  “There.” Oriana pointed. The only structure still intact was a grand tower ribbed with windows and carbyne, surrounded by eight secondary towers—all of them bright white. Six enclosed cylindrical bridges connected the central tower to the outer ring. Bulbous piping descended from two disks at the top of the central tower.


  “How do you know that’s a mining pit?” Duccio said. He turned. “What is that … sound?”


  “I didn’t hear anything,” Oriana said. To Nathan, she added, “Whoever’s in there would’ve had time to establish a position—”


  “I know I heard something,” Duccio said.


  “We shouldn’t follow the crowd,” Nathan said. “What if there’s a more efficient way? What if—”


  “Look out!” Oriana said.


  She pushed the men and backflipped over the rover that barreled over the hill. When she landed in the dust, she searched for Nathan and Duccio. They’d flown a lot farther than she expected. “You guys all right?”


  Nathan winced and gave a weak thumbs-up, while Duccio brushed the dust from his helmet. Oriana hustled back to the top of the hill. A wake of powder rose behind the rover as it drove. When it finally arrived at one of the distant towers, ten kilometers away, the team exited, and pulse blasts took them down.


  Shadows in the towers, Oriana thought.


  Just like her training.


  She focused on the windows. When Nathan and Duccio arrived she said, “Shadows just took them out. Why would there be shadows if those towers weren’t an important aspect of the maze?”


  “All right, sweet princess,” Duccio said, “maybe that’s so, but then how do you propose we get past them?”


  Oriana’s head ached. A memory surged through her. Duccio’s last comment, before he’d dropped her: Good night, sweet princess. She sneered to him, then descended the hill.


  “Hey,” Duccio said, “where do you think you’re going?”


  Oriana didn’t respond. She retrieved her pulse rifle and set herself in a groove. She used the rocky soil as a makeshift tripod, squeezed her right eye into the scope, and scanned the towers.


  Too many shadows to count.


  Duccio pressed the nub of his rifle into her chest.


  “You’re not the team captain, sweet muffin,” he said. She looked at him, and he added, “Why don’t you let me take this shot?”


  She kicked the rifle from him, mounted him, and pushed her forearm over the weak part of the synsuit, near his neck, choking him—


  “What … you’ll … kill …” Duccio said, “… like your father—”


  “Admit that you dropped me during the Trek!”


  Duccio laughed at her. She screamed and unsheathed a diamond dagger from her thigh plate. She was about to bring it down upon his helmet when Nathan grabbed her wrist.


  “Don’t.”


  She let him take the dagger. Nathan glared at her. She released Duccio, who coughed violently on the ground. “Why would you pick him?” she said to Nathan. “Of all the millions of candidates, you chose the one who tried to kill me—”


  “He’s my friend, like you, please, Oriana, I can’t do this without you.”


  Oriana didn’t know what to say. She went back to the groove on the hill where her pulse rifle lay on its side. She again pushed her right eye into the scope. She took a deep breath, held the air in, then exhaled deeply. Accurate as the First Aera. She squeezed the trigger, and a shadow in one of the west towers fell. A plume of smoke rose from the ground where it struck. She panned to the other windows.


  Shadows disappeared, one by one.


  “Let’s go,” Oriana said, and she slung the pulse rifle over her back.


  She wasn’t sure what she enjoyed more, that she was as good a shot as the Summersets told her, or the expression upon Duccio’s face.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Gwendolyn Horvearth


  Vivo City


   



  Vivo, Underground Central


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The transport, transparent and filled with growers, hummed along the maglev track toward the Archimedes River bridge, which led to Vivo City. The water was so clear Gwen could see schools of colorful fish swimming in synchronized movements below. The Granville sun’s twilight rays stretched over the photosynthesizing skyscrapers, which angled to geometric peaks, rising and falling, the exposed portions brimming with wildlife. Down below, near the opposite shore, red bioluminescence scattered throughout the shrubs.


  Now Gwen, Marcel, and Juvelle ambled along the city island’s pedestrian paths, surrounded by an assortment of aromatic herbs, spices, and flowers that reminded Gwen of the grounds at House Variscan. They arrived at a building with a holographic sign, 55-VIVO-AURORO, and Gwen pulled a chain that released a birdsong chime. The door opened. A keeper bot labeled MAGGIE queried their purpose, and Marcel stepped forward.


  “Good evening, Maggie. Though we’re not acquainted, my name is Marcel Auroro and this is my family farm. My guest, Gwendolyn Horvearth, and I seek aid and comfort from the lady and lord of the farm.” Maggie scanned Gwen and Marcel and allowed them entry. “Are my parents here?” Marcel said.


  “Aha, they traveled with their neophytes to Catnip Cavern,” Maggie said, the bot’s eye slit glowing, then dimming, “and I’m unsure if they’ve returned. They haven’t been as open to guests recently. This unannounced visit may be unwise.”


  “Nonsense, my parents will be thrilled that their son has returned with a Harpoon Champion.”


  Gwen wasn’t as confident. Marcel hadn’t spoken to his parents since early last trimester, and now he’d arrived without warning to ask their advice on a delicate political matter. Could this worsen her predicament? She hadn’t heard Antosha’s voice in her head since Marcel had activated his recaller. He’d be wondering where she was, why he couldn’t reach her. She only hoped he would be distracted tonight, with Dr. Shrader’s awakening.


  They took an elevator up to the fiftieth floor and meandered between thousands of peach trees in bloom, the air sweet with the smell of fruits, the stars in the Granville dusk as enchanting as Gwen remembered from her last visit to the city. They passed through an enclosed glass corridor, and a grower bot labeled REGINALD, complete with overalls that smelled like soft leather, approached.


  “Aha, I’ve sent messages to other bots in the farm. None have seen or heard from Eirenne or Dion,” Reginald said.


  “They must still be at the cavern,” Maggie said.


  “I’m getting no response through Marstone,” Marcel said. “We’ll wait in the farm for them. Please prepare the guest rooms.”


  Gwen, Marcel, and Juvelle crossed rows of corn, pear trees, raspberry bushes, vineyards, tomatoes, broccoli, and other synthetic fruits and vegetables, all surrounded by green lighting. Gwen took it all in, the textured ground beneath her feet, the fragrant breeze, and she pondered a future in Vivo.


  “Would you stay here with me?” she said. “Hidden away, if you had to?”


  “Sweet sister, we won’t have to hide,” Marcel said. “We’ll work this out with the ministry, and afterward you and I can return to Palaestra, where a champion belongs, where I belong …”


  Gwen nodded and peered up to the stars as twilight turned to night. She shivered. A voice whispered in her mind.


  You’ve been a bad little violin.


  Gwen staggered.


  Wasn’t Antosha in Faraway Hall? Wasn’t he in the middle of the Regenesis procedure?


  “What’s wrong?” Marcel said.


  “Nothing.”


  “You’ve been staring at the crops and the sky, not answering me or Juvelle, and you look like you did in Luxor, white as the sands.”


  “I’m sorry, Marcel, I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry I dragged you on this trip, especially—”


  “You can’t keep beating yourself up.”


  “Is your recaller working?” She spied it in a slit on his utility belt.


  “Never fails.” Marcel lifted it. She put her hand on her chest and exhaled. “Come, sweet sister, join me in the observatory.”


  They crossed a path between corn rows, and Gwen squeezed Marcel’s hand. She looked up, and the blue moon seemed as if it washed down the corn rows, drooping to a face, to Antosha’s face, his obsidian snowflake eyes and a grin she knew well.


  She breathed deeply and shut her eyes.


  Go away, go away, go away, go away.


  When she opened them, she found herself walking not with Marcel, but Antosha.


  “Get your fucking hand off me,” Gwen said. “You’re a liar, you’re a killer.”


  Antosha stepped back, his hands up as if to guard himself. His mouth formed words she couldn’t hear, but his voice in her mind said, You told him! You sniveling, worthless traitor!


  “You can’t hurt him!” Gwen said. “You can’t! Marcel? Where are you? Marcel!”


  The whites of Antosha’s eyes widened. His mouth moved, but all Gwen heard was, What did I tell you would happen if you talked about the Bicentennial?


  “I don’t work with you anymore,” Gwen said.


  Antosha disappeared.


  And Marcel said, “You leave her alone!” He turned and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Do you hear me, you sonofabitch? You get out of her head!”


  A flash of white phosphorescent light overtook Gwen’s vision. When it cleared, Marcel and Juvelle were gone, and she fell into an ocean so distant and empty only sky lay upon the horizon. She thrashed her arms until the water descended into a maelstrom, carrying her down and around, around and down into the Earth, back to Marcel’s family farm. Between the rows and rows of corn, she saw Antosha.


  He moved closer and closer, his hand extended, eyes narrowed.


  Gwen heard shouts. She sprinted.


  She pushed through the cornstalks, still soaked with salt water. The stalks attacked her. She screamed and tripped in the dirt. Clay stuck to her hands.


  Antosha pushed his way through the stalks. He held a knife that reflected the moonlight.


  Gwen scrabbled along the ground. She dashed through the corn, crying and gasping. When she arrived at the clearing near the ledge of the skyscraper farm, she turned.


  Antosha drew closer. He orbited her and called to her and told her something she couldn’t decipher, as if in another language, a message she didn’t want to hear.


  Don’t think like this, Gwen told herself. I was a Harpoon Champion, he can’t hurt me, none of this is real—


  You’re still my violin.


  A fire raged inside Gwen that she hadn’t felt since the exams. She sprinted to Antosha. He swiped her with the knife and slit her arm. She rolled next to him, near the alloy rim. The wind gusted through her gown and hair and cleared the dried the mud upon her skin. She twisted around and searched for Antosha, finally spotting him. She lunged. He swiped at her with the knife, but she grabbed his wrist and twisted it from his grasp. He took her down to the ground, and they rolled over the soil.


  Antosha clutched the knife, rolled atop her, and brought it down like an anvil. She caught him at his wrist. She could smell his reeking breath.


  She spit in his face and flipped him over. The knife flew. She spun and kicked him. Antosha stumbled, lost his balance, and crashed over the side of the photosynthesizing skyscraper, landing at the base over one hundred meters below.


  Gwen crawled near the ledge. Blood streamed down her arm, and the tears mixed with mud on her face and matted hair. She screamed loud enough to wake every grower in Vivo, and indeed, thousands, then millions of lights in the farmhouses upon Vivo’s mountainous farms illuminated.


  She slammed the gardening shovel—not a knife—in the dirt and pulled at the soil and threw it until she puked.


  Gwen wiped her mouth and leaned over the side. Her tears fell like raindrops, which she only wished could heal her Marcel, who lay at the bottom.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Boreas City


   



  Boreas, Underground North


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  The chants ended, as did the drumbeat in Connor’s head. He stood at the hall’s rim. How he got there, he wasn’t sure.


  Easier to block Antosha from here, he thought. He refocused his energy in the ZPF, pushing through Antosha’s field. He was so strong. Connor didn’t know how long he could hold his position. He found his heart was thundering in his chest. But he couldn’t stand down, not now, not until he knew Aera and Nero had obtained the Lorum from the City of Eternal Darkness. Then he’d help his father end the war and restore power where it belonged—with the people of the underground.


  The lights in the hall’s trellis darkened while the stage panels disappeared. Dr. Shrader’s stasis tank rose up on a new platform. Indigo lights shone over the stage, and the applause rumbled like a tide. Antosha scurried around the vertical tank, along with three medical bots.


  In the center hung Dr. Shrader, his arms extended and bent upward at the elbows, his body naked but for his white shorts, one leg slightly bent, the other straight. His eyes were closed, his head tilted down. On either side of the stasis tank, two robotic arms mixed synisms on suspended workbenches. They grabbed one vial and dipped it into liquids, twisted on a rubber stopper, shook the vial, and moved on to the next.


  Antosha dipped under one of the robotic arms and dashed to a phosphorescent-blue circle, center stage. He turned to the audience and raised his arms, then spun around and guided thirty workstations as if he were an orchestra conductor. The workstations formed an oval around the stasis tank, each topped with helixes, renditions of Dr. Shrader, and synisms labeled by name, size, and function.


  The holograms shifted as if timed.


  Connor fortified his field in the quantum universe. Antosha may not enter—


  He felt a sensation, as if electricity ran through his body. After the jolt, Connor found he couldn’t reconnect to the ZPF!


  Antosha must’ve been coordinating the awakening of Dr. Shrader and blocking him simultaneously. Connor watched Antosha onstage, his movements effortless, skillful. How could he manage it, when it took all of Connor’s focus to consciously manipulate the quantum waves in the ZPF? What skills did Antosha have that Father did not, that Connor did not? And what knowledge, if any, had Father withheld from him?


  Antosha adjusted the data and the streams. The holograms disappeared, replaced by a countdown: five, four, three, two, one …


  “Initiate Regenesis!”


  The crowd raved. Connor couldn’t hear himself think.


  The robotic arms latched their tweezers around the stasis tank’s lid, and the crimson bulb at the top glowed green. The lid jumped with a pop and a snap. White smoke puffed from the sides and engulfed the top of the tank, yellowing as it rose. The crowd stood. Shouts of “Bravo!” and “Best I’ve ever seen!” and “Antosha!” filled the hall.


  Connor still couldn’t access the ZPF, much less disrupt Antosha’s field.


  He tried to send a distress signal to Father, Pirro, Verena, Nero, Charlene, and any and all BP who could hear him so they would know he’d lost control in Faraway Hall.


  He had no idea if they heard his message.


  One of the robotic arms positioned a tube near the top of the stasis tank and prepared the synisms—some microscopic, others as large as stones.


  Applause resumed with the light show in the trellis that overhung the hall.


  Antosha stood still, head slightly bowed, while the holograms above the workstations transformed and medical bots scurried to and fro, ensuring the correct trays shifted to the correct locations.


  The robotic arms craned to the sides of the tank. Lasers shot from their tips, through the membrane, ice, and vacuum that surrounded Dr. Shrader.


  Connor’s vision blurred and shifted …


  … A woman, dirty and disheveled, ran through cornstalks and screamed and slammed her arms into a keeper bot before she and the cornstalks and the bot disappeared.


  Connor turned. He stood upon a gray cement slab, the number thirteen in chalky white beneath his bare, frozen feet. Words from the “Song of the Jubilee” washed through his mind: Our scientists searching, sealing, healing Reassortment sorrows.


  Within the seven Granville panels that surrounded the seven walls of Reassortment Hall, Chancellor Masimovian raised his arms. The crowd from the Valley of Masimovian sang and cheered: Giving faith to our tomorrows, when we watch the sun arising. The glass enclosure rose around him so fast he couldn’t react. It stretched up as far as he could see. He pressed his hands against the glass, pounded at it, kicked it until his blood smeared the enclosure. The platform rose, and all he heard now were the shrieks from the pulley system and the puff from the airlocks that opened above him. He gasped and held his breath as the enclosure shot into the maglev tube, through the earth. He reached the surface.


  Sunrise flowed over him upon the Island of Reverie.


  This cannot be, Connor thought. Yet the colorful daybreak swept over his body, along with the cool morning air as the enclosure descended around him.


  Leaves and flowers and bushes spread around him. He looked up at the true sky for the first time. He moved his arms and legs, trying not to breathe. He knew Reassortment would consume him, same as it had his older brother Hans.


  He let out his breath and took in measured sips, awaiting certain death. But then, this was an illusion, it had to be—the island, his bare feet, his shirtless body, the “Song of the Jubilee,” the trees, the leaves, all projected into his mind.


  He fought with his mind, expanding his consciousness in the ZPF.


  He gasped …


  … And now Connor felt the fabric of his chandler garb, back inside the confines of Faraway Hall, though he stood beneath the chancellor’s booth, on the opposite side from where he’d originally entered. Janzers roamed everywhere. He ignored them and turned to the stage, to Antosha, who still stood in the phosphorescent circle, facing the audience.


  Connor tried to access the ZPF and could not. He was still blocked.


  The audience went silent and leaned forward. Whispers floated over the hall.


  INCISIONS COMPLETE hovered above the workstations. Two alloy rods with heated tips flowed through the newly created holes and curled underneath Dr. Shrader’s extended arms.


  INITIATE MELTING SEQUENCE rotated above the workstations, and an X-ray view of Dr. Shrader appeared. The grid above the stasis tank flashed, and a wave of heat swept through the hall, followed by frosty winds.


  The frozen matter that surrounded Dr. Shrader melted and circled through the drains beneath him. The rubber simultaneously inflated along the alloy rods and wrapped around his arms as if they were tendrils holding his lifeless body.


  The bots eased Dr. Shrader to the ground. Overhead, the stasis tank opened, and synisms swarmed him.


  A golden mist surrounded the tank. Blue pulses radiated on the robotic arms that operated overhead as they dipped and flipped and released synisms on Antosha’s command.


  Synisms engulfed Dr. Kole Shrader’s body completely.


  Antosha raised his arms above his head.


  “We’re moving to full regeneration!”


  The audience stirred again, their voices like a seismic event through the earth.


  The synisms that covered Dr. Shrader shifted from indigo to yellow to red, then fell, lifeless, to the tank’s bottom. Robotic arms dropped another batch that spun over him.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Antosha said, “Kole Shrader has a pulse!”


  Connor couldn’t hear anything.


  Antosha manipulated the dials above the workstations, and another wave of synisms dropped over Dr. Shrader.


  This batch fluttered alloy wings like thousands of butterflies glittering in the bright electric-like hues from the robotic arms.


  The golden mist above Dr. Shrader cleared, and the lights over his stasis tank turned white. He lay curled on the ground, his white shorts soaked, one arm over the other, eyes closed, mouth narrow, chest lifting and falling.


  Antosha ordered the medical bots to secure Dr. Shrader to a legless suspended gurney. They attached tubes, wires, needles, and straps to his body, and Dr. Shrader’s beating heart overtook the workstations. The crowd’s pitch turned frantic:


   



  
    ANTOSHA! ANTOSHA! ANTOSHA!

  


   



  Connor found himself mesmerized with the rest of the crowd but snapped out of his malaise, as he knew he’d overstayed his welcome in Boreas. He fled under rainbows of champagne and through a wave of noise. His head throbbed again with a drumbeat pounding through the ZPF …


  … And now he dashed over the soil, between pine trees, the roar of the crowd replaced by the serenity of a stream, as smooth as pearls, with rocks that glimmered under the morning sun.


  Something pinched in his neck.


  A twitch spread from his back to his arms.


  Connor ran faster than a hare, feeling relief in movement. The trees passed in his peripheral vision. The drumbeat pounded in his mind.


  He arrived at a field full of wildflowers and took high steps through it, then crossed another stream, still sprinting. Figures waited on the field’s far end, distant but moving in, closer and closer.


  Janzers.


  Connor dashed away from them, but the pain in his neck had moved along his spine like lye dripping through his body. He gasped, wheezed, and coughed. He stopped running and puked.


  A full Janzer division surrounded Connor. When he looked up at them, he understood he was still in Boreas City, near Faraway Hall, paralyzed by a Reassortment baton strike, his wrists cuffed, a Converse Collar around his neck.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Nero Silvana


  Inaccessible Region


   



  Underground West


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Whether it was fear or courage that drove him through the misty, lightless tunnels outside the City of Eternal Darkness, Nero didn’t know; but he did fear death, and he kept running hour after hour, though he thought he would collapse. Aera prodded him as she had in the Palaestran sewers, through the labyrinth, through the damaged territory with what seemed endless tributaries of hollowed, heated stone.


  The Janzers pursued, but Aera seemed to know their movements. She shifted to a new tunnel whenever one emerged. By now, Nero feared the burn in his body more than the Janzers. Lactic acid took hold of his muscles and wouldn’t let go.


  He struggled to keep pace.


  Aera spun her boot through a Janzer’s visor, and Nero slung a shuriken into another. They shifted to another tunnel. The Janzers couldn’t execute their elliptical attack formations in these narrow passages, which extended for hundreds of kilometers through the Western Inaccessible Region. Aera broke them down easier than she could in either Permutation Crypt or the City of Eternal Darkness. From time to time, Nero heard her flip and scream, along with the sound of her diamond sword swinging.


  Now she kicked a Janzer into Nero. He broke its wrist and spun it to the ground, then thrust his sword into its head.


  His arms burned from exhaustion.


  Another Janzer spun around him.


  “Down!” Aera said.


  Nero dropped. She cartwheeled over him, roundhouse-kicked the approaching Janzer, and slung three shuriken into the next wave.


  They switched tunnels.


  On and on they traveled. When Nero couldn’t rise on his own, Aera helped him to his feet. They turned left, and left, and left and climbed a limestone cliff. Nero couldn’t tell how much farther the rock face ascended, but finally he froze, unable to move.


  Did she not tire? Nero pondered. Did she not sleep?


  Aera injected sustenance synisms and uficilin into the synsuit receiver near his forearm. He felt a surge of energy and hope. He found his way to the crest, where he crawled with Aera through a tunnel as hot as magma, which smelled like burning coal. He crawled and crawled, pushing his diamond-gloved hands to the limestone. They turned right, right, and right again, then dropped into a tunnel, as dark as the rest, but this one smelled of moss and musk.


  Aera kicked through an alloy grill that opened to a wider tunnel, where fiery bioluminescence streaked down the walls.


  Perspiration condensed on Nero’s visor. The air was suffocating, as hot as the Naturan spas but without the pleasure. Blasts from pulse rifles crisscrossed ahead, and Aera slid against the wall. She guided Nero to a new set of passages, narrower than the rest. They turned and twisted left, right, and up around a spiral limestone cave.


  Nero felt dizzy. How did she know the way? How could she remember?


  “Nero!”


  He had dropped to his knees and smashed into the limestone wall, where he lay shivering. He couldn’t feel his hands or feet.


  “You’re exhausted.”


  She lifted his visor and forced him to his feet, half-conscious. She seemed like a shadow to him when she injected the sustenance synisms and uficilin into his receiver. He awakened as if from a nightmare. Aera slung his arm over her shoulder and forced him through a limestone tunnel surrounded by silver-blue bioluminescence. She slashed at a set of chains that hung against the rock. An alloy grill broke loose, allowing their passage.


  “Where’re you leading us?” Nero said, finding his voice.


  The air felt cooler here and smelled like the ocean.


  “Here,” she said. “Slide with me.”


  A waterfall rolled down the limestone, alive with lavender bioluminescence. Nero lifted his visor, then reached out with his hands and threw the water over his face, savoring the cold. He wished he could drink it, for his mouth was as dry as the Earth’s core.


  They flew down the sinuous, stony slide to an underground lake. Aera squealed with delight along the way. Nero heard the unmistakable hum from a transport.


  “Is it truly over?” Nero heard himself say.


  It was only when he opened the entrance and Aera helped Nero inside that he believed. Brody, I’m coming for you next.


  The transport traveled through the supply tunnels in the Western Inaccessible Region. Nero was only half-conscious when the Janzers found them, but he felt the transport rattle and shake so violently he was convinced the hull would disintegrate. Then his head sank forward, and he remembered nothing for a blissful respite.


  The transport lurched to a halt, waking Nero.


  “Get out!” Aera said.


  He stumbled from the transport into a glowworm cave filled with lime-green bioluminescence upon the stalactites and the stalagmites. Aera and Pirro, who also wore a synsuit, took cover next to a shallow teal pond and Nero followed. He looked back as a wire flashed through the air and struck the transport. The launcher sent its pulse to it. When it ignited, Nero feared the explosion would destroy the cave.


  He heard a whisper. I see you, traitor.


  Antosha’s voice again.


  I’d say I hope the Janzers and the journey in the West didn’t tire you too much … but then … then I’d be lying …


  A silhouette emerged from the dust and debris near the transport. It had humanoid facial features—citrine eye slit and the widest grin Nero ever saw upon a bot. Orbs covered with diamond spikes rotated around it, casting midnight-blue phosphorescence over the Protector Prototype. One of the orbs struck Pirro and sent him into the stalagmites on the pond’s far side.


  Aera screamed and charged.


  “No,” Nero said, “don’t!”


  One of the orbs sailed so fast that Aera couldn’t elude it. It knocked her through a limestone wall.


  The orbs flew back into the Protector, rotating around it like moons. It moved purposefully, its bright gaze fixed upon Nero.


  He backpedaled stride for stride with the Protector as it advanced.


  An orb flew at him. He fell over, rolled, and backflipped. Another orb passed under him, and he darted to a limestone column, where he hid.


  Orbs flew at him, high and low, left and right. He slipped to another column, thicker than the last.


  The stones rustled. Nero glimpsed Aera rise from the limestone debris.


  She distracted the Protector’s attention long enough for Nero to attack. He swiveled and flipped sideways to elude the orbs. One passed between his knees, one just missed his head, and a third grazed his side when he spun and kicked the Protector’s legs from under it. The orbs lost their way as the Protector faltered.


  It recovered its footing, as fast as a striker, far swifter than the Protector Prototypes that Nero knew. It drew a diamond sword and met Nero’s. The sparks mixed with the Protector’s citrine phosphorescence and the cave’s lime bioluminescence.


  Aera swung into the Protector’s side, tackled it, and stabbed it in the head with her sword, but then she screamed and flew onto her back as if she’d been electrically charged.


  The Protector pulled the sword from its alloy head and the hole closed, healing as if by uficilin. It drew up its robotic leg and kicked Aera so far into the stalagmite jungle that Nero thought for sure this time she’d perished.


  Instead, Aera lifted off the ground and spun back toward them. The Protector extended its arms, and the orbs returned to it. The bot spun and kicked and swung its arms as if it were a Hammerton Hall performer. The orbs disappeared into the geothermal mist and glowworm light, then returned with lethal momentum.


  Nero ducked as one skirted his head.


  He moved to attack, but the muscle fatigue was returning, slowing him. An orb tripped him. He barely recovered before it smashed to the ground where his head had lain.


  Aera swiveled to her sword and picked it up, swiftly enough, but she seemed hindered by lethargy for the first time.


  She spun and slashed her sword into the Protector’s neck, a move she’d used to slay so many Janzers over the last few hours that Nero had lost count.


  The Protector pinched the sword between its fingers. Its metallic lips lifted. An orb smashed her hand, shattering her synsuit at her wrist. She fell and gasped and bled. Another orb smashed her to the ground, and she squirmed in a way Nero had never seen.


  He moved in, twisting through the mist, focused upon his target, but an orb struck the base of his back. He wailed and fell. Before he could reach the uficilin, another orb smashed into his shoulder.


  Nero rolled along the ground.


  Spiked orbs now rotated and smashed Aera and Nero from either side, like comets upon planets, knocking them back and forth. Nero couldn’t see any longer. Blood streamed down his head and over his face. He lifted what was left of his visor, unable to breathe, taking what he presumed were his final gasps.


  Forgive me, Brody … Verena …


  Nero inhaled the taste of dust and blood. He glimpsed Antosha Zereoue’s face, grinning, until he disappeared, replaced by the bottom of the Protector’s foot.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Harpoon VR


   



  Ceres


   



   



  Oriana followed Nathan, who led his team from rover to rover, dune to dune, taking cover behind the debris.


  Oriana peeked at the towers from behind a tire. The shadows’ rifles glistened in the windows, though from her angle, Oriana couldn’t get a good count, or a good shot. Her throat burned. They’d need sustenance soon.


  “We’ve gone a long way,” Nathan said, “at least five kilometers, and we still have several to go.”


  “Right,” Oriana said, “and we’ll need a canteen, but not so much that we cramp.” She still remembered what had happened to her during the frigid maze with Pasha early in her development.


  Nathan agreed. He popped the lid. It hissed, and he extended three intravenous tubes, one for each of them. Oriana inserted the needle at the receiver on her arm. She felt a pinch from her synsuit when it allowed the needle to pass into her vein. The icy liquid moved through her body, around her shoulder, spreading from cell to cell. The canteen beeped. They rested.


  They continued along the barren Cererian landscape and snaked their way to the towers. Day turned to twilight, the white light from the sun disappearing over the horizon. The air chilled quickly on Ceres. The fading light mixed with particles that hung in the air, like insects lost in space and time, clouding their view.


  “We have cover of twilight,” Nathan said, “and soon we’ll have night on our side.”


  They dashed from rover to rover. Nathan stopped behind one that had been overturned and ripped open from collisions. He put up his hand. “This is good.”


  Oriana set up the pulse rifle atop a flattened tire and scanned the towers through its scope. Her visibility was better than it would be for the shadows, who faced west, into the sunset. She blew the air from her lungs, then closed her eyes. Opening them slowly, she caught a shadow in her sight, its pulse rifle upon its shoulder. She pulled the trigger. The pulse blast sped into the shadow, and it fell out of the broken window. Its comrades returned fire. Oriana, Nathan, and Duccio took cover.


  The salvos ended.


  “They’re reloading,” Oriana said.


  “This is our chance,” Duccio said. “All three of us are Champions of the Harpoons.” He nodded to Oriana the same way he did to Nathan. Was this the Duccio Nathan knew? Oriana wondered. Was he finally treating her like a person?


  “Yes,” Nathan said. “Let’s go.”


  The team advanced with stealth and speed through the cover of dusk. Near the entrance lay a shadow’s corpse, its blood spilled on the Cererian surface.


  Oriana moved closer.


  “What’re you doing?” Nathan said.


  She didn’t know. All she knew was that she was drawn to the shadow and she was going to touch it and she—


  “Get out of there!” Duccio said.


  Pulse blasts landed all around Oriana. She slid behind a shivering carbyne plate.


  The pulses rang loud as Duccio and Nathan scrabbled to Oriana’s position.


  “I can make it,” Duccio said. “Once I’m in, I can take them out.”


  “Not yet!” Nathan said. He grasped Oriana’s shoulder and spun her to him. “What was that?”


  “I don’t know. It’s like the shadows entered my consciousness and … I felt their pain.” She paused. “I don’t think we’re supposed to kill them.”


  “How many are left?”


  “Couldn’t count them all. Fifty levels up, third tower from the center on either side, twenty levels up in each tower.”


  “I can make it to the entrance,” Duccio said.


  “Not yet,” Nathan repeated.


  Duccio rose and took off, sprinting.


  Oriana exchanged a wide-eyed look with Nathan.


  Duccio was running toward the central tower when a pulse blast sheared through his helmet. His brain splattered. He fluttered to the icy ground.


  Lifeless and defunct, Duccio Serretta had returned to Peanowera Hall.


  “Damn it,” Nathan said, “I told him.” He pounded the ground over and over. “I told him!”


  Oddly, Oriana felt some sympathy for Duccio. “I’m sorry, Nathan.”


  Finding a fractured piece of carbyne plating, she gripped it by a hook on the side. She motioned her head to the towers. “On the count of three.”


  Nathan took position in front and they knelt.


  “One … two … three!”


  They vaulted forward and sprinted across the rugged ground. Oriana watched for impact craters and debris, even as pulses clapped all around them, striking their carbyne shield.


  They reached the blown-apart entrance to the central tower and slipped inside. White phosphorescent light lined the alloyed corridor. Black orbs glistened and spun in the ceiling. Tiny bulbs provided light along the dark floor. Incoherent messages flickered on digital screens along the walls. Except for the fizzing sounds emanating from the floor vents, there was no sign of life. Oriana had presumed that with millions of downed rovers surrounding the towers, furious battles for position inside would be ongoing. Where had all the candidates gone? Did the shadows take them out? Did Pasha make it?


  “We’re in the right spot,” Nathan said.


  “What?”


  “Come here.” He telepathically manipulated a holographic crosscut of many parts of the facility. It showed a set of trapped candidates banging on the walls of a red and silver elliptical hallway as the water rose to their waists. Candidates in another corridor scurried here and there as pulse blasts shot around them. Still more climbed a chamber with ladders that led up to circular hatches.


  Oriana’s eyes followed a gray and green hallway that led to a water tank; a row of tables with holographic globes displaying Ceres and Earth; steps leading to several doors with yellow lettering that said MACHINE DECK, LIVING QUARTERS, WATER RECEPTACLES; and a bridge lined with green phosphorescent light.


  “Stop, there!” Oriana engaged the controls with her mind, zooming. The lettering read AQUA LEVEL. “That’s him.”


  “That’s who?”


  “Pasha.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “I just know.”


  “He isn’t on your team, not here—”


  “He’s always on my team.”


  Oriana requested a map of the mine, but before she could access it, a pulse blast pounded the corridor. She and Nathan took cover behind a column. They drew their pulse guns. Oriana heard footsteps and incomprehensible chatter.


  Shadows, she mouthed to Nathan.


  Nathan pulled a pulse grenade from his belt, flicked the clip, and threw it toward the invaders, close but not close enough to harm them. He grabbed Oriana and threw her. There were mutterings of confusion, then the blast.


  An alarm belched, and the lights flashed orange. Nathan lifted Oriana, and they dashed down the corridor to a transparent elevator. Neon lettering illuminated the sealed entrance:


   



  
    PYRAMID PATTERN

  


  
    1 x 1

  


  
    11 x 11

  


  
    111 x 111

  


  
    1,111 x 1,111

  


  
    11,111 x 11,111

  


  
    For how many steps is the number pyramid produced by these products valid?

  


   



  Oriana extended her consciousness and conducted the calculations.


  “Watch out!” Nathan pushed her and she flew. He leaned back as a pulse shot between them and smashed against the elevator. “I got this! Cover me!”


  Oriana took position behind a column in the corridor and held the pulse rifle to her shoulder. She set her sight on the roaming shadows and pulled the trigger over and over. She contained them with her blasts but didn’t kill them.


  More and more shadows zigzagged through the corridor and behind the pillars. Soon they’d be too close for pulse weaponry.


  “Hurry, Nathan.”


  “I have it,” he said. He projected his answer, nine, and the cylindrical door rotated open. Oriana and Nathan dove in. Pulses smashed the wall above. Nathan pulled Oriana to him, and she ordered the door to close. The shadows pounded their fists and shoulders against the transparent door.


  She and Nathan descended, safe, away from the shadows.


  “You can let me go now,” Oriana said.


  He held her tight.


  “Nathan, get off me.”


  His distant eyes returned, and he unwound his arms from her. He rolled over and stood with Oriana in the transparent elevator. Layer after layer of ice flew past them.


  The elevator stopped, and the door swiveled open to reveal a hangar. Rows of polished carbyne vessels rested on oval platforms lined with neon violet light. Each vessel looked like an enclosed canoe, curving to a beaked point at either end.


  “What do you suppose they are?” Nathan said.


  “They’re submarines.”


  There were no candidates or shadows in sight. Oriana heard a faint ticking, like that of a clock counting down. Nathan followed the tracks beneath one of the submarines to a system of transparent dams separating the hangar from an underground sea on the other side. Poles protruded through the water, glowing red.


  “Those poles melt the ice,” Oriana said. “This must be how they mined the water.”


  Nathan moved back to the submarine, rubbed one of its beaks, and examined a panel on the side, while Oriana inspected the digital displays against the wall. She accessed the controls and requested a holographic rendition of the mine. Instead, she looked upon a chessboard that swiveled up and down.


   



  
    You will have access to the map if, and only if, you discover the values of n for which an n x n chessboard with two missing squares of opposite colors can be tiled with 2 x 1 dominoes.

  


   



  Oriana extended her consciousness, but before she could work through a solution, she heard a voice in her mind.


  You’re going the wrong way!


  She started, turning her head. She didn’t see anyone else in the room. Nathan appeared to be solving another enigma at the submarine. The voice wasn’t Pasha’s or Nathan’s. She didn’t know whom it belonged to. Assuming it could be another candidate attempting to throw her off, she refocused and sent her answer to the holographic enigma: A solution exists if, and only if, n is even.


  A globe formed. Ceres, with its thin atmosphere, hung in the void. Oriana zoomed to the group of towers labeled CHRONOS-1 ENTRY; she zoomed in to the towers and the interior, to the AQUA SECTOR. She moved through the underground sea, down to the AMALGAM SECTOR.


  Did you make it?


  This was Pasha’s voice, for sure. She turned away from the glowing globe and grinned. He was talking to her again, and he was still in the Harpoons! This meant they could still have a top-tier performance, together. And nullify the Warning …


  I’m in the Aqua Sector, she sent. Where’re you?


  Trapped in the Amalgam Sector. Falcon has enlisted other teams. I don’t know how or why they’re helping him but they are. My team didn’t make it during the melee in the maze. I’m outnumbered and outgunned.


  How do I get there?


  Access the submarines. There’s a mapping system. It isn’t difficult to navigate or operate, but it’s dark beyond the dam. Find the Amalgam Gates and the tunnel that leads to the Amalgam Sector.


  Got it.


  And, O, watch out for …


  Watch out for what? Pasha? What do I need to watch?


  She startled when Nathan said, “Did you find him?”


  “I know where we have to go.”


  Nathan connected to one of the submarines and requested its transparent hatch to open. The hatch shimmered orange, pushed out from the center, and slid down the beak. Nathan and Oriana sat back to back in the seats. The hatch spun over the top, and the submarine rotated. She heard a loud beeping noise. The dam opened, and the submarine glided through it into a vacuum. The dam closed, and the alloy ground and turned. Water rushed in, lifting them. When the wall ahead of them opened from the center, water bubbled and curdled over the submarine and they plunged into the underground sea.


  They cleared the heated alloy rods, and the sea darkened. Nathan telepathically requested lights. A white headlight paved their way in the darkness, along their journey to the dwarf planet’s core.


  Oriana requested navigation to the Amalgam Gates. The sub swooped down at a forty-five-degree angle and turned.


  “Something rubbed over us,” Nathan said.


  “I don’t pick up anything on sonar.”


  “It happened again!” Nathan said. “Didn’t you feel that? Didn’t you see?”


  Oriana didn’t. She turned, looking at Nathan’s back from the corners of her eyes. Between his lost expression in the elevator and desperate voice presently, she wondered if he was losing his nerve.


  You have to get out of there, now!


  This was a deep voice, a man’s voice, not Pasha’s but the other she’d heard before. Now Oriana pondered her own doors of perception, and she hypothesized what the critical-reasoning session represented, what Ceres represented, and the historical consequences for Homo transition and synbio research, the research her parents had conducted in the RDD. What would she be if humanity hadn’t developed synbio? What would Beimeni do if it couldn’t grow all the organic and inorganic substances it needed for its survival?


  In this instant, within the depths of Ceres, Oriana understood the purpose of the second session of the Harpoons: to force the new adults of the Great Commonwealth to understand how precarious, how opportunistic, how humble was humanity’s role within the biosphere, for even in Beimeni, where nearly anything one could imagine could be made real, limitations existed.


  She thought about the commonwealth’s expansion, that for all the grand exploits of the Beimenian people, they were hindered by adjustments and changes within the crust. Collapses still occurred, as they had in the West.


  The submarine drifted farther into the dark. Oriana found herself thinking about Nyx, the destroyed territory. Had the Earth decided Angeles didn’t belong to man?


  “Oriana?” Nathan said.


  And this reasoning, of course, led her to Reassortment, for everything in the life of a Beimenian led to Reassortment. Was the organism truly man’s creation? Or was it, in fact, the Earth’s way of taking back the surface?


  “Oriana!”


  “Stay focused on the task,” she said.


  “You’re telling me? Have you heard nothing I’ve been saying?”


  Oriana shrugged.


  “How do you know we need to go to the gates?”


  “I just know.”


  “We’ll have less than an hour to find the scientists and escape, and we don’t know what happened in the Amalgam Sector. We don’t even know if the scientists are still alive!”


  “Trust me.”


  The submarine hovered over a water lock that spiraled open. As the maelstrom formed, the sub sank into a massive tube and landed lightly at the base. The lock lid closed, and water slid off the submarine. Oriana ordered the hatch to release. She unlatched, lifted herself out, and followed Nathan to a golden crescent-shaped door. He found a digital panel and accessed it.


  “Ready?” he said and drew his pulse gun.


  She nodded.


  Nathan telepathically activated the door, and it swung open. He slid to the side of the crescent, where the rounded edge provided him cover. He held his pulse gun with two hands as he scanned the area.


  “What do you see?” Oriana said.


  “Waterfalls and a reservoir with five carbyne suspension bridges. The bridges meet in the center at a disk. I detect no threats.”


  “I’m going in.”


  She spun into the cavern.


  Water streamed in sheets over stone layered with multicolored bioluminescent fungus.


  “A bridge is missing,” Oriana said.


  A sphere was illuminated at the disk. A calico cat swung its tail, purred, and yowled. It strutted in a circle and disappeared. In its place, a riddle formed:


   



  
    In how many ways can the palindrome

  


  
    WAS IT A CAT I SAW

  


  
    be read in the diamond-shaped arrangement you now view.
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    You may start at any W and go in any direction on each step—up, down, left, or right—through adjacent letters.

  


  
    The same letter can be used more than once in the same sequence.

  


  
    Three chances to reach the correct answer, and only a correct answer will extend the bridge.

  


   



  I am a champion, Oriana thought. She extended her consciousness and rearranged the diamond and letters.


  A flash and a splash in the water drew her attention.


  What was the source of the disturbances? Not the waterfalls.


  “What’re you doing?” Nathan said.


  Oriana didn’t respond, for she found herself mesmerized by the water as it broke and rippled, as if stones dropped from above.


  She looked up but nothing fell. The water glowed with white-blue light, generated by what, she did not know.


  “I think I solved it,” Nathan said.


  The chains jangled on one of the bridges.


  “I solved it.”


  The sphere glowed maroon.


  “Damn it!”


  Oriana gasped.


  “Nathan?” she whispered, tapping his torso. “You have to turn around, now.”


  “Hold on, I’m there, a few more simulations and I’ll have it—”


  “Nathan! Turn around!”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Harpoon VR


   



  Ceres


   



   



  Nathan turned.


  “Holy shit.” He drew his pulse gun. “What do we do?”


  Oriana couldn’t decide whether the chains and splashing water and light and eyes were real.


  No, she told herself, too many pairs of eyes.


  Then better judgment prevailed, and she drew her pulse gun.


  The chains that held the bridges to the stone above shook, and the bridges swayed. She looked upon rows and rows of eyes—rusty, leaking eyes on cephalopods whose tentacles shimmered with blue-white bioluminescence and whose teeth, half as long as a pulse gun, dripped with yellow saliva.


  Pasha, we’re on the carbyne disk!


  No response.


  We’re surrounded by cephalopods, what’d we do? How’d you survive?


  No response.


  She thought about asking him for the solution to the palindrome, but that would break Harpoon rules.


  “How could complex life exist down here?” Nathan said.


  “Maybe it couldn’t. Might be a special treat just for the Harpoons,” she said. “The Summersets told us to be prepared for anything.”


  One of the cephalopods twirled its tentacles around the bridge ahead, swung atop, and slithered across. The chains clanked, and the bridges swayed again. The cephalopod bobbed, slid, glided, and narrowed its eyes. It swung its tentacles and left a transparent fluid along the carbyne.


  The cephalopods hissed, a sound that passed from one to the next to the next.


  They’re communicating, Oriana thought.


  They blinked and scraped their tentacles across the water. They splashed as if in a rally call—or a chow call.


  Oriana fired upon the nearest cephalopod, and the pulse blast detonated in what she believed was its skull. Its tentacles unwrapped from the bridge. The chain and what remained of its body splashed into the reservoir.


  “Cover me,” Oriana said, “I’ll finish the palindrome.”


  Oriana engaged her mind with the puzzle while Nathan took out the cephalopods with his pulse bursts.


  He ran down one of the bridges to draw their attention away from her.


  He took out one, two, three, four cephalopods, but more and more tentacles maneuvered over the chains, beneath the bridges, and around the center disk.


  The bridge he stood on jolted from the collapsing chains. He ran back to the center disk and took out two more cephalopods.


  “Oriana!” he screamed.


  “Almost there—”


  The diamond of letters shifted rapidly, Ms and Ss and Is and Cs moving in triangle shapes as Oriana worked through the solution.


  The sphere glowed maroon.


  Crank.


  A tentacle broke through the diamond lettering and smashed Nathan into Oriana. They lost their pulse guns in the reservoir. They flipped to their feet together and drew their swords.
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  Oriana slashed the tentacles that attacked on her right. She turned left and stabbed a cephalopod between its yellow eyes, swung the sword clean through, and spun into another, then another.


  “There’re too many!” she said, while thinking about the palindrome.


  Nathan sliced through a tentacle that wrapped around his ankle. The cephalopod hissed louder than any other, opened its mouth, and flicked what Oriana could only guess was its tongue. It moved closer. Nathan spun and cut it in half.


  “It’s sixty-three thousand five hundred four!” she said.


  She moved closer to the palindrome and transmitted the solution.


  The sphere and diamond lettering glowed green, and a new bridge extended between two waterfalls. Neither Nathan nor Oriana noticed the slender tentacle that spiraled up her leg. With a whoosh and a splash, she found herself underwater, her sword still in hand, her body engulfed by cephalopod feelers. The suction cups kissed her helmet. And the strands, the hair! As full as a thicket, the sparkling bioluminescent tips swished around her, searched, and, she assumed, sought entry to her body.


  A cephalopod lunged out of the water and opened its mouth wide, its teeth sharp like daggers. Nathan flung a pulse grenade into its mouth as it chomped down. The grenade exploded, slinging a deluge of red, yellow, and green guts over Oriana’s helmet.


  More tentacles wrapped around her and pulled her under.


  She shouted and, with all her strength, twisted her sword through the tentacles. She spun through them, pumped her legs, found a chain in the reservoir, and pulled herself to the bridge.


  The water slipped off her synsuit and helmet and blurred her vision, long enough for another tentacle to rap her face. She fell across the bridge, rolled, and spun to her feet. Another tentacle clapped across her chest, throwing her backward as easy as dust. Another slammed into her back, and she cried out.


  She dug deep, deeper than she ever had before to find the strength to rise and evade the slippery limbs that swung all around her. Nathan bellowed as a cephalopod wrapped around him, chomping, hissing, spitting. Oriana charged and slashed its head. It fell off the side of the bridge.


  “You all right?” she said.


  Nathan nodded. They dashed down the newly extended bridge and jumped onto the ladder built into the stone, while cephalopod feelers squirmed around them.


  Oriana had climbed all the way to the top when white lights burst over her. She shielded her eyes with her forearm. When her vision adjusted, she could see the rim of a plastic tunnel.


  “Gods,” Nathan said, “I can’t see a thing.”


  “Give it a few seconds,” Oriana said.


  “We have less than thirty minutes.”


  They ran for what Oriana guessed was several kilometers until they arrived at a darkened cavern with an island in the center, surrounded by what seemed like a bottomless pit. She and Nathan craned their heads over the side.


  Below, an alloy bridge stretched across the pit.


  “Look,” Oriana said, “a ladder.”


  They climbed down the ladder to a path, which led to another tunnel. On the opposite side, beyond a maze of mining equipment, hung holographic lettering:


   



  
    AMALGAM SECTOR

  


   



  “This is it,” Oriana said.


  Pasha, where are you?


  “This is what?” Nathan said.


  Oriana didn’t answer him. A voice in her mind said, He’s there. It was a man’s voice, similar to before, more disturbing to her presently. She turned back to the red and violet tunnel. No, not there, the other way. She turned toward a circle of robotic arms on the other side, where the AMALGAM SECTOR sign hung. There …


  She debated whether the voice might be her own, a part of her subconscious, influenced by the Cererian core. Or was this a message from another candidate, leading her and Nathan into a trap?


  “What do you think?” Oriana said. “Which tunnel?”


  Nathan leaned against the stone wall, regaining his breath. “I think we’re too far from the scientists with too little time. We’ll never get them out, not now, but it doesn’t seem as if anyone else will either.”


  “That wasn’t what I asked.” For reasons Oriana did not understand, her discomfort melted from her and she said, “This way,” and headed toward the Amalgam Sector sign.


  Nathan sprinted with her down the corridor. They turned left and right and climbed ladder after ladder. When they neared what seemed like an opening, they slowed. The mineral walls glistened sea blue. The Eastern Hegemony scientists stood behind a glass enclosure high above.


  “That’s far enough.”


  Oriana recognized the voice, even as the person’s likeness blurred in her peripheral vision, near a slew of robotic arms and wires.


  Oriana turned and drew her pulse gun.


  Falcon Torres held a pulse gun to Pasha’s helmet.


  Ursula Dearborne, Gaia, and other candidates Oriana recognized from the night in the café, the boy with the skulls on his arms among them, emerged as well.


  “Take them out,” Ursula said.


  “One more step and I win—” Oriana said.


  “Not another word!” Gaia said.


  Oriana flinched, less from Gaia’s message than from her tone, a combination of hatred and hopelessness that ran contrary to the Gaia she knew earlier in development. She used her mind-body-cosmos interface to control her emotions, the way the lady and lord had taught her.


  She turned to Falcon, studying his stance, his essence in the ZPF, and his grip on Pasha. He must fear her, she assumed, or Pasha would already be dead.


  Then she wondered why, if his team had discovered the scientists, they would delay so as to allow her an opportunity. Why didn’t they end the critical-reasoning portion victorious, Falcon an obvious champion? What were they waiting for?


  Then she glanced to the base of the glass enclosure that trapped the scientists, where a holographic rendition comprised of fourteen different shapes and colors rotated. It looked like complex origami. What did it mean? What enigma could elude House Variscan candidates?


  Kill them.


  The voice echoed in Oriana’s head. Her heart raced.


  “Oh look,” Ursula said, “the coward from the first day of classes is back.” She sashayed to Oriana.


  “One more step and I send you and your friends back to the halls,” Nathan said.


  Ursula raised another pulse gun, now with Oriana and Nathan in her sights.


  Kill them.


  “It appears we’re at an impasse,” Oriana said as she tried to ignore the voice inside her head. “You can’t solve the final riddle, and therefore you cannot be true Harpoon Champions—”


  “You’re a pathetic, desperate excuse for a Harpoon candidate,” Falcon said, “but that doesn’t mean I’ll make it easy on you.” He shifted his pulse gun toward her.


  Pasha ripped at Falcon’s arm, and the pulses bounced off the icy stalactites above. Shattered bits rained over them.


  Oriana roundhouse kicked the pulse guns out of Ursula’s hands.


  Nathan rolled and fired upon Falcon’s posse, sending two of them back to the halls. Gaia sent a pulse through Nathan’s head.


  Kill them.


  Oriana caught Nathan in her arms. His essence in the Harpoon VR disintegrated.


  Ursula guffawed.


  Kill them.


  Oriana holstered her pulse gun and held her sword with one hand, pointing it at Ursula and Gaia. They fired pulse after pulse, but Oriana deflected the blasts with her blade, like the First Aera. She sprinted to them.


  Ursula’s eyes widened when Oriana lunged, spun, and decapitated her, along with Gaia.


  Kill them.


  Oriana knelt on the ground.


  The bodies smacked near her and disappeared.


  She vaulted for Falcon, who still held his pulse gun to Pasha’s head.


  Falcon and Pasha breathed heavily, and Falcon threw him to the ground. Pasha knelt. “You’re both traitors,” Falcon said, “just like your father.”


  Kill them.


  Oriana’s head throbbed.


  She aimed her pulse gun and took a step forward. Pasha peered up at her, his eyes pleading.


  “One more move, Barão—”


  Let your brother die, the voice said.


  She let Falcon fire his pulse gun into Pasha’s helmet, and when Falcon aimed his second pulse gun at Oriana, she shot him between the eyes. His blood burst into the helmet, and his lifeless body fluttered atop her twin brother before their bodies illuminated and disappeared.


  She felt like someone shot her through her heart.


  I’m a champion, she thought. She steadied herself. She rushed to the riddle, with its colorful geometric shapes. It looked like Archimedes’ Stomachion. This is why they couldn’t solve it. The Variscan candidates and their posse, who from the first day always had the answers in the Harpoon classes, must’ve searched and searched, without truly observing the world they lived in.


  “This is not a stomachion,” Oriana declared, “and there is no solution. Now, release them.”


  The scientists were freed, and the Harpoons ended.


   



  Harpoon Hamlet


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   



  Oriana brushed her hair, the shades of violet and crimson flowing together. She glanced out the window at the dusty Palaestran hills and the maple trees that shivered with the cool breeze beyond her moonlit balcony. Her lips felt dried and chapped, and she pressed them together. Her heart sang, and the view blurred.


  She closed her eyes, and when she opened them the golden digits on her armlet read 0635. The auction was at 0800.


  Oriana couldn’t focus. What had she done? Had she allowed someone else to influence her reactions during the Harpoons?


  The opaque entrance to her room cleared, filled by Pasha, his dark blue hair parted from the middle and swirled around his ears. He stood with a noticeable droop.


  Oriana didn’t speak. She couldn’t.


  “I came here to tell you that I understand why you did what you did, and I don’t want you to feel pressure about it or think that I’ll hold a grudge against you or hate you.”


  He knew her thoughts the same as she knew his, and so she knew he lied. She turned toward the balcony and imagined herself sprinting over the man-made hills, away from the nightmare of her life, away from her flaws, away from Pasha.


  “Did someone … guide you … did a man speak to you on Ceres?” Oriana said, looking back at him.


  Pasha looked down.


  “He did, didn’t he?” She raised her voice, more than she should, for Marstone was listening. “He spoke to you as well—”


  “O, you spoke to me,” he said. “You were the one who led me to the Amalgam Sector. You told me Falcon Torres held you hostage. You can imagine my surprise when I was ambushed—”


  “No, no. You contacted me, you told me you were outmanned, outgunned, and you gave me instructions to pass through the Aqua Sector, you sent me to the cephalopods.”


  “What cephalopods?” He moved away from her. “O, calm down. Look, I know how you must be feeling right now.”


  She shook her head. “You have to believe me. I tried to contact you, but I couldn’t, I didn’t, not until you told me Falcon’s team had surrounded you—”


  “I was never able to talk to you,” Pasha said. “I was only able to hear you, and you led me to the Variscan candidates.” He lowered his head. “Then you let them kill me so you could win.”


  His words burned worse than any wound. “I’m sorry.” Oriana swallowed; her mouth was so dry. “You have to believe me, I didn’t mean to let it happen, you know I’d never let anyone hurt you here. You know that, don’t you? Don’t you?”


  “I do … believe you.” He still lied, she could see it. “You had no choice. I would’ve done the same … in the end.”


  “We must send a message to the Summersets. They must know someone tampered with the candidates—”


  “And forfeit your victory?” Pasha smiled wanly. “What you’re suggesting won’t nullify the Warning … it would solidify it.”


  She spun around to the windows and studied Pasha’s reflection sagging against the doorway. Her consolation, if one existed, was that even if Lady Isabelle wiped Pasha’s first-half performance, he had made it to the end of the critical-reasoning portion; the traders would see his worth. And Pasha was right; she couldn’t admit to having received outside help. Too much was at stake. While the Warning should disappear with her performance, the wager, the benari tag attached to Nathan that could weigh on him for years, wasn’t decided by the critical-reasoning victory.


  The auction would settle the wager.
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  Oriana and Pasha approached the Harpoon Stadium. As far away as they were, Oriana could hear the commentary about the results: the daunting task of completing a million queries in six hours; who missed what query and why; the critical-reasoning portion; the rover weaknesses; the difficulty in entering, much less navigating, the water mine; who deserved the first bid; who deserved exile to the Lower Level; who deserved Palaestra; who deserved Vivo.


  When they settled at the end of the line, the hoard of candidates stopped talking. Oriana sensed their envy, watched their eyes narrow, their arms fold, bodies turn. The chatting gradually returned, and the millions of candidates in their buff pants and matching turtleneck shirts and white foam shoes moved along the dirt path that connected Harpoon Hamlet to Harpoon Stadium.


  At the base of the stadium, where it opened like a horseshoe next to Archimedes River, Oriana told Pasha to look up. Rectangular holograms hung scattered in the sky over the stadium, containing images of candidates and obstacles and queries. They watched the final confrontation, she standing by and Pasha’s head exploding.


  The stadium was about a quarter full when a Janzer signaled Oriana.


  She and Pasha checked in with the registration desk along a golden half pipe near the water. They made their way across a bench, and again all the candidates in the area turned to her and stared. She didn’t speak to anyone. She didn’t know what to say. She knew nearly half the Harpoon candidates wouldn’t receive a bid; more than six million of her peers would live the rest of their days in the Lower Level rather than in the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  Would Pasha be one of the unbid? Would he live a mortal life in the Lower Level?


  In the arena, Lady Isabelle stood on a golden pentagonal dais, a Janzer at each corner.


  “Congratulations to the Second Trimester Class of 368,” Isabelle began. Though her lips lifted in a grin, her somber tone belied her displeasure, with what, Oriana couldn’t even begin to guess. “No matter what happens today, all of you should be proud. You have taken the most rigorous tests of intelligence, strength, and skill humanity has ever known. And no matter where all of you end up, you’ll contribute to the greatness of Beimeni.


  “Without further delay, it’s my honor to begin the Harpoon Auction. Please maintain decorum during the process. You can imagine that with more than thirteen million candidates in one arena, even a whisper by a tenth of you would be distracting to the bidders.”


  Several holographic, rectangular carbyne plates shifted above the stage. They spun side to side and stopped. The bids rolled in so fast Oriana could hardly keep up, as the numbers appeared and disappeared, higher, higher.


  B 5,000, B 15,000, B 25,000.


  Oriana held her breathe, peering to Pasha beside her. She sensed his unease in the ZPF but not his thoughts. He hid himself from her, the way he had prior to the Harpoons. He didn’t look like the boy she once knew, so kind, confident, and durable. This man was a stranger to her, as foreign as the Earth’s surface.


  B 75,000, B 100,000, B 125,000.


  The candidates gasped as the bids surpassed seventy-five thousand benaris, the prior Harpoon Auction record. Oriana could barely breathe. She felt so hot, as if she bathed in fire. She pondered the candlestick puzzle, as she had so many times since Pasha fell into the flames, screaming and writhing on his way down. Would Lady Isabelle dare nullify his first-half score? Could she?


  Oriana cleared her mind of the images and emotions, hiding her fears and regrets and her waking nightmare: the idea that her twin might not join her in the commonwealth.


  B 200,000, B 300,000, B 400,000.


  Oriana shivered. Only a Variscan candidate could garner a price so high. She’d lost the wager. Nathan would have to work for years to pay Falcon Torres. She found Falcon in the crowd near Ursula, whispering in her ear. They looked like a god and goddess among men and women, those Variscan candidates.


  My father was one of them. So was Vernon. Oriana pondered whether her father had acted the way these Variscan candidates did; if he and Verne had scored consistently in the top one hundred during Harpoon simulations; if they knew, without a doubt, they’d receive a bid, serve the commonwealth, and live forever. Or were they different? Did their humble beginnings, orphans to an orphan commonwealth, make them better? She hoped one day to meet her father, in this life or the next, and find out.


  B 500,000, B 600,000, B 700,000.


  “Pasha,” Oriana said softly. “Pasha?” He ignored her, even as the murmurs roared around them. “Pasha, there hasn’t ever been a bidding war like this.”


  He turned to her.


  “You made it to the end.” Oriana put her hand on his shoulder. “The traders must bid on you as well.”


  “Not if they think I cheated.” He broke away from her and looked down. “Not if they don’t know I completed the first-half queries.”


  Fear suddenly gripped Oriana like a snake. Lady Isabelle was nothing if not honest with the candidates. What would Oriana do if she kept her twin’s score from the Navitan traders? What could she do to the Master of the Harpoons?


  She diverted her mind, thinking about Nathan and Desaray, Gaia and Duccio, Ursula and Falcon, candidates near and far whom she’d competed with, knowingly and unknowingly, in Harpoon classes and simulations, in the first-half queries and second-half maze, for the first thirty days of what she hoped would be her eternal life.


  Her brother was smarter and more talented with the ZPF than any one of them!


  Finally, a rectangular plate lowered itself into the light and turned sideways with the first commonwealth code.


   



  
    367-22-0400

  


   



  Oriana fell to her knees and gasped.


  When the bid value materialized, the Second Trimester Class of 368 AR gasped too.


   



  
    B 1,000,000

  


   



  Oriana’s face felt so hot she wondered whether she’d turned purple. The bid was a new record, and it must’ve been entered by the government-run research consortiums in Palaestra. No private consortium could bid that high.


  Pasha kneeled and hugged her.


  She would’ve fallen to the ground if he hadn’t.


  Nearby, candidates snickered and laughed, and she heard their whispers. They called her less than transhuman, the worst champion in history. She blocked them out.


  Janzers arrived at Oriana and Pasha’s row. Candidates cleared the way for them.


  More bids followed, but none with Pasha’s commonwealth code, and none even close to Oriana’s valuation.


  He deserved the second bid, Oriana thought.


  The Janzers pulled her away, even as she fought them.


  “I can’t leave him!”


  “Madam Champion, you’ve been purchased and are due at the RDD’s neophyte dormitories,” the Janzer said to her.


  Madam Champion. The words sent a chill through her body, until she looked at Pasha. “What about my brother?”


  They clutched her, but she shook free.


  More bids were released, none of them for Pasha.


  “I won’t let them take you to the Lower Level,” she said.


  He didn’t react.


  Thirty more bids.


  The Janzers nudged her. Oriana screamed.


  “I won’t!”


  The Janzers pointed tranquilizer guns at her. “Madam Champion, you will come with us, by your own legs or in our arms.”


  “Go,” Pasha said, his eyes red. “Go.”


  Thousands more bids flipped above Lady Isabelle, none, of course, as high as Oriana’s, these in the tens of thousands of benaris.


  None bid for her brother.


  Oriana lowered her head and followed the Janzers down the stands into a tunnel at the rounded end of the stadium labeled NEOPHYTE ROW. Hundreds of thousands of transports stood waiting.


  A Janzer pair and a keeper bot escorted her toward a transport labeled HARPOON CHAMPION.


  “Aha, Madam Champion,” the bot said, “can I be of service?”


  “Who bid that high for me?” she said.


  The bot didn’t respond.


  “I’m a Harpoon Champion,” Oriana said, “you must tell me.”


  “The supreme scientist Antosha Zereoue.”


  The Janzers forced Oriana into the transport and sealed the door.


  Epilogue


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Farino City


   



  Farino, Underground North


   



  2,500 meters deep


   



   



  Brody had smelled the stench of death upon his arrival at Farino Prison, burning flesh unmistakable in the darkness. Day and night, chains rattled between his ankles and wrists, while the Janzer rocketcycles and prisoners’ screams echoed around him. He had felt the clamps dig into his skin the first few days, but now they could saw off his limbs and he wouldn’t know. He no longer smelled the stench. The dark wool hood took his vision. He’d lost his telepathy first to the Converse Collar, then to the cosmos after they’d removed his neurochip. He didn’t need taste, for they injected him with sustenance synisms and fluids that kept him alive.


  They took him to an elevator, which descended, deliberately at first, then far and fast, diagonal and down for what seemed like years. The doors opened. A Janzer forced him out and led him forward. They bolted a synsuit to him. They removed his hood and sight returned. He was in some kind of containment area. Prisoners were attached to him by chains, front and back. They latched a transparent helmet to his head, like the one he’d worn during the Mission to Vigna.


  The Janzers marched them forward. A burnt-fish smell filtered into his helmet, along with sounds of something boiling.


  “This isn’t possible,” Brody said.


  The crack from a telekinetic whip struck around his neck, unseen but not unfelt. It choked him, and he fell backward and pulled down the prisoners latched closest to him. The chains jangled.


  “No noise!” the Janzer said, and cracked the whip again. The exiles moaned and cowered and marched on.


  They came to a stop along a stone path that led to an alloy dock and a carbyne vessel. Leafless alloyed branches formed the masts upon this ship that seesawed in the legendary Infernus Sea. Magma curdled up the sides of the vessel, radiating heat and light.


  The Janzers marched them aboard.


  The Lower Level of the Earth burned as hot as Mercury, powered by the Earth’s core. The crimson lashes amid the darkness above seemed placed by the Devil himself.


  Thousands of exiles lined the massive deck. The Janzers streamed between them and instructed them to hold the poles.


  The Janzer nearest the bow whirled his hand high, the latches detached, and the ship rumbled through the magma.


  Brody’s stomach churned, overcome by what he could only compare to space sickness. The Lower Level was a place he’d heard, and indeed, believed, was vital for humanity’s survival, for if Reassortment seeped into the Beimeni zone, civilization required a deeper refuge to avert extinction. That it had transformed into the final destination for unbid Harpoon candidates and criminals hadn’t bothered Brody—not all transhumans were fit for the Great Commonwealth. Yet here and there he’d heard whispers of starvation, cannibalism, harsh labor conditions, and a poisonous atmosphere. He’d dismissed them as rumors.


  When the vessel docked, the Janzers scanned the exiles and brought them to a dozen tracks, where transports lay in wait.


  The ground beneath Brody’s feet was soft. He tried not to tangle the chains or crash into the man in front whose trembling gait yanked him forward, or trip up the woman who staggered behind him. A Janzer freed Brody from the links and led him to track 7. He was latched inside the transport with at least a hundred other exiles.


  The transport glided up a ramp and over an elevated monorail to the landing structure. Red and orange bioluminescence flowed next to dripping magma vents. A Janzer led the exiles out. Another grabbed Brody’s arm, scanned his eyes, and ordered him to continue through the entrance labeled REGISTRATION. Brody stared back at the drawn faces, faces of despair, disdain, disappointment, of lost dreams, lost causes, and lost conversion. How many Beimenians had he sent to this despondency? Did he unwittingly usher them all to their deaths?


  A Janzer stripped Brody’s synsuit, leaving him in his bodysuit, drenched with sweat. A holographic fiery salamander sizzled upon the ceiling. Brody heard a shrieking, “NEXT!” through a speaker, and a Janzer escorted him to a dilapidated wooden table under a maroon spotlight. The woman on the other side had burnt hair, chipped nails, blistered lips, and sunken skin around her eyes.


  “Name?”


  He tried to remember.


  “Broden … Barão.” His voice rasped in his throat.


  “Date of birth?”


  “One-six-seven … dash two-four … seven.”


  “Place of former residence?”


  “Unit 32485 … Beimeni City, First Ward.”


  “Nice.” She tapped the digital display with her pointy nail, and a compartment from the table opened. She removed a silver tag attached to a silver chain. “I know you’ll love our world. Wear your tag at all times. It’ll be our way of knowing where to send your ashes.”


  Brody stared at the chain. He swigged the hot, foul air.


  She thrust the tag into his hand. “Welcome to Region 7 of the Lower Level. You’re what we call a permanent resident.”
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  Part I:

  

  Metamorphosis


  
    On the Surface: Summer

  


   


  
    In Beimeni: Second/Third Trimester

  


   


  
    Days 240 – 263

  


   


  
    Year 368

  


   


  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Region 7


   


  Lower Level


   


  4,000 meters deep


   


   


  Brody dipped his toe to the gravel. A sign overhead read LOWER LEVEL REGION 7 in neon maroon letters, surrounded by burning salamanders. The region’s wind struck him, leaving a crawling sensation all over his skin. His arms, fingers, and toes tingled. The more he moved the more it felt as if his feet and legs functioned on their own, independent of his brain, body, and the zeropoint field.


  Lichen grew from the gravel and spread over his feet and up his legs.


  You did this, it said, when you snapped Vernon Lebrizzi’s neck.


  Yes, he should’ve known, all those late nights, those days when Damy disappeared. Going to dine in Ope City, going to the Spas in Gaia, going to see Veronicella in Hammerton Hall or the Haydn duet in Artemis Square. Never with Brody.


  You did this when you were born and left unregistered, when your father killed himself.


  He remembered the day when he and Xylia had nearly suffocated in the malfunctioning bunker in his father’s apartment unit. His father had pulled them out into the cellar and said: “Son, please forgive me … I can’t go to the Lower Level.”


  Hari’s dead body disappeared, replaced by Lady Eulalie of House Variscan, who held his hand and said, “I see a champion in you, Broden Barão, and when you take off, no one will stop you.”


  He’d taken his master’s place in the RDD, the shadow for the master, the master for the shadow, and Antosha, his former shadow, took his woman the same as Brody took Antosha’s, and he took Brody’s place in the RDD the same as Brody took Jeremiah Selendia’s.


  The shadow covered the master twice.


  Antosha stole the Reassortment project from him, along with his life, and he knew what came next: the twins, his legacy, his punishment.


  Don’t hide, the lichen said, don’t run. This is everything you deserve.


  “You can’t stop here,” a Janzer said.


  The lichen disappeared from Brody’s feet and body. It no longer spoke. The Janzer took him by the arm and escorted him over the limestone pathway.


  “Here,” the Janzer said to a black bot labeled TYLER, “this is your responsibility.”


  “I was on the … stairs,” Tyler said. Slits for its eyes and mouth glowed maroon, and it didn’t have noticeable audio captures the way the bots in Beimeni did. And its voice sounded deep and synthesized, like Marstone’s. It examined his tags. “Mister … Broden. I’ll be your escort until you die in the Lower Level.”


  The Janzer extended his hand. Brody moved on with Tyler through the corridor.


   


  
    [image: ]

  


   


  The letters and arrows swam together, then apart in the wall as if a stream flowed behind them. Something approached. A beast! Brody fell against the wall.


  “Stay back!” He held up his palms and closed his eyes. He opened them. Nothing there.


  Tyler injected him with a violet fluid, and his senses normalized. He saw the words, the arrows. An exiled Beimenian with brittle bluish-blonde hair and a black bot walked toward them. She stared at him, face empty, her skin paler than the walls. Her head swiveled as she passed. The bot with her nudged her and she turned abruptly.


  Tyler led Brody to the right. They walked for a time. He felt strangely calm.


  “Here it is. Your itinerary is on your cot. Follow it precisely. I’ll be waiting for you. You don’t want to risk censure.” Tyler waved its hand over the door. The joints turned and screeched as if not used in a hundred years.


  Brody entered, observed a cot, toilet, and stone sink, wondered if this was all somehow not happening, if perhaps he was in an insomniac haze, like he was so often in the commonwealth.


  The door slammed and locked with a ker-slink, waking him.


  Dark blue phosphorescent light brightened in the upper corners of his unit.


  Brody knelt and bowed and closed his eyes. Gods, protect me from this Region 7 atmosphere and give me strength to stay alive long enough to see my twins, and should I never hold them in my arms again, gods, protect them, guide them, see to it they live a life more honorable than mine.


  On his cot lay folded clothing, enough for a few days, and a paper scroll.


   


  
    [image: ]

  


   


  The digital clock on the cracked wall read 1647.


  What’re you waiting for?


  Brody turned, for he heard a voice, subtle, feminine, peaceful, but how could he have missed her? Impossible. He examined the room. It barely fit one person, let alone two. It was like a tomb.


  Are you waiting for me?


  The tone was more distinct. He recognized it.


  Why do you blame me?


  Brody closed his eyes.


  This isn’t real, he told himself. None of this is real. He inhaled the stale air and held it in as long as he could. He let it out and, with a sob, moved along the bare wall. He grasped stone-gray pants and a matching hooded shirt and put them on. At the door, he punched the digital button labeled CONTROLLER.


  The door groaned open, and Tyler was waiting. Its eye slit glowed brighter, and Brody expected it to speak. It instead grabbed his arm and led him to the archway that opened into the main hall. It was larger than Brody imagined, taller than Palaestra Hall and wider than Hammerton Hall, but the walls and ceiling were bare of Granville syntech. Thousands of exiles, dressed similar to him, sat around tables, though unlike him, most all had porcelain skin. The squeaking of boots and scraping of chairs were all he heard.


  Hullo, Brody tried to say, but he found that he couldn’t. Odd, he thought.


  Tyler took him to the elevators after finding the one labeled OFFICE OF THE CONTROLLER. Holographic burning salamanders slithered around it.


  Brody stopped and turned. Tyler grabbed his arm to pull him in the elevator but Brody broke free. Damy dangled from one of the rafters by her left hand. Her dark blue hair flowed around the shoulders of her gown. She looked beyond Brody, as if he wasn’t there.


  Brody couldn’t move. Damy?


  Now his fellow exiles turned in unison as if they and he were part of a silent pantomime.


  Janzers surrounded him. Where had they come from? He shook them off and clenched his fists and teeth.


  He tried to call to Damy, Why are you here?


  Why couldn’t he speak? He lunged toward her, but the Janzers corralled him and tied his arms and hands and legs.


  You think I betrayed you. Damy’s voice.


  I went to the forest, I tried to save you!


  I heard you, heard your doubts.


  I killed Verne for you!


  No, my darling, you killed Verne for yourself.


  A Janzer stuck Brody with a syringe.


  His vision blurred.


  I’m sorry …


  He passed out.


  
    [image: ]

  


  He awoke, confused and sore, sitting in a chair. A mahogany desk sat near, a Granville view on the far wall. He stared longingly at the mountains and silver trees with silver leaves. A tangerine sunrise. A flock of robins flew beneath a looming eagle, leading it away from their young.


  A slender man in a silver tank top sat across the desk, his legs crossed at the knee. He yawned and glanced at his armlet, then poured orange juice into a silver cup. “Here, take this. You look like you need it.”


  Brody blinked and downed the juice. He stared at the opposite wall where a map of the Lower Level hung suspended beneath a Granville sphere. A radial design, Regions 1 through 7, units around the central octagon labeled HIGH CASTLE OF THE CONTROLLER, and floors beneath, beginning with a 1 and ending with a 250. Brody noted that Region 7 occupied most of the Lower Level.


  Soothing piano music echoed through the room. Brody turned back and forth as if to find the source.


  “Frédéric Chopin,” the man said, adjusting his silver fedora, “Preludes for Piano, a melody that skips the ears and penetrates the body.


  “I assume you’re interested in hearing what I have to say.”


  I suppose you’re the Controller of the Lower Level, Brody mouthed. He still couldn’t speak.


  “At your service, Captain.”


  How the Controller could hear him, Brody didn’t know. Maybe he was a lip-reader or a skilled telepath who could discern thoughts in transhumans without neurochips. The Controller smiled, revealing perfect teeth.


  The Lower Level is meant for Beimenians who cannot handle life in the commonwealth, to provide a transition to a new life for those who didn’t garner a bid in the Harpoons, to punish lawbreakers and heathens, not this, this—


  “Yes, this. The Harpoons are man-made natural selection and though our judicial system rewards the loyal and skilled and removes the traitorous, ultimately the Lower Level is all about …”


  Attrition. Population control.


  The Controller stood, plucked a moonstone pipe from a box, and lit it. Smoke puffed from his mouth. “Part of you has known this, part of you never wanted to believe it, and another part of you believes, stupidly, that a new option will emerge for you and the rest.”


  He puffed his pipe again. “You’re in Region 7 of the Lower Level, where exiles go to die.” He sat down again and crossed his legs. “You’ll serve before your death. No doubt about that, you’ll clear out the … stairwell, sort the minerals.”


  My mind isn’t lost, not yet.


  “Just your voice?” The Controller grinned.


  I was a supreme scientist in Palaestra.


  “I don’t care what you were, exile. Down here you’re no higher than the rodents that scatter the ashes of the dead. You’re a traitor, a disease to our modern civilization. There’s no reeducation in Region 7.”


  The Controller swallowed his drink and removed his fedora.


  I’ve been wrongfully accused of a crime I didn’t commit by a system I didn’t create, by a chancellor who betrayed me. I can speak these traitorous ideas to you, Controller, because if he wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be here. I can speak freely because you’re here in the Lower Level, and that means somewhere along the way he decided you didn’t belong in the commonwealth, and I know you want to go back. Brody smiled wanly. I can see it in your eyes, you want more, you need more, deserve more—


  “You will remember your place, exile.” The Controller’s lips curled back over his teeth. “You can’t speak because your brain is already rotting. You and your exiled brethren are shells in a poisonous sea, and you, like they, will learn why you never should have failed the Great Commonwealth.”


  Brody lunged out of his chair and swiped a crystal paperweight chiseled in Chancellor Masimovian’s likeness. He heaved it into the Granville panel. The graphene split, shattering the sunlight, revealing bare rock.


  I’ll free them all.


  “Not if you die first.” The Controller waved to his Janzers. “Escort the exile to his tomb.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana’s private transport decelerated, and the holographic view of colorful swirling clouds, dark trees, and bushes in the surrounding walls disappeared.


  Since her birth thirty days ago and her development in House Summerset, she’d prepared herself to be Champion of the Harpoon Exams, the primary arbiter of commonwealth function, divider of the doers and innovators from the dependent and underdeveloped. Now she’d received not only the first but also the highest bid in Harpoon Auction history from Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue. She could not, for her soul, imagine what came next. She would serve the commonwealth, that much was certain. But in which facility did Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue reside, and in which projects did he specialize?


  She connected to the ZPF and transmitted to her twin brother, Pasha, through Marstone: Are you okay? Did you receive a bid in the top one percent?


  No response.


  Please, answer me.


  No response.


  Oriana frowned. She and her twin brother had been censured by the government during development. Because of that, if bids for him hadn’t been high enough, he might have been sent to the Lower Level and had his neurochip removed, and she’d never see or speak with him again.


  Her eyes welled up, but she pushed her illegal emotions aside. She closed her eyes.


  Sometimes, when Oriana and Pasha had been in Harpoon classes or House Summerset, he would hear her thoughts and reply in her mind, without interference from Marstone.


  Pasha, where are you?


  All she heard was her heartbeat.


  “Madam Champion,” one of her Janzer escorts said, “we’ve arrived at the RDD dormitories.”


  Oriana stepped out onto white marble pavement. The dorms stretched around her—white onyx buildings with sharp peaks studded with gemstones, connected by skywalks. Hundreds of Janzers knelt on either side of a staircase, their diamond swords angled to the Granville sky. Torches lined a massive glass archway labeled NEOPHYTE DORMITORIES, and in between each torch the flags of the thirty territories hung with the Great Commonwealth’s flag—wine-red and painted with a flock of doves, wings spread along a triplet of crescent moons—above them all.


  Oriana turned. The line of transports behind hers looked like pearls beneath Palaestra’s orange Granville sunlight.


  Was Pasha in one of them?


  “Come, Madam Champion,” a Janzer said, “the rest of the commonwealth’s neophytes may not depart until you walk.” He offered his elbow.


  The Walk of the Champion. Oriana had imagined herself here from the first day her developers, Lady Parthenia and Lord Thaddeus of House Summerset, had taught her about the Harpoons. Yet now, as she pushed her right foot to the first step, she couldn’t move. It was like when Lady Isabelle had called her up in front of the group the first day of Harpoon classes. She stood, her body paralyzed, her mind asunder.


  I’m Champion of the Harpoons, she thought. These steps should be the easiest part of my ride.


  She lifted her right foot, then her left. With each step, though, her legs seemed heavier. She gripped the Janzer’s elbow tighter.


  Did Pasha watch her upon a transport’s walls? Did he wait outside a dormitory in a lesser territory? Had his bid been high enough to negate their Warning from the Office of the Chancellor?


  Twenty more steps.


  I am a Harpoon Champion, she thought, and I will demand to see my brother.


  Ten more steps.


  Again, she accessed the ZPF, called Pasha through Marstone, and was notified he wasn’t available. She tried to contact her friend Nathan Storm, the candidate who had helped her win the second half of the Harpoon Exams inside Ceres.


  No response.


  Three more steps.


  She arrived at the summit. Behind her, oval transports snaked for kilometer after kilometer.


  Her Janzer escort shot a flare into the sky. It erupted into a flock of crackling doves that flew through the air and spiraled over her, then down the stairs until they arrived near the base and spun up in a tornado of sparks. When the bird-flares extinguished, the first hundred entryways to the first hundred transports opened, and the newly minted RDD neophytes stepped out.


  Oriana activated her extended consciousness and scanned them all.


  She didn’t find Pasha.


  He must’ve received a bid, Oriana thought, must have!


  She felt a burning sensation in her eyes but wouldn’t let herself cry.


  “Madam Champion,” the Janzer said, “your new life awaits you.”


  They took an elevator up to the Champion’s Suite at the top floor, and the Janzer taught her the code to activate her doorway. When the frosted-glass entryway slid open, indigo light enveloped her.


  “See the instructions in a z-disk on your counter.” He nodded to the z-disk surrounded by golden light, then bowed to her. “May your research lead to many proper and significant conversions and an eternal life.”


  “Thank you,” she said and bowed courteously in return.


  Her suite smelled like cinnamon and cloves. Garnet gravel lined narrow streams topped by water lilies near the walls. Golden plants squiggled up and around thin carbyne support poles. Indigo phosphorescent beams glistened along the black marble floor. The couches were plump, the kitchenette complete with any and every cooking utensil she’d ever need. She looked around, not a little in awe. Her whole life, she’d always shared a suite with Pasha.


  The entryway to her unit slid open. Oriana started.


  A keeper bot curtsied smoothly. “Aha, madam, apologies for startling you. I’m Ramona. I’m yours to command.”


  “I’m … okay for now … thank you, Ramona.”


  Oriana stepped out onto her terrace. To her right lay a hot tub shaped like an amoeba, to her left an archway with dangling grape vines. She moved down the marble steps ahead of her and leaned on the crystalline balustrade, closing her eyes to enjoy Palaestra’s vanilla air. She opened her eyes and roamed beneath the grape vines to an opening where a ladder led to the rooftop deck. She climbed the ladder. From her perch atop the Champion’s Suite in the RDD, she could see the Gorges of Hillenthara in the northeast and to Palaestra City in the southwest and all the compressed diamond pillars that supported the Beimeni zone in between. That was hundreds of kilometers in either direction. Far beneath her, candidates streamed into the courtyard. She searched for Pasha. How could he have been a second-half captain in the Harpoons and make it so far to the end and not be bid on by an RDD consortium?


  She descended down the ladder, back onto her terrace, and strolled to the opening leading back into her suite. She looked out upon the RDD facilities, carbyne and glass palaces in the distance, surrounding the Research Superstructure transport station. An artificial gust whipped her hair around her face. She heard a doorbell ring and turned toward her suite. Her doorway opened again revealing two silhouettes, speaking, it seemed, to Ramona. Oriana recognized Pasha’s voice.


  He ambled over the tile to her terrace. His escort hung back behind him. She had the impulse to sprint to him and hug him like she had during development but checked it.


  “Is this real?” she heard herself say.


  “I’m so glad you did it, O,” Pasha said. His voice caught.


  And wasn’t this the ending assured, even in their fiercest battles, by the Summersets, that they would both be purchased if one excelled? A part of Oriana hated that they were right.


  A man stepped out onto the terrace, a beautiful man with a sharp nose, wavy hair, and eyes of flecked obsidian. She bowed. “Welcome to my suite. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”


  “O, this is Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue,” Pasha said. “He traveled all the way here from Boreas to greet us.”


  Oh gods, a supreme scientist, and the one who had purchased her, in her suite! She hoped Antosha didn’t notice her blush. “Forgive me,” Oriana said. He stood silently. “I should’ve known, I should’ve inquired, I should’ve—”


  “No, no, my dear, it is I who should apologize,” he said, his voice soft and kind. “I wish I was here in time to greet your arrival for the Walk but,” he sighed, “circumstances as they were, I was forced to complete other business.” He kissed her hand, as tenderly as a lover. “I was the supreme scientist covering Regenesis, soon to be the supreme scientist of the Ventureño Facility, covering Reassortment.”


  Oriana felt light-headed.


  “The specifics for our first meeting with the Holcombe Strike Team are contained within your z-disk. I hope I don’t have to tell you to keep this information in strictest confidence.”


  “You don’t,” Pasha said, “we understand.”


  “Then I will take my leave and allow you and your sister time alone, but be sure to check your z-disk and prepare.”


  Oriana bowed again. “You have my eternal gratitude.”


  Antosha nodded and left.


  Oriana hugged her Pasha. “I thought I ruined you, that they sent you to the Lower Level—”


  “You did what I would’ve done, what any candidate would have done to win. It wasn’t the end that mattered, O, it was the journey, it was our development, it was the time we spent with the Summersets. They prepared us well, and you delivered them a champion. I’m so proud of you, so glad you’re my sister.”


  She squeezed him tight, then released him. She nodded toward the glowing golden z-disk on her crystal counter. “Shall we find out what happens next—”


  Oriana? Are you there?


  It was Nathan Storm, via Marstone.


  Yes, where’re you? she sent.


  Look in the courtyard.


  She dashed to the edge of the terrace.


  Nathan waved up at her. We have the rest of the day off, and I’d like to take you away from here.


  I’ll meet you in the lobby soon. She disconnected from him.


  Pasha sauntered out to the terrace and stood next to her. She turned to him. He had none of the boy she knew from the early days of development in his face, but he also didn’t look as stressed or angered as he had prior to the Harpoons, after their … argument. His dark blue hair flowed over his forehead in a gust, his bronze skin looked vibrant and young, and his eyes didn’t have dark rings.


  When he didn’t speak, she couldn’t help but wonder: Was he truly no longer upset with her for saving Nathan rather than him during Isabelle’s candlestick puzzle?


  She pushed his hair away from his eyes. “Pash, why didn’t you answer me?”


  “What’d you mean?” Pasha crumpled his brow, and his dimples pocked his cheeks.


  “I’ve been trying to call you the entire way here from the stadium. They didn’t let me watch the rest of the auction, no matter what I said, and I was so—”


  Pasha put his finger on her lips. “O, no candidate can communicate after the auction.” He laughed, and Oriana laughed with him. It was just like the early days of development, when they had so much fun together. She felt lighter than a dove. “You weren’t listening to Lady Isabelle before the auction, were you?”


  The auction was a blur to her. The whispers, the crowd, the perfect sky, Lady Isabelle, and the bid, the bid, the bid! She shook her head. “I suppose not.” She watched the candidates frolicking far below in the courtyard. “Our path is different from theirs, isn’t it?” She looked at Pasha.


  “Only Antosha knows what lies ahead for us.” He and Oriana turned toward the suite, where the z-disk was still glowing gold. “Come, O, let us find out.”


   


   


  Starmine Village


  Gallia, Underground Northeast


   


  “This is exactly what I needed,” Oriana said.


  She and Nathan navigated the green bioluminescent limestone path, and she massaged the angel necklace he’d given her during the Harpoons. The sounds of streams and waterfalls grew louder as the stone turned to sand and Granville day turned to night. Starlight reflected off the waterfalls, which rolled over boulders rounded from erosion and gushed to the spindly streams below. Oriana breathed in the misty air.


  Nathan set down a silk blanket near the falls. Beimenians meandered around them. The scent of vetiver oil wafted through the air. Nathan unlocked an alloy bin, and up popped mugs brimming with cappuccino. He handed one to Oriana, and she eased into the nook near his chest. She followed the trail of a comet across the sky through the constellations. A sense of peace overtook her.


  “Do you think they’d let us be on the same team?” Nathan said. The Blackstone Consortium, known to train the strikers, aeras, strategists, and captains for the strike teams, had bid for Nathan, who had been in the top quarter percent of all candidates. “Or are we to be separated forever?”


  “You know I couldn’t tell you, even if I wanted to.”


  The z-disk that Antosha had left for her, which she’d scanned before she went down to Nathan, indicated he’d secured her and Pasha to a special assignment with the Holcombe Strike Team, one that would exclude them from the normal RDD processes. They would not take the tour with the other RDD neophytes, and no other supreme scientist could claim them. Oriana was excited at the thought of working with Antosha, Pasha, and the Holcombe Strike Team, though she would miss Nathan.


  She inhaled the steam from the cappuccino and sipped. “Thanks for bringing me here,” she said.


  “You’re working with Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue, aren’t you?”


  Oriana didn’t respond.


  “Oriana?”


  “How’d you know?”


  “I heard he bid first for you.”


  She exhaled. “No one was supposed to know that.” She pushed away from him and planted her hand in the sand. “You didn’t ask me to the edge of the commonwealth to listen to the pearl falls or see the stars, did you?”


  Nathan gritted his teeth. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. Maybe I just wanted to see you. I didn’t see or hear from you after the Walk, and I didn’t know if it was because—”


  “I received the first bid and you didn’t,” she said.


  “Because I couldn’t protect you when it mattered most—”


  “I don’t need anyone’s protection.” Oriana gestured and flung the sand off the back of her hand.


  “You’re in danger,” Nathan said. “That’s why I asked you to come with me here, before it starts.”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “Antosha has a history.” Nathan peered across the rounded falls at the Beimenians, who all seemed mesmerized by the starlight illusion. Even so, Nathan turned back to her and lowered his voice. “He has a violent history, and I thought that—”


  “If we were further from Marstone, it wouldn’t hear your traitorous accusation.”


  “It’s still a risk, but I had to warn you, and I remembered your love for the stars.”


  “Antosha’s … otherworldly.” She sipped from her mug, stared into the waterfalls, and pondered the man who had bid the highest in Harpoon history for her. “He’s a supreme scientist. He brought Pasha to me. I’d never … expect he’d be violent.”


  “That’s part of the problem, I think. No one ever has irrefutable evidence against him, but all around him scientists die or disappear or deceive each other, or, in the case of your parents …”


  “What?”


  Nathan turned from her.


  “Look at me.” She pulled his chin to her. “What did you find?”


  “I heard things during my development … knowledge that I wanted to share …”


  “What kind of things?”


  “Evil things, about Antosha, about your father, and your mother …”


  “What did you hear?”


  “The rumors are that Antosha may have had something to do with your parents’ downfall, that … that your mother’s death …”


  “Tell me, Nathan!”


  “That she wasn’t strangled by Vernon Lebrizzi.”


  Oriana’s breath gave out. “They think Antosha killed her?”


  “The scientists in the RDD knew your father and Antosha had a … complicated relationship, but in the end, though the details are all mixed up, your father didn’t allow Antosha’s entry to the board, and the rumor goes, he convinced the chancellor to exile Antosha to the Lower Level. And there’s this other idea, not spoken about much, that …”


  “That what, Nathan? Finish it!”


  Nathan swallowed and looked away from Oriana. “That your mother was genetically poisoned.”


  “You tell this me now?” She threw her mug over the side of the falls and it shattered. The water took what remained of the steaming cappuccino over the stone. “You could have mentioned it in the VR, at the Trimester Trek. I asked you what you knew, and you didn’t tell me!”


  “Lady Parthenia contacted Lady California, told her we shouldn’t see each other any longer. She said I was dangerous for your survival in the commonwealth. After their contact, my developers talked about you and your developers and your parents and Antosha. They didn’t know I overheard their conversation, and I didn’t say anything before the exams because I didn’t know how you’d react and I didn’t know if you’d be able to handle it. I couldn’t live with myself if you failed the exams because of me—”


  Oriana crossed her arms over her chest. “You knew more than you told me, even before that.”


  He rested his face in his hands. “I didn’t know when would be right to tell you what I knew, or how much. Is there such a thing as a right time for news like this? But now that you’re working with him … I had to.”


  Oriana pushed her hands through her hair and held her neck, the visions of Antosha attacking her parents as out of place as the underground waterfalls she sat near. Could she confront a supreme scientist? Could she demand Antosha tell her the truth? During her development, her illegal searches for information about her parents had nearly destroyed her, Pasha, and House Summerset. The stakes were higher now. Even this conversation with Nathan could result in a Warning, even a trip to Farino Prison, if Lady Isabelle picked it up.


  “I can’t work with him,” she said. “I can’t work with—”


  “What will you do?”


  “I don’t know.” She leaned over to Nathan and kissed him. “I’ll think of something.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “I want him dead,” Antosha said.


  Lady Isabelle strutted to the bar and poured Loverealan wine into a glass. “Who, my love? We have so many on our list.”


  He signaled a keeper bot for his robe. Isabelle watched the steam rise off his body as he stood and pressed his feet to the thick layer of orchid rose petals on the ground of Phanes Spa. “Prime Minister Decca writes to me on behalf of the Office of the Chancellor, the Supreme Ministry of Beimeni, and the Council of Economic Advisors.” Antosha laughed wanly.


  Isabelle knew Masimovian would defer to his prime minister only in times of distress, while Swarro Gallegos, the perpetually sweaty, shaky chairman of the council of economic advisors, likely as not had been forced to sign this communiqué.


  “Decca calls into question the legality of the ministry vote and the ‘unprecedented use of commonwealth assets at a time when the commonwealth bleeds jobs.’” Antosha smashed the z-disk against the marble wall. Its pieces scattered into a nearby pond. “He has also disallowed a conclave to officially recognize my significant conversion.”


  Antosha threw a white silk robe around his body and turned to her. He ran his hands through his long, wet hair.


  “Decca will whine and opine as he does,” Isabelle said, “but he cannot undo the ministry’s vote, and he cannot fight the will of the people. Or reverse your significant conversion. You’ve earned the Mark of Masimovian and the right to lead Reassortment research. Decca can’t change that for all the benaris in Luxor.” She twisted her hair down her left shoulder and sighed. “Alas, like the rest of your species, you think first with your cock—”


  “You haven’t complained before.”


  She smiled. “I could’ve sent one of my couriers to deliver this z-disk but didn’t, and now my suspicions have been confirmed. Did you spot what went unsaid in that message?”


  “I spotted the need to kill that fool Decca.”


  Isabelle rolled her eyes. “The chancellor fears you, he fears what you may become. He witnessed the birth of something in Faraway Hall he hasn’t seen in decades and knows he may have another Broden Barão—”


  Antosha laughed.


  “No?” She put down her wineglass, then handed him a package wrapped with a golden ribbon. “Like him, you will be the supreme scientist of the Ventureño Facility covering Reassortment. Time you dressed the part and prepared for the final stage and iterations.”


  “Yes, my lady, and I trust you’ll handle the chancellor.”


  “This is a delicate time,” she said, wringing her hands together. She balled her right hand into a fist and shook it in rhythm with her voice. “You must speak with Atticus and assure him you’re his most loyal supreme scientist.”


  “After the board meeting?” Antosha said. Isabelle nodded. “Will this impact the new Janzer army?”


  “No,” she said. “The consortiums tell me it will be ready in less than thirty days, and General Norrod is prepared to lead it into the BP’s eastern enclave.” Jeremiah had built Blackeye Cavern in a part of the Earth’s crust as yet unaffected by Reassortment seepage. But Isabelle had seen the latest diagnostic data, which suggested the Cavern would soon be engulfed by the strain. She debated whether she should let the traitors die from exposure, but decided against it given the risk to the commonwealth, should the plague somehow find its way into the Beimeni zone. The BP’s end was near, one way or the other. She raised and lowered her chin, then sipped her wine. It tasted more bitter than sweet. She sighed. “Alas, the battle with the BP may be the least of our problems.”


  Antosha took the glass from her and set it upon a pedestal. Facing her, he massaged her shoulders beneath her robe. “You’re so tense, my lady. What else troubles you?”


  “If you had just sent more than six million transhumans to their maker, you’d be somewhat distraught, would you not?” She pushed his arms away from her and spun, her hair twisting around her. She pressed her forefingers against her throat, tight with anger and guilt. “Do you know how many we’ve killed under Masimovian’s developmental system?” She rubbed the golden phoenix that adorned her chest, then faced her sweet Antosha with glossy eyes. She still remembered the faces of all her Harpoon candidates, all her children. “Do you understand the cost of immortality under Masimovian’s rule?”


  Antosha tilted his head, shaking it no.


  “More than one hundred eighty million transhumans.” She swallowed, now breathing rapidly and deeply. My poor children. She looked down, then into Antosha’s snowflake obsidian eyes. “He tells me we’re speeding evolution with more births, keeping only the elite, driving scientific advances unknown in the history of the Earth, but he doesn’t have to look at them, ever.” Her voice turned vindictive. “He doesn’t have to watch them leave the Harpoon Auction, knowing their lives are over, ever.” Isabelle performed the population growth calculations in her head, as she often did. “Do you know how many more will die if we don’t do something?”


  “I don’t, my lady.”


  “From this year to the year 400, if I’m to keep the annual population growth rate at eight percent compared to an accelerating birthrate above fifteen percent, I’d have to send another three-billion-plus of my children into the Lower Level. And even with that,” she raised her voice, “the population of the Great Commonwealth will swell to more than three billion!”


  “Then you’d best expand the Lower Level, my lady. It wasn’t designed—”


  She slapped him. “You’d best keep the chancellor’s trust! It’s the only way we’ll end it. Institute strict population controls and develop each child to their full potential.” She tossed her hair, already feeling better, until she thought of Reassortment. “We have another problem.” She fetched her glass of wine and a Beimeni beret.


  “Of course, my dove, you’re always a bearer of good news,” Antosha said with a resigned grin.


  “The chancellor’s hesitation to do what was necessary with Captain Barão decades ago has put all our lives in danger.” She activated a Granville sphere, and around her and Antosha formed the Earth’s crust, above the Beimeni zone. Within the topography and depth measurements was scattered sparkling dust in all parts as deep as fifty meters and in some as deep as 1,250 meters. The dust hung less than 1,000 meters from the Granville sky above Beimeni City.


  Antosha spread his hand gently over the dust, tapping on the particles like the strings of his deodar violin. “May the gods protect us …”


  “Fuck the gods.” They never answered her prayers; not when she’d wanted to join the ballet; not when she’d wanted the chancellor to love her; not when she’d wanted to end his developmental system; and certainly not since she’d wanted to destroy the BP menace. “The Reassortment research team has communicated to the ministry and to the board that Reassortment seepage is accelerating to depths once believed impossible.” Antosha turned to her with a look that might’ve been fear. “Your work, my love,” she continued, “is now of utmost importance to the survival of the transhuman race.”


  “And the chancellor is having second thoughts about me, is that what you’re afraid of?”


  “I fear only that which is out of my control.” She eyed him, searching his mind. Unlike the chancellor, Antosha always seemed a mystery to her. “You never told me what happened to Gwendolyn Horvearth.”


  Antosha put on the customary supreme scientific board member garb, a light blue robe with golden ties. “I lost contact with Gwen when Aera and Nero nearly escaped your dragnet—”


  “You moved the Lorum orb to the City of Eternal Darkness, not me—”


  “And we have the First Aera and we have Barão’s striker, do we not?” He waved his hand. “Gwen has been eliminated, I’m sure of it. The girl will turn up in the Archimedes and that will be the end—”


  “Or is this the beginning?” Isabelle set a Beimeni beret, black with beige fabric woven into the shape of two human hands spread over the Earth, atop Antosha’s head. “It’s time for our … demonstration in Fountain Square, I think.”


  Antosha agreed. Isabelle leaned beside him. “The Barão twin,” she painted kisses on his neck, “has a certain friend who thinks unpleasant thoughts of you.” She nibbled on his ear. “He poisons the girl’s mind.” She rubbed her face on his. “She’s been searching through the archives all day and thinks you’re her mother’s killer.” She looked at him. “What say you to this?”


  “The giver of this lie is destined for Farino Prison, the receiver … ours for the taking.”


  Isabelle smiled. She pulled off her robe, threw Antosha’s beret, and undid his robe with practiced hands. She jumped on him and wrapped her legs around him and kissed him as they crashed onto the rose petals.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “First of three important items on the primary agenda today,” Chancellor Masimovian said, “is to congratulate Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue on his entry to the Supreme Scientific Board of Beimeni and on the reawakening of Dr. Kole Shrader in Boreas.”


  All the board applauded, except Prime Minister Decca, who sneered. Antosha caught his eye and smiled.


  Masimovian paused as a pair of keeper bots emerged with trays of wine. They rounded the mercury pool upon the Brezner Building’s rooftop to serve the now fifteen board members.


  “Secondly,” Masimovian added, “I carry with me a z-disk from the ministry with their selection for the next supreme scientist of the Ventureño Facility covering Reassortment.”


  He handed the z-disk to another keeper bot, which made its way around the mercury pool and set the z-disk upon a workstation. Masimovian activated it. A hologram formed over the pool: the words ANTOSHA ZEREOUE appeared beneath his likeness.


  “By a vote of twenty-two in favor, seven opposed, and one abstention, Antosha Zereoue has the people’s confidence to resolve Reassortment. How does the board vote, aye or nay?”


  A bot activated another workstation, ready to count the anonymous vote.


  Prime Minister Decca pulled a toothpick out of his mouth and twisted his lips. “You cannot believe that Antosha Zereoue is befitting of a role as important as Supreme Scientist of the Ventureño Facility covering Reassortment.”


  Decca commanded the board’s attention. Minister Tethys Charles nodded, as did Minister Genevieve Sineine and Supreme Scientist Dorian Knox.


  “Please, Carillon, continue,” Masimovian said with outstretched hands.


  Minister Decca stood. “Not twenty years ago, this man used the zeropoint field and illegal synisms, and all the telepathic methods with the CRISPR system outlawed by the board, which led to the deaths of no fewer than seventy-four scientists in the RDD—”


  “That is a lie.” Antosha rose. “They knew what they were getting involved with, they knew my methods were … extraordinary.”


  “Illegal is more like it,” Decca said. “Illegal then as they are now, and dangerous. You put the lives of too many scientists in the RDD at risk—”


  “I reawakened Dr. Shrader in a fraction of the time my predecessors utilized to make zero progress, and at a miniscule cost—”


  “You spent ten billion benaris! And you killed hundreds of volunteers along the way! Men and women with heirs and conversions worth more than all the gemstones hanging around your neck.”


  “Traitors!” Antosha said. “Most of them part of the Beimeni Polemon, and they received exactly what they deserved.”


  “You’re not fit to serve Beimeni.”


  “I will fulfill the people’s dream to reemerge from the underground, that they can once again walk along a surface so foreign to them now it may as well be Pluto.”


  Decca pulled a z-disk from his robe and slammed it on a workstation. A woman’s likeness overtook Antosha’s at the center of the pool. Her light violet eyes shimmered beneath the skylight’s rays. Her lips, curved and pink, opened, and she inhaled before she disappeared into a cloud of dust. “What about my daughter?” Decca said. “What did Haleya know about you?”


  Antosha pulled the edges of his robe, and the chains that hung around his body clinked. The snowflakes in his obsidian eyes rotated. “You have no idea of what you speak, old man.” He pointed to the board. “You all know Captain Barão convinced her—”


  “Antosha is the liar and the traitor,” Decca said, “and if you allow this man to lead the Reassortment research team, if you allow him to walk into the third position for the chancellorship, you will rue the decision.”


  Decca strode a path to the exit and ignored cries from Chancellor Masimovian for civility and respect. The chancellor ordered his Janzers to secure Decca and return him to his seat. Decca threw his arms away from them and, on his own, sat in his spot near the pool. His face glistened with sweat, his taut bronze skin a shade of red.


  “This board acts as a single unit,” Masimovian said, “and I will have order. We are all Beimenians, we are all one, and our decision to confirm the ministry’s selection on behalf of our people is our privilege. It must be treated as such. When you make your selection, aye or nay, keep in mind the challenges of the task and the failures of prior scientists—and the actions of those scientists.”


  The board telepathically voted, and above its workstation, the keeper bot noted eight votes of aye, seven votes of nay.


  “So it is decreed,” Masimovian said, “by appointment of the supreme ministry of Beimeni and confirmed by the supreme scientific board, that Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue will follow Captain Broden Barão as Supreme Scientist of the Ventureño Facility covering Reassortment.”


  Minister Charles couldn’t hide the displeasure from his face. To Antosha, he said, “May the gods provide you wisdom at this most trying time in our history.” Several board members nodded gravely.


  Antosha feigned ignorance. “I’m not sure I take your meaning.”


  Charles looked to Masimovian, who said, “And finally, on the primary agenda,” his voice softened, “Reassortment seepage.” Masimovian and Charles shared with the board the latest details that suggested the rate of diffusion of Reassortment into the Earth’s crust had accelerated, with the strain now entering depths once thought utterly impossible.


  “So you can see, young scientist,” Masimovian said to Antosha, “it’s more than glory that awaits you in the Ventureño Facility.” He paused, clasping his hands together. “It’s the survival of the transhuman race.”


  “I understand,” Antosha said assuredly, “and unlike my predecessors, I’m up to the task.”


  Conversation shifted from there to the minor items on the secondary agenda. After the sheep stopped bleating over benari and resource allocations and updates on their pointless projects, Masimovian adjourned the meeting. Decca dashed out of the chamber while the rest of the board leisurely drank from their glasses and reminisced about conversions, experiments, and other war stories from the RDD.


  “Chancellor,” Antosha said, “may I have a word?”


  Masimovian nodded, and when the last of the board passed through the exit, he put his arm around Antosha’s shoulders. They walked amiably next to the pool. “Isabelle convinced me to reinstate you,” Masimovian said, “and I agreed because I suspect you’ve learned from prior misdeeds. I believe in your potential. I understand your unorthodox methods drive your results.” He paused. “Was I wrong in these assumptions?”


  “Of course not, my chancellor,” Antosha said. “I serve you and I’m honored by the privilege and prestige you and the board and ministry have bestowed on me.”


  One of the bots grabbed Antosha’s and Masimovian’s empty glasses and handed them freshly filled ones. “That’s good to hear, because troubling news has reached me regarding your former lab assistant and campaigner. Where is Miss Gwendolyn now?”


  “I haven’t been able to locate Gwendolyn Horvearth, but she’s no threat to the commonwealth, or the board, my chancellor—”


  “The Kaspasparons will not let this rest.” Masimovian swiped his goatee. “They allege wrongdoing.”


  “Their grief blinds them from the truth that their foster daughter was mentally unstable, incapable of managing the challenges of the RDD.”


  “I hope you’re right.” The chancellor sipped his wine. “How soon until you can begin new clinical trials? We have the potential for many, many Jubilees. It would be grand for one to end as successfully as your demonstration in Boreas.”


  “I will solve Reassortment, just as I solved Regenesis, with skill and speed and devotion to my craft. When I vanquish humanity’s weakness against the plague in the paradise, your dominion over all the Earth shall be assured.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana was on the terrace of her suite when her front door slid open. She turned away from the view and saw the man who was now to her the vilest man she’d ever laid eyes on—no longer the beautiful scientist she’d first met. He stepped out onto the terrace, and his fur-rimmed cape fluttered over his silver synsuit.


  “There she is,” Antosha said, “my Harpoon Champion, in the flesh.”


  He extended his hands. She didn’t take them, and he tilted his head.


  “Who let you in here?”


  “My dear, I own you, I can enter your suite whenever I wish.” He lowered his hands. “You missed our morning meeting in the lobby. What could’ve been so important as to explain your absence?”


  “Quit the bullshit.” Oriana lowered her voice, folded her arms, and leaned forward. “I know what you are—”


  “And what am I, Madam Champion?” He strutted around her, his head turned, something in his eyes she didn’t want to discover but that she didn’t fear.


  “You’re a supreme scientist,” she said, “a great mind in a great commonwealth, and a great deceiver in a time of turmoil—”


  “You speak like a neophyte who thinks she knows all, but you haven’t lived long enough to understand the commonwealth’s troubles. The conversions that I’ve achieved have never been matched and never will be. That’s not deceit, that’s reality—”


  “What about my family? My mother?”


  “The whore.” Antosha caught Oriana’s wrist before her hand could whip his face. He tsked and squeezed her arm. She thought he might break it before he released her. “In your eagerness to unearth my past, did you discover Vernon Lebrizzi?”


  Verne, the trader from Navita, the illegal orphan developed into a phenomenon performer in the Harpoons last year by House Variscan—and an apparent romantic interest of her mother’s. “I know all about Verne—”


  “Do you?”


  “I won’t participate in this commonwealth mission.”


  “Oh, yes, you will.”


  “I’ll go to the Office of the Chancellor if I must!”


  “The chancellor might not want to listen to you.” Antosha lifted a Granville sphere from his pocket. He set it upon a golden pedestal atop the balustrade. Above and around it, a blurred hologram formed. “Madam Champion, in your research, did you find … this?”


  Millions of Beimenians roamed on towerlike islands with faint electric light emanating between them. Janzers on airborne rocketcycles weaved around them.


  “Let me clear your view.”


  The holographic rendition zoomed to Lord Nero Silvana in chains, bandages over part of his head. Oriana recognized his facial features and what was left of his mohawk. Minister Noria Furongielle had showed her holograms of him and her father, and told her about their development in House Variscan.


  “What’s this?” she said.


  Antosha waved his hand as if he were a Marshlandic magician. The hologram shifted to a line of Beimenians in bodysuits who trudged beneath stalactites aglow with holographic burning salamanders. Thousands and thousands of them made their way to a row of elevators where Janzers paired with strange birds stood. The image zoomed in on a man, his head shaved, his eyes dark, his face drawn. Surely, this man was her father. She recognized his image, but what had he turned into?


  Her father fell to the ground and writhed and gagged. Oriana covered her face with her hands. She wanted to cry; she wanted to scream.


  Then she examined the Granville sphere. He’s a master of deception, and I mustn’t let him get in my head, she thought. She blocked his access to her neurochip the way she would at times block her twin during development. Antosha didn’t react or move. Nor did he alter the world he’d rendered.


  Brody kicked and screamed on the ground, while the strange birds, held on carbyne leashes by the Janzers, screeched and plunged forward and chomped their massive beaks.


  Oriana shivered. She wouldn’t let herself cry, but the world seemed as if it collapsed around her.


  Antosha withdrew the holographic imagery and revolved around Oriana.


  “Yes,” he said, “you will help Dr. Shrader recover so that we can learn about his past and the synthesis of the Reassortment Strain. You’ll visit with Captain Holcombe’s team and me and your brother today. If you’re successful, I will lobby the chancellor to allow your father and his striker to keep their lives, a reward for your service.”


  He strode back to the suite’s archway entrance upon the terrace, where he turned and said, “Also, my dear,” wagging his forefinger, “you won’t be permitted to see or speak to Nathan Storm until this mission is complete.”


  Oriana screamed and rushed up the marble stairs. She spun with her swiftest roundhouse, but he caught her leg and twisted her ankle. She heard it break when he dropped his other elbow into it. She clenched her teeth and grimaced but did not yell and would not cry when he threw her to the ground. She grasped a marble pedestal and limped to him. She spit in his face. “I’ll never serve you!”


  “Cross me again, young fool …” Antosha wiped his face and lifted his hand, and the Granville sphere flew to his grasp. He activated a new hologram above it and around them.


  Oriana knew the Island of Reverie. Its streams rushed, its weeping willow trees leaned under cover of twilight.


  “… and I’ll send all whom you love here. The surface, without any treatment, without any protection, without any hesitation, and they’ll suffer, the way I have suffered, then they’ll die.”


   


   


  Ventureño Facility


   


  “Preposterous,” Captain Ruiner Holcombe said to Antosha. “What you’re suggesting cannot happen.”


  Oriana had suspected the same when Antosha had told her and Pasha on their way to the facility that they would train with Ruiner, an experienced strike team captain. Standard procedure required entry to the training program with consortiums such as Blackstone or Ionian or Floian, and from there, selection as striker or aera, strategist, or captain. As much as Oriana had always wanted to become an aera, this title wasn’t designated. It was earned.


  “Oriana and Pasha were made for this mission,” Antosha said.


  It was at least the third time he’d said this. Did he think his repetition would weaken Ruiner Holcombe’s resolve?


  Ruiner was taller than Antosha, though not as chiseled. His beige bodysuit faded at his elbows and knees, weathered from missions, Oriana figured, though his face appeared as youthful as Pasha’s. He must have visited the Fountain of Youth since his recent return from a years-long deployment to Candor Chasma Central Command on Mars.


  “They’re still neophytes,” Mintel Hurrows said. He was the team’s strategist. Next to him stood Dahlia Weztna, the aera. Both were lean and as cut as jaguars.


  “Heywood’s mission—” Dahlia said.


  “My mission,” Antosha corrected.


  Oriana rubbed her leg. The bone and bruise had all but healed, thanks to uficilin, but the memory was as vivid as daybreak. She didn’t tell Pasha about her fight with Antosha, and she couldn’t reach Nathan.


  She focused on the mission, imagined her and Pasha on a space shuttle launching into the void, a ceremony in Artemis Square on their return, their victory, their Marks of Masimovian. Then she’d have the credibility with the chancellor to free her father and Lord Nero Silvana, and keep Nathan safe.


  “Did you not review our Harpoon scores?” Oriana said. The Holcombe Strike Team exchanged looks of surprise at her boldness. She turned to Antosha and added, “We’re honored to serve a supreme scientist and the chancellor in a commonwealth mission.”


  Ruiner raised his voice. “You may be, but this mission will require a hardened aera and a wise strategist to have any probability for success.”


  Dahlia and Mintel nodded sharply. She sensed the Holcombe Strike Team’s distrust went beyond her and Pasha’s selection for the mission. It had to do with Antosha, for which she couldn’t blame them.


  Kiss him now, Oriana thought, cut him later.


  “I’d welcome the opportunity to train in the ways of an aera,” she said. “Supreme Scientist Zereoue is as wise as he is thoughtful.” To Ruiner, she added, “Captain, Pasha and I won’t let you down. My brother is skilled with telepathy, mathematics, and science and can learn the ways of a strike team strategist. And I fought products from House Variscan in the heart of the dwarf planet Ceres—”


  “In a simulation,” Mintel said. “Darling, you don’t have real-world experience.”


  “I agree,” Dahlia said. “Wherever it is in the galaxy that Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice would send our captain, we should follow.”


  “I’m the supreme scientist covering Reassortment,” Antosha said, “and this mission is being run through my facility. That gives me full authority to choose the strike team.”


  Ruiner whispered to his team. Oriana looked to Pasha, who looked to Antosha.


  “We’ve had no training,” Pasha said, “and while we’d serve you and the chancellor with pride, we’d be at a disadvantage—”


  “Don’t you see?” Mintel said. “Even the neophyte can detect your folly.”


  The look Antosha gave Mintel silenced him and chilled Oriana’s nerves, but when Antosha turned to Pasha, he smiled. “You’ll shadow with Dahlia and learn the ways of a striker.” He approached Oriana. “And you, diligent and dedicated Madam Champion, will shadow Mintel to learn the ways of a strategist and uncover Dr. Shrader’s secrets.”


  “But I was the top overall performer in the Harpoons,” Oriana said, “and I was made to be an aera.”


  Antosha bowed to her. “You were made to run reconnaissance for this mission and to learn all that Dr. Shrader knows.”


  “I’m curious,” Mintel said, “for sure you must have a part for Dahlia and me in this mission. You can’t expect us to train our replacements—”


  “Oh, but I can, and I do.” Antosha glared at Mintel and Dahlia. To Ruiner, he added, “Oriana and Pasha will shadow your aera and your strategist, and you should sleep easy knowing that their skill in training the neophytes will ensure your survival, Before Reassortment.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Island of Reverie


   


  Northeast


   


  0 meters deep


   


   


  Connor’s line shimmied as the trout tugged. The sun’s rays burned the morning dew. He listened to the teal’s tweets. He breathed the pristine air mixed with burning cedar and pine. His older brother Hans dropped another log on the fire and embers sparked. Connor felt the heat. A pinecone shivered and fell into the river.


  Ripples in the water rolled from the pinecone. Connor backed away. The water rose and rushed along the shore. It toppled him and Hans and extinguished the fire and uprooted the trees. Connor clung to a branch. The water gushed over and around him and filled his lungs. A wave smashed him and brought with it bubbles and light.


  He opened his eyes and gagged. Wherever he was, it was dark. Silence replaced the sounds of crickets and birds and water. He scrabbled around the coarse ground. Something stung his hand, and he clutched his fingers. He licked his forefinger and tasted something bitter, something like metal.


  I’m alive, he thought, but where? And why can’t I see, why can’t I hear?


  He blinked and blinked until his vision improved. He saw splashes of light over water, over stone. A whiff of cool, salty air grazed him. He crawled between the sharpest stone points that had slit his hand.


  Leaning against a jagged rim, he saw shadows against the stone and figures in the water far, far below, the heads and bodies and tails of underwater fish. He felt nauseated. He sniffled, rubbed his forehead, and leaned farther over the edge.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


  Connor flipped over. He sat upon one of millions of islands, as tall as towers, endless rows and rows of them! Bright electric light flashed between the islands, as if timed, or as if part of something alive. Far away to his left, a woman lay curled up, asleep. To his right, a man lay with his hands under his head. The man who spoke knelt on the closest island to him, some twenty meters away.


  Lord Nero Silvana.


  Bandages covered his cheeks and nose, his left eye was bruised shut, and a chunk of his mohawk was missing.


  Connor’s heart thumped in his chest as he looked out and saw Douglas, Marian, Nicolas, Sander, Charlene, and so many other BP residents he knew from Blackeye Cavern—the BP’s eastern stronghold—all in gray tunics that matched his own. They all wore Converse Collars. Connor raised his hand to his neck and found one of his own.


  “We’re in Farino Prison,” Nero said, his hands cupped around his mouth to send his voice far.


  A gust sailed through Connor’s hair and over his body. He shivered. In the distance, two divisions of Janzers weaved on their rocketcycles from island to island. They split up into pairs. Upon their approach to an island, one dropped a tray and the other held a pulse rifle pointed at the prisoner.


  Connor peered over the side again. Halfway down, he spotted curdling movement beneath the murky water before a streak of light passed from its head to its tail. “What’s swimming around down there?”


  “Electric eels,” Nero said.


  “They’re too big to be eels,” Connor said. They were longer than whales he’d encountered in the Gulf of Yeuron, where Connor caught fish with his brother Hans before he had been killed in a commonwealth Jubilee, volunteered to test the latest serum for Reassortment treatment.


  “They’ve been altered with synisms,” Nero said, “and if I were you, I wouldn’t fall down there.”


  “No,” Connor said, now noticing the electric currents that flowed from their heads to their tails. “I suppose I won’t.” His breath puffed out in clouds, and he grew gooseflesh. He’d never been so cold, even in Boreas. “What’ll they do to us?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” the woman said with a cracked tone.


  She uncurled, twisted on her side. The sounds of chains rattled around her. She eased over the stone and out of the darkness into a thin shaft of light spread from glowworms over the stalactites. Connor gasped.


  Aera.


  Bruises covered her face. Her neck and shoulder were sewed shut with wires.


  “What happened?” Connor said.


  “We got the Lorum orb,” Nero said, “and we escaped the City of Eternal Darkness. The Janzers chased us. We might have made it, but Antosha has some kind of new Protector Prototype.” He looked down. “We weren’t prepared. They got the orb back.”


  “So now we’re here,” Aera said, “and they’ll need new volunteers for the Jubilees.” She paused, as if speaking stole all her strength.


  “Who will succeed Captain Barão on Reassortment?” Connor closed his eyes, knowing his folly as soon as he spoke.


  “Who do you think?” Aera said.


  Of course, Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue was the obvious choice to succeed Captain Broden Barão, particularly after his performance in Faraway Hall, reawakening Dr. Kole Shrader, the man frozen near absolute zero who might be immune to Reassortment. Connor had been there, at Faraway Hall, when it happened. He had been supposed to block Antosha while he was distracted, to protect the Lorum operation and prevent just this outcome. He recalled the crowd’s frantic chants, the medical bots, the synisms, Shrader, and the hallucinations Antosha wove around him, his own death on the Island of Reverie.


  Connor reached for the ZPF. The collar blocked his access. He concealed his feelings and thoughts the way Father had taught him, closed into a cerebral safe anything that tormented him about the operation and his flaws and the Beimeni Polemon.


  I must persevere and make it back to Hydra Hollow, he thought. Father must know how far Antosha has advanced with his use of the zeropoint field. If Antosha’s telepathic reach stretched as far as Boreas to Nyx, what would stop him from finding Hydra Hollow? What would happen if he overcame the safeguards that Father had installed there? Connor remembered the stories he’d heard about Lady Isabelle’s raid beneath Hautervian City in Underground South. That had been decades ago, when she had led a surgical strike into the Polemon’s southern stronghold. Very few had survived.


  “What happened in Boreas?” Nero said.


  “Antosha’s powerful,” Connor said, “much more so than my father knew. He did something to me, changed the way I perceived the world around me.”


  Another man nearby sat up. He hacked and spit over the side. The eels stirred when it hit the water.


  “Pirro?” Connor said. “Pirro …”


  He knelt and shivered under another gust. He adjusted to the cold, then cringed, for if Pirro, Charlene, and all his BP comrades were here, it meant Lady Isabelle had intercepted their evacuation of Blackeye Cavern. Had she invaded there? Had she killed them all?


  It meant, without doubt, that Zorian was a traitor to the BP’s cause. Everyone had assured Connor so, but he didn’t want to believe his eldest brother truly had given away their eastern location to Lady Isabelle. Connor couldn’t, for his essence in the ZPF, understand why Zorian would ever collude with her. He shivered at the thought, breathing deeply. He resolved to regain his access to the ZPF, but somehow he’d have to exert more control over his field without losing consciousness, the way he had in Permutation Crypt; without losing sight of reality, the way he had in the Polemon passageways to Volano Territory; without being overwhelmed, the way he had been in Faraway Hall; and without turning into Zorian, the way the BP feared he would since he’d undergone the fever in the first trimester.


  “Did everyone make it out of the Cavern?” Connor said.


  “I’d rather not say, not here,” Pirro said.


  Connor appreciated Pirro’s meaning and worried about Marstone as well, for the commonwealth had left his neurochip installed, for this purpose, he assumed, to listen to his thoughts and speech. He again shielded his mind the best he could. “What do we do now?”


  The Janzers rumbled closer on their rocketcycles.


  Nero looked upward. “We keep faith in our allies who will not forget us.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana climbed the Staircase to Heaven, the twisting red marble stairs that led up to the Huelel Facility, with her brother and the Holcombe Strike Team. It was good to travel without Antosha, without his smell, his voice, his shadow, but Dahlia and Mintel hadn’t spoken to them since Antosha’s declaration, and Oriana wondered how long this could last until it harmed the mission—or until Antosha harmed them.


  When Ruiner broke the long silence, Oriana didn’t hear him. She was focused on Saturn and its rings and moons in the void of the Granville view beyond the staircase, and thinking about the mission, her brother, their new roles in the RDD, and what she would do to Antosha after they achieved significant conversion. And she worried about Nathan.


  “Hey, Madam Champion,” Mintel said. He slapped his hands in front of her. “Cap’n asked you a question.”


  “What’s with you?” Oriana said. “We’re on the same team.”


  “Don’t you dare, you haven’t even begun.” Mintel moved onward up the stairs and joined Dahlia.


  Don’t let him get to you, Oriana heard. It was Pasha’s voice, without Marstone’s interference, the way they had communicated during development. This is our time, our mission, and we must serve Beimeni. Ruiner asked you if you’ve met Heywood.


  “Apologies, Captain,” Oriana said. “I haven’t.”


  “Neither have I,” Pasha said.


  “Distracted?” Ruiner said. “No doubt.”


  He peered over the staircase’s banister with Oriana and Pasha. “I’ve been to Saturn often and so will you, gods be good.” He grinned at Oriana, a grin so wise, so reassuring, so authoritative that she imagined he could’ve been her father in another life, in another time.


  “Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice is … unique. And brilliant. Don’t let his manners distract from the mission parameters. Listen. Answer his queries diligently and honestly, and if we’re lucky, we’ll only have a hundred more of these debriefings before the mission.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  “Yes! You’re just in time,” Heywood said, his long, dark green hair disheveled, his face twitching. “Take your seats.”


  They sat around a pedestal topped by a Granville sphere, which synthesized an image of Earth. A golden lowercase letter c replaced the Earth and spun slowly back and forth. “The speed of light,” he said, “is where we begin with space travel.” Oriana transposed his instructions to her neurochip. “What about time travel? Must we travel at the speed of light to travel through time?” When they didn’t respond, Heywood added, “Yes! The answer is so simple, my friends. You’ve lived with a great example of forward time travel all your lives, you’ve experienced its power—”


  “With Dr. Shrader?” Pasha said.


  “Very good!” Heywood weaved his hands in elliptical motions. “Our ancestors cooled him in liquid helium, ceased the aging process, and did so to enable Dr. Shrader and his kin to travel forward through time. But did he travel faster than the speed of light?”


  “No,” Mintel said.


  “Yes! No … I mean, yes! When Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue awakened him from his coma, he in essence traveled hundreds of years through time. With athanasia and uficilin and our advanced regenerative capabilities, his body is congruent to his being, Before Reassortment, yet the world, After Reassortment, is like nothing he’s ever experienced. How will he react? How will he adjust? What mysteries does he hold the answers to?”


  The lowercase c disappeared, and in its place flapped a sheet of black matter, one side over the other, and a tube extended to connect the top to the bottom. “Backward time travel.” Heywood swayed and scratched at his goatee. “This is the Timescape Mission’s goal, and it requires a different set of assumptions—”


  “But backward time travel isn’t possible,” Oriana said. During development, all her physics lessons had suggested so.


  Heywood smiled. “Young neophyte,” he stared at Ruiner before he shifted his attention back to Oriana, “you will expand your mind from what you believe, and believe me when I assure you that we solved the conundrum.” Oriana scrunched her brow. “Yes! We solved the mysteries of exotic matter and superluminal matter!”


  “I don’t believe it,” she said.


  Nothing she’d learned suggested it was possible to create either. At the same time, Oriana knew that except for Reassortment, much of the RDD’s work was conducted in secret—and wasn’t always part of the official record, or historical lessons—the primary reason most candidates in the elite houses wanted to be bid for by an RDD consortium.


  “I assure you we discovered the methods to generate superluminal matter,” Heywood continued, “and when it’s combined with exotic matter at the Earth’s and sun’s Lagrange points, the result is an achievement of a lifetime! Of a lifetime, I tell you!” Heywood pulled down the side of his lab coat from his neck, revealing part of the Mark of Masimovian there and on his upper back. “Now it’s time for you to earn your Marks, all of you—”


  “Not us,” Mintel said. He jerked his head sideways, without looking at the twins. “We’re here to train them.”


  “Yes! So you are,” Heywood said, “so you will.”


  “How do you know you can apply this technology to our tangible world?” Pasha said.


  Heywood swung back to the holograms. The flaps of black matter disappeared, replaced by Area 55, its aboveground circular carbyne platforms upon cylindrical towers. The Flag of Beimeni shivered from watchtowers, manned by research bots.


  Oriana and Pasha watched, riveted, as the Voltaire emerged upon the surface of the Earth. It launched and soared toward the sun, to Lagrange point one where it moved into a stable orbit. A rocket released from the side of the shuttle and a distance displayed at one hundred kilometers, then five hundred kilometers, then one thousand kilometers, then the rocket exploded, forcing the exotic matter into a dense pellet. At the same time, a stream of light labeled SUPERLUMINAL BEAM passed from the side of the Voltaire through the middle of the dense pellet. A portal took shape. It shimmered with violet phosphorescent light, radiating away from the center, turning dark blue near the edge. To the right of this imagery, a new rendition formed, that of the Earth and a body of land labeled ICELAND and closer still to an island within an island in a lake called THINGVALLAVATN, where a portal of violet and blue light emerged, melting the snow around it, revealing grass and soil.


  The twins turned from the island back to Lagrange point one, where the lower hatch on the shuttle opened. Down fell a surveillance bot. Then the Voltaire froze, and upon the island the bot burst from the portal. The bot scanned the terrain with various viewers—infrared, ultraviolet, organic—and took in a gulp of air. Then it plunged back into the portal. The shuttle shot into motion again, back toward the Earth, while the bot fell from the bottom of the portal at Lagrange point one. Thrusters on its boots sent it hurtling back to the Earth, where it eventually entered a high-altitude skydive. As it neared the surface, it released a parachute from its upper back. It landed. A strike team swooped in to retrieve it in their helicopter, then returned to Area 55.


  “Yes!” Heywood said. “A mission established with the use of surveillance bots. We sent two bots with Captain Micaella Lidesien’s strike team, and in two cases the tests allowed for rejection of the null hypothesis, that backward time travel wasn’t achieved.” Oriana exchanged a look with Pasha. “We’re sure the alternative hypothesis is valid. We achieved backward time travel.”


  “How can you be so sure?” Oriana said. This was all so foreign to her. The superluminal beam, a tachyon beam, would be extremely difficult to create. And if Heywood did, in fact, create a tunnel through space-time, it must’ve been at an astronomical cost—there’d be no way they’d have a third chance.


  “Tests of the atmosphere proved the unalterable truth!” Heywood was saying. He waved his forefinger in the air.


  “Reassortment transformed Earth’s atmosphere,” Mintel said, “and if you two weren’t so green, you’d at least know that.” He held his head in his hand and shook it.


  Heywood sucked in his lower lip and looked at Ruiner. Oriana suspected what he was thinking, that she and her brother weren’t ready for a commonwealth mission. Why did Antosha insist on their participation? Why put the Timescape Mission at risk?


  “We know all about Reassortment,” she said, looking to Pasha. She turned back to Heywood. “So we’re to go back in time and destroy the Reassortment Strain?”


  “Gods, no!” Heywood looked mortified, his eyeballs bulging so far out that Oriana thought they might pop.


  Mintel put his hand on Ruiner’s shoulder. “Cap’n, this isn’t going to work.”


  “Such actions are impossible within the timescape,” Dahlia said.


  “Impossible,” Heywood agreed.


  “Time is laid out in its entirety,” Ruiner said, his voice so wise, so calm, so unlike Mintel’s and Heywood’s that Oriana almost believed him, “with all past and future events located there together.”


  She wouldn’t give in. She’d learned much about physics and theories of time during her development. “That could also be interpreted to mean this mission is a part of the normal timescape,” Oriana said, “a reversal, a change that we—”


  “Our studies don’t suggest that,” Heywood said. “We can achieve superluminal travel and maintain a portal through space-time with exotic matter, but we don’t believe we can influence the worlds on either end, and life on either end should proceed as if no split occurred.”


  Pasha looked at the bot in the hologram, then back to Heywood. “If this is a reconnaissance mission,” he said, “why send a strike team? Why not use your bots?”


  “Antosha believes that if we understand the synthesis of the organism, if we understand how it first reassorted itself, we can conquer it. All we’re doing is bringing back the pure data.” Heywood lowered his eyes. When he raised them, he rendered the Earth and the Beimeni zone, above which appeared dusty, phosphorescent particles.


  “What is this?” Ruiner said.


  “The Reassortment Strain is seeping ever deeper,” Heywood said, frowning, “ever closer to the Great Commonwealth.”


  Oriana felt her stomach turn. She’d heard about the horrors of Reassortment exposure during development.


  “Then this mission is of utmost importance,” Ruiner said. He looked at his strategist and aera, who nodded.


  “Yes!” Heywood said. “It will be the mission they remember us for.”


  The cause, Oriana thought, is worthy, even if it is an unworthy man I serve, but in the end, I will cut Antosha for what he did to my parents.


  A valley replaced the rendition of the Earth above and around the Granville sphere, with steam rising from the ground. In the distance lay a lake beneath the clouds, its surface flat, calm, reflective, the division between water and sky obscured.


  “Where is this?” Oriana said.


  “Iceland,” Ruiner said, “been there on many a surface excursion.”


  “Yes! Though you’ve never experienced the part of it I’m about to show you now.” The view moved underground, where a set of copper ramps materialized, connected by a matrix of tunnels. One of the ramps enlarged, and the view zoomed through a corridor to a hexagonal room labeled PRIMARY RESEARCH FACILITY.


  “This is the Hengill Laboratory, the most advanced research facility of its day, protected by the Western Hegemony Guard and supervised by an artificial intelligence they called Locust.” The hologram shifted to different rooms and tunnels. “The facility’s protection includes four points—”


  “Hold it,” Mintel said. He huffed. “You’re planning to send an inexperienced striker and strategist into a guarded subterranean synbio installation during the war?”


  “Yes! That is what we’re going to do,” Heywood said, “because that’s what Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue ordered, and should you interrupt me again at this most critical juncture of the debriefing, I’ll submit to him a report on your insubordination.”


  Mintel folded his arms and mouthed to Ruiner, Don’t do this. Ruiner gave a stealthy nod and put up his hand.


  What the heck is this guy so afraid of? Oriana thought. What could this place have that the Harpoons didn’t?


  “The first layer of protection is the inspectors at the Hengill Power Plant’s primary entrance. We also believe this is the main mode of entry for the engineers and scientists who arrive each day. The second layer,” a husky man in camouflage with a slender gas mask rotated in front of the map, “is the Western Hegemony Guard. Though not as agile or powerful as Janzers, strikers, or aeras, don’t underestimate their military and martial arts capabilities, or their sheer numbers—could be thousands of them in there.


  “The third layer is the Metamorphosis Program, which you just witnessed. The ramps are suspended by a complex set of pulleys, lifts, and supports. The entire lab can alter itself. It was, in fact, the first and only alterable laboratory Before Reassortment.


  “The final layer is the Myst, a failsafe to guard against contamination. It is invisible and virtually undetectable. The synthetic organisms developed within the facility included a weakness to the Myst. For transhumans, we think the effect of the Myst would be hallucinations. Anyone inside the facility wore protective masks to filter the air.”


  “We can’t approach Hengill Power Plant’s primary entrance,” Oriana said, “and their radar would find us in the sky, so how do you propose we enter?”


  Ruiner stole a sideways glance at Oriana. Pasha held his head up and puffed out his chest.


  Heywood adjusted the holograms, and Dr. Shrader’s likeness appeared. “Our records from the chaotic transition at the end of the Quaternary are sparse, but we know that Dr. Shrader was of extreme importance to the development of the Reassortment Strain.”


  A woman’s and a man’s likenesses appeared, neither familiar to Oriana. “Dr. Kole Shrader you know. Dr. Luella Shrader and Dr. Ivo Ludlow you do not. They perished during an earlier Regenesis procedure … gone wrong. We’ve developed metamorphic synsuits that will disguise you as these scientists. The primary entrance inspectors won’t know you’re imposters until it’s too late.”


  “And if they do?”


  The hologram shifted to an island of glaciers, mountains, and volcanoes. The view plunged to the body of water labeled THINGVALLAVATN. On the island in the lake’s center, the portal through space-time remained. On one of the smaller islands near the lake’s edge, a green beacon moved to the cove labeled TRIPLE DROP CAVE.


  Heywood pointed. “An alternative entry point, on the far end of the facility. The ramps will on occasion line up near this cave to allow for small engineering crews to enter. Our schematics suggest the cave is narrow, dangerous, with deep pits. Whether from the primary entrance or Triple Drop Cave, your mission is to descend to the Hexagon, connect to the primitive mainframe through the zeropoint field, retrieve the synthesis for the Reassortment Strain, and escape as fast as possible.”


  “To what time in the past do you send us?” Oriana said.


  Heywood looked at Ruiner. “With your skill in the zeropoint field, Captain, I expect you to manipulate the quantum numbers of the dense exotic matter, allowing for entry to Iceland in the year 2, Before Reassortment.”


  Ruiner seemed to ponder this comment. He held both his hands at the collar of his bodysuit and squeezed, looking up, then to Heywood, he said, “Don’t you think that’s too close to the Death Wave? Don’t you think 10 BR or 15 BR would be safer?”


  Heywood pushed his disheveled hair away from his forehead. “Captain, you must be precise, you must take your team to the year 2 BR, for this is when we believe the final iterations of the Reassortment Strain were synthesized, and it is the data from these final iterations that Antosha seeks.”


  Ruiner hesitated. “Fine.”


  “If your surveillance bots obtained this much information,” Pasha said, “why not program them to traverse the facility or download the data externally?”


  “The z-wall and defenses are too powerful,” Heywood countered, “and Antosha will not place the fate of this mission in the hands of bots.”


  “But he’d trust it in the hands of inexperienced, ineffectual neophytes,” Mintel said. He laughed. “Apologies, Supreme Scientist Querice, submit my insubordination if you will, but what you speak is such folly I cannot sit here in silence.”


  He stood up and swayed through the holograms to the twins. “I have no doubt you two are skilled. A top performance in the Harpoons among thirteen-million-plus transhumans is admirable, but this isn’t a simulation. This isn’t a game or an exam. The battles waged upon the Earth were unlike anything you’ve ever witnessed, and the Western Hegemony Guard will kill you. They’ll kill our captain—”


  “I won’t allow that,” Pasha said.


  “We’ll prepare them,” Dahlia said. “We’ll—”


  “No,” Mintel said, pointing at her, “don’t you give in to this travesty.”


  “Please, end this,” Ruiner said. Toward Mintel, he gently raised and lowered his hand. “These are the parameters set forth by the commonwealth, and we must execute the mission the way the chancellor expects.”


  Mintel sat down and crossed his arms with a scowl.


  “Antosha mentioned that I’d be … enhanced,” Pasha said. “What did he mean?”


  Oriana turned to him, eyebrows raised.


  “Yes!” Heywood said. “You shall be fused with a prototype synsuit, which I understand is the most powerful we’ve ever created, forged from the alien species known as the Lorum.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Verena Iglehart


  Hydra Hollow


   


  300 meters deep


   


   


  Verena looked upon the long and weary faces of the BP spread about the bazaar. They all sensed an inevitable end. She inhaled the earthen air mixed with smells of coffee, grilled sausage, and baked bread and cakes. Somewhere nearby, she heard children singing. Their voices commanded her attention and dissolved her waking fright: the thought that Nero would perish in Farino Prison.


  Oh Nero …


  She walked beyond a tented booth in search of the songs. She spotted the group, a unique and inspiring sight, for Verena rarely saw children in the commonwealth. A girl, in late childhood by Verena’s estimation, lunged toward her. She landed at Verena’s feet and scrabbled after a spiked cube that Verena had not seen. The child’s matted hair bounced as she scooped up her toy. “It’s mine!” she said, then spun and returned to her friends.


  Verena smiled toward the children, then continued on to the meeting area and sat beside Jeremiah Selendia, leader of the Liberation Front. She contemplated her options. She couldn’t return to Beimeni, for Lady Isabelle would be monitoring her likely stops—Minister Charles’s citadel in Palaestra, her former gallery in Palaestra Hall, her former office in the Ventureño Facility. Where else had she to go?


  How quickly it all came undone.


  Not long ago, she’d returned from Vigna a hero with Brody and Nero. Now she sat at a table with strangers, terrorists she once reviled.


  Green glowworms cast light into the cavern. The Leadership’s shadows danced over the limestone table and walls. Jeremiah rubbed a piece of parchment on the table. “I’ve called this meeting at our desperate hour,” he said.


  He moved out of his seat, and the silence that descended over his council felt appropriate to Verena, for the hour was later than desperate. At any time, Lady Isabelle, General Norrod, or Lieutenant Arnao and a phalanx of Janzers might pour through their tunnels and take them all away, while Reassortment might seep from above, eat their nervous systems, and crystallize their blood. And without Aera, who’d procured resources for the BP from the RDD, they’d soon starve.


  Jeremiah put his palms on the table, looking upon his council with those reddish-orange eyes of his that always made Verena uncomfortable. “We have but one choice.”


  Verena sensed defeat in the Leadership’s faces, despair in their lethargic postures, much like the merchants and shoppers in the bazaar. Those who remained of Jeremiah Selendia’s elite couldn’t compare to Aera or Pirro or Nero or even Connor. From the snippets Verena knew of him, Connor seemed feisty, crafty, innovative, much like his father, but unlike his father, utterly unable to understand when he was in over his head. Why hadn’t he retreated from Faraway Hall? Why had Jeremiah pitted him against Antosha in the first place?


  A girl emerged from behind a stone pillar and stared at Verena with lilac eyes. As soon as Verena returned her gaze, the girl disappeared.


  Was that the same girl who spied on Nero and me before the doomed operation? Verena thought.


  “Lady Verena,” Jeremiah said, “does something interest you more right now than our next operation?”


  Verena turned from the pillars near the garden to Jeremiah. “I was just admiring your grower.”


  Jeremiah glanced toward the herbs that lined the limestone, and so did the Leadership. There were plants and bioluminescence, but no grower. Chatter rose around the table, and Jeremiah called for decorum.


  “What I know is that we’re all sitting here,” Verena said, “comfortable around this table, when men and women and children who’ve given this movement their souls are either dying or dead.” Around the table, heads turned toward her. “How could whatever operation you’re about to tell us about possibly matter at a time like this?” She threw her arms upward. “Will this operation bring them back? Will it reverse the chaos we’ve wrought on each other, the scientists who we’ve lost, the people from Blackeye Cavern scattering like rodents, will anything you say now fix all of that?”


  “No, but what I have to say will be a start. You forget that my son is among those captured, along with Nero, still alive we hope, in Farino Prison under Lady Isabelle’s iron grip. And you forget that I, too, was in that grasp, not long ago, and look at me.” Jeremiah lifted his sleeve and displayed the T burned so deep by penetrative synisms that even his black-market reconstructive treatments couldn’t undo it. “I’ll forever carry the traitor’s mark.”


  Verena nodded and folded her arms. “Carry on then.”


  “Antosha’s been manipulating the Lorum’s and Marstone’s capabilities,” Jeremiah said, “enhancing his telepathic reach, and if we don’t act soon, he may be able to find us and attack us telepathically, wherever we are.”


  Jeremiah brought up a rendition of Beimeni City on a Granville panel. The view zoomed out to a black-and-white map of the North American continent, including Beimeni, the thirty territories, and the spider web of transport and supply tunnels.


  “We don’t have the Lorum, but we still have our network. Our field managers report to me that recruitment hit an all-time high in the last trimester after the recession deepened, and after penalties for underperformance and underconsumption increased.”


  Now the safe houses—Beimenians allied clandestinely with the Liberation Front—were illuminated with white dots throughout the commonwealth.


  “The final evacuees from Blackeye Cavern will join the rest of our forces scattered in the Great Commonwealth in what must be a simultaneous strike, one so overwhelming and pervasive that we can give our commandos a chance.”


  “To what end?” Verena said.


  “To carry out the assassination—”


  “Of Chancellor Masimovian?”


  “Of Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue.”


  Verena thought on this. Antosha led the research into Reassortment, but did he act on orders from the chancellor or on his own? The answer could determine their survival. “What about the prisoners? What about Brody?”


  “We’ll free them when we’ve taken the city.”


  “They could be dead well before then, and regardless, your courier network will be overwhelmed before you set them in place.”


  “We will neutralize Antosha first—”


  “He’s not the present chancellor! And your theories on his advancement and on his desire to be so aren’t consistent with Chancellor Masimovian’s protection, with Lady Isabelle, General Norrod, Lieutenant Arnao, or the Janzers, none of whom would allow the whiff of a pulse blast to touch him—”


  “Let us hope you are correct, my lady, because I believe that if Antosha moves in, and I suspect he will, the ongoing war with the Liberation Front will escalate—and it will be total.”


  “You already face total war,” Verena said.


  Jeremiah sighed and rubbed his temples.


  “What’s your time frame?” she said.


  “Chancellor Masimovian will announce a new expansion and economic plan at the Autumn Gala in Luxor this year,” Jeremiah said, “and this will present an ideal opportunity for us. The Janzers will focus their protection on Beimeni City and Luxor City. Their divisions are thinly spread as it is, and our people will be better positioned to strike.”


  “A strike that Masimovian would anticipate,” Verena said.


  “So he shall.” Jeremiah now peered to his leaders. “Get your commandos in order. Coordinate with your contacts in the territories. Assign the couriers. We move to take out all supply and electric lines in the Great Commonwealth and end Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue’s life.”


  The chairs rustled and feet hustled. On the way out, Jeremiah pulled Verena aside. In her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of the girl grower hovering in the shadows near a limestone pillar.


  “We’re not alone,” Verena said.


  Jeremiah glanced to the child. “Go along now, Jocelyn, join your friends. You’ve spied on the grown-ups long enough.” He squeezed his forehead and lowered his voice. “Little Jocelyn is a natural, itching to get into the field like her brothers, but far too young biologically, not even in adolescence yet.”


  Verena agreed.


  Jocelyn flew past them into the limestone tunnels.


  “Do not take my harshness as a sign I don’t understand the challenge,” Jeremiah said. “I do. You’re now the most experienced strategist I have—”


  “I’m your only strategist.”


  “That’s true, and so I’ll lean on you more so than anyone in my senior Leadership.”


  “I understand.” Verena leaned on her back foot and tilted her head. “Have you given second thought to the idea of securing Brody from the Lower Level? As sure as the Granville sun rises, the people would rally behind their captain at this darkest of times.”


  Jeremiah exposed the hint of a smile.


  “You’ve … already acted … haven’t you?”


  “Let’s just say I’m not as foolish as your tone earlier suggested.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “Aha, Miss Oriana, welcome to the RDD infirmary,” the medical bot labeled MARIA said.


  “Where is he?” Oriana said.


  “This way.”


  Dr. Shrader lay across a levitating gurney, enclosed by needles, tubes, and wires, his face hidden by a cloth.


  She stood before the Legend—the man who was frozen near absolute zero, who could be immune to Reassortment.


  But was he, truly? Whatever he knew, she aimed to find out. Antosha had sent her here to gather intel for the mission.


  Medical bots removed the wires, tubes, and the cloth that concealed his face. They adjusted the knobs and levers over several workstations. Dr. Shrader stirred. His heart rate accelerated and calmed. Silver wool concealed his pelvis. The rest of his skin was pale but not sickly, and his head was shaved. His eyes, crusted at the corners, shivered open.


  This is historic, Oriana thought. I’m about to meet the man frozen in time; I’m about to meet the Legend.


  He closed his eyes and writhed as if in agony. The holographic numbers displayed his heart rate: eighty accelerated to ninety beats, then one hundred, one hundred ten …


  “What’s happening?” Oriana said.


  Dr. Shrader’s face contorted with pain. Then his eyelids trembled, lifted and fell. He blinked again. He turned from the bots to Oriana. His blue eyes looked upon her suspiciously.


  “Doctor,” she said. He squinted and moved his head side to side along the pillow. Oriana smiled. “Welcome back.”


  He mumbled.


  “What was that?” Oriana said.


  “Where … am … I?”


  “You’re—”


  He closed his eyes, eased into the pillow, and fell asleep, snoring loudly. Oriana turned to Maria. “Was that normal?”


  “Aha, who is to say what is normal in such an unprecedented situation?” The bot’s eye slit glowed, then dimmed. “He will awaken again, I’m sure, much as you do each day.”


  “I haven’t been asleep for three hundred sixty-eight years, and I haven’t been held in suspended animation.”


  “Aha, no, but for him, the world is new, his sight, his hearing, his touch, his memories. He is reborn, from a distant time, from when they froze him.”


  “Who froze him?”


  Oriana had learned from Ruiner that her father’s team had failed to reanimate the 335 scientists frozen near absolute zero, killing all of them except for Dr. Shrader. The failed Regenesis procedure had happened in 327 AR, after an apparent assassin had nearly killed Antosha. Eventually, her father had moved Shrader from the Cryo Room in the Ventureño Facility to a newly created Regenesis Chamber in the Tomahawk Facility. The supreme scientist Minta Pollopa hated her father for doing so. That was all Ruiner told her.


  “The researchers, Before Reassortment—” Maria said.


  “Where have you been?” Mintel said loudly. “We were supposed to begin hours ago.” He turned to Shrader. “Why isn’t he awake?”


  “Aha, he opened his eyes for but a minute, then fell back to sleep,” Maria said. “Perhaps now’s not the best time.”


  “We’re out of time. Antosha expects us to have the mission protocols complete within days, something I normally take twenty or more days to prepare.” To Oriana, he said, “But you know all about mission protocols, don’t you? You’ve been on, what, a hundred missions, so you know exactly how they work—”


  “Do you think I want this?”


  “I don’t care what you want.” Mintel retrieved a syringe from the medical cart and flicked the top. “He’s waking, and he will talk.”


  He injected the syringe into the vial near Shrader. A glowing green fluid dripped into the tube on his arm, a stimulant, Oriana assumed.


  Pasha should be here, she thought. He’d know how to search the doctor’s mind.


  Shrader opened his eyes.


  “Can you hear me?” Mintel said.


  The doctor nodded.


  “How many fingers do you see?”


  “Two.”


  Mintel adjusted the gurney into a chair. “Do you know who you are?”


  Shrader waved his head back and forth. “I don’t know … who are you?”


  “Damn it,” Mintel said. He moved closer. “We’re scientists, like you, and we want to help you.” He smiled, kindly yet mischievously. “Doctor, tell us everything you remember about your life before you arrived here.”


  Shrader’s heart rate elevated again, and a beeping sound coincided with a flashing yellow light.


  “Aha, this is too soon,” Maria said.


  “Tell us what you remember,” Mintel said.


  “What I remember?”


  “What happened to the Reassortment Strain? How did it escape containment? What do you know about Hengill Laboratory and Hengill Power Plant? What happened during the war—”


  The beeping changed to a siren. Three bots encircled Dr. Shrader, who thrashed side to side.


  “Mintel, this is too much for him,” Oriana said. “Don’t—”


  “Not a word from you.”


  “If we don’t work together, your captain and my brother aren’t going to make it.”


  “You shouldn’t be on this mission.”


  Shrader puked, and the medical bots injected him with fluids.


  “Aha, please, you’ll have to take this discussion outside,” Maria said.


  “What do you remember?” Mintel said.


  “I … don’t … I … don’t know what you want … where … where am I?”


  “The Reassortment Strain.” Mintel raised his voice. “Tell me everything—”


  “I don’t know what that is, I don’t know where I am, I don’t know—”


  “You were there, they froze you. Why’d they freeze you?”


  “Mintel!” Oriana said. “You’re going about this wrong—”


  “Don’t know about a freeze, don’t know who you are, where am … I … I … don’t remember—” Shrader’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he passed out.


  The Janzers burst into the infirmary, their pulse rifles pointed at Oriana and Mintel, who were forced to leave.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Pasha Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “We’ll begin with a twenty-kilometer jog,” Dahlia said, “then you’ll face the Graka training bot.”


  “The Graka …” Pasha said.


  “Training bot,” Dahlia said, as if he should know. “Standard rules, you jog, enter the arena, pin the Graka or it pins you. This is my first evaluation, so I don’t expect any heroics.”


  Wonderful, Pasha thought. O should be here, not me.


  Dahlia led him through the narrow hallways of the Montauk Facility, a maze as complex as any he had encountered during development, through an archway entrance with a golden sign reading MALCOMBE MINZIER TRAINING CENTER.


  “This is the striker-aera training facility,” Dahlia said, “but most of us call it the Hive.”


  She checked Pasha in with the Janzer guards as her shadow. The training center was shaped like a honeycomb. The trainees ran on crystalline treadmills that extended from and moved along the comb’s sea-green walls. The oval-shaped arena was at the base, where a Graka training bot, sculpted like a transhuman with a thin torso, wearing arm guards and carbyne shielding beneath, held a long alloy spike.


  Falcon Torres, Oriana’s bane during development, jogged on a nearby treadmill. It descended to the wall’s base.


  He burst off it.


  The Graka swung the spike across its body and crouched. Its eye slit shone crimson.


  Falcon orbited the bot and blocked its first and second strikes. On the third, the bot spun the spike through his legs, flipped him, and pinned him.


  “All right, Barão,” Dahlia said, “get moving.” She tapped her foot.


  Pasha climbed a ladder to a vacant treadmill facing the center of the room. Dahlia activated it and he sprinted. His and the other treadmills moved up the comb. One kilometer in, he felt the sweat drip down his face. He extended his consciousness and reviewed all hand-to-hand combat training he’d received in House Summerset. He watched the Graka. Five kilometers later, it had pinned twenty more neophytes, and Pasha couldn’t identify a weakness in the bot’s movements or design.


  Fifteen kilometers and forty candidates later, no one had dented the Graka. It moved so quickly and swung the spike so rhythmically that Pasha wondered how anyone could beat it. His dark mesh shorts now dripped with sweat, as did his tank top. The Graka swept its spike around another neophyte and through her arms and spun her to the ground. Her sweat and blood splashed on the mat. Medical bots moved in to remove the neophyte and wipe the mat clean.


  Less than a hundred meters left.


  Pasha felt the burn in his arms and legs, a good feeling, one that reminded him of his days of development when he’d race his sister through forest, jungle, water, or frozen worlds, mazes created by the Summersets.


  She’d know what to do if she was here, he thought. She’d beat this bot.


  His treadmill locked in the LAUNCH position, and his holographic image appeared over the arena. The treadmill slowed, and Pasha soared into battle.


  He slid to take out the Graka’s legs, but the bot flipped forward. When Pasha popped up, a carbyne foot was thrust into his chest in a roundhouse kick harder and faster than his sister’s. He flew backward and wheezed.


  He recovered and vaulted to his feet, arms open, fists clenched. The Graka spun the spike and Pasha hopped.


  The Graka twisted and shot the spike for Pasha’s legs. He dodged, grabbed it, and tumbled to the mat with the bot. The spike flew to the side.


  Pasha sensed victory; his enemy was disarmed. He grabbed the bot’s wrist and twisted it, taking the Graka to the ground, but it slipped from under him, spun over him, and jabbed him in his face. Pasha couldn’t block all the strikes. He fell to the mat, bleeding from his mouth. The bot pinned him.


  Dahlia called the match.


  “No, wait!” Pasha said. “I almost had him!”


  “You’re done, Barão. You did all right, now get off the mat.”


  Medical bots moved in to clean Pasha’s blood from the mat. Perspiration mixed with blood upon his face, and Dahlia handed him a towel. She led him to the recovery area and sat next to him on a bench.


  “Rest for a bit,” she said, “then go again, another twenty kilometers and another round with the bot.”


  Gods, he thought, I can’t run another twenty meters, much less twenty thousand.


  Pasha heaved and wiped his mouth. “Uficilin, please—”


  “Not until tomorrow,” Dahlia said. He looked wide-eyed at her, sweat dripping from his chin. “To be a striker is to be strong in body and mind,” she continued. “When you’re on this Timescape Mission, the Western Hegemony Guard isn’t going to care if you’re sore.”


  “How many missions have you been on?”


  Dahlia pushed her fingers, uncovered by her dark glove at the tips, through her light violet-colored mohawk and exhaled. “Too many to talk about.” She twisted her lips and rubbed her neck. “And the one that matters, what do they say? They say, ‘No, we’re sending neophytes.’ What’s this world coming to?”


  “Why does Antosha insist Oriana and I accompany your captain, do you think?”


  “I ask myself that all the time, and I can’t figure it out, but it doesn’t matter what an aera thinks or what a strategist thinks, or even what a captain thinks, here.”


  “Did you know my father?”


  “The People’s Captain.” Dahlia grinned and tightened her gloves. “Sure did.” She laughed. “Now he was a captain who got what he wanted.” She narrowed her eyes. “Your papa was a good man who spoke up for the teams when we were wronged or when he felt the balance of power shifted too far to the Janzers or the chancellor or the scientists. He didn’t deserve what he got, but that’s the way life goes in the commonwealth now.”


  “What’d he get?” Pasha said.


  Dahlia froze as if she’d done something catastrophic. “You don’t know, do ya?”


  “I know he was exiled from the commonwealth. My sister told me he murdered a man.”


  “That’s what they say.” Dahlia narrowed her eyes. “But that’s not what the teams here think. They say he was set up ’cause the chancellor feared what he was becoming, what with the way the people and the teams took to him. Most of us would die for your papa.”


  “What do you think?”


  She perused the neon blue timer in the corner of the rest area. “I think it’s time for the next round, Barão. Nine more to go.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “He’s using us,” Oriana said.


  She grabbed Pasha’s wrist, and they stopped beneath one of the Research Superstructure’s marble archways.


  “Either we die,” she said, “and he wins, or … we get him the data … and he wins.”


  “We’ve been chosen for this task—”


  “And what’s worse is that Mintel doesn’t know what he’s doing. My gods, Pasha, you should’ve seen him in the infirmary with Dr. Shrader. Three hundred sixty-eight years in stasis and hundreds of failed awakenings, and our father’s failed research, and Mintel nearly forces him into cardiac arrest!”


  “We must serve the chancellor,” Pasha said. He slanted his head and looked to the sky, to the eye in the sky, to Marstone.


  “You can’t be serious—” Oriana grew silent as scientists in lab coats passed nearby. She pulled Pasha closer to the marble arch and lowered her voice. “We’re talking about the man responsible for our mother’s death and father’s exile—”


  “We don’t know that.”


  “Nathan told me.”


  “Nathan could be mistaken. Conspiracy theory should never be confused with conspiracy fact.” Pasha turned with Oriana as more scientists strolled nearby.


  “I also conducted my own research.” Oriana paused, eyeing a Janzer division that marched past her and Pasha. When no one except Marstone might hear her, she continued, “Our father helped the commonwealth capture Antosha after the chancellor issued a Warning. Father defeated him in Palaestra Square, and afterward, at Antosha’s hearings with Chief Justice Carmen, Prime Minister Decca presented proof Antosha killed—”


  “We don’t have a choice, O. We’re not in House Summerset anymore. You push this like you did our lineage during development, and it isn’t going to be a Warning next time, it’s going to be Lady Isabelle, tenehounds, Janzers—it’s going to be a trip to Farino Prison.”


  Oriana pressed her lips together. She glimpsed the Holcombe Strike Team headed toward them. Pasha saw them too.


  “Don’t talk of this around them,” Pasha said. “I don’t trust Mintel.”


  “But you trust Antosha, over your own sister?”


  “I didn’t say that. We serve Chancellor Masimovian, we serve the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni and we live forever, this is what Father would want.”


  “As a strike team captain, our father would want us to stand up for him. As a supreme scientist, he would want us to uncover the truth.”


  “What truth?” Dahlia said.


  Pasha stepped away from her. “The truth,” he glanced at Oriana, “is that my sister and I are going to succeed in the mission. We’ll find out what happened at the end of the Quaternary and we’ll retrieve the synthesis of the Reassortment Strain.”


  “Right,” Mintel said, “assuming you don’t die along the way, or get my cap’n—”


  “My captain,” Pasha said, turning to Ruiner, “I promise you that we won’t let you down.”


  “Good lad,” Ruiner said. “Come, your new synsuit awaits you.”


   


   


  Tomahawk Facility


   


  They entered a room labeled REGENESIS CHAMBER. In its center lay a black marble slab surrounded by six workstations. Oriana didn’t recognize the data readouts suspended above them, but she suspected it had something to do with the Lorum synsuit. Antosha stood in front of the slab, his head bowed, dressed in his usual silver synsuit and fur-lined cape. He lifted his head and opened his eyes.


  “Welcome,” Antosha said.


  Kiss him now, Oriana thought, cut him later.


  Antosha twitched his lips before he continued with his adjustments.


  “Have you conducted clinical trials with this … Lorum synsuit?” Oriana said.


  “I’ve done what’s necessary to ensure our survival.”


  Ruiner, Dahlia, and Mintel entered. A medical bot ordered them behind a barrier at the room’s edge. “Aha, Madam Champion, that goes for you as well,” it said. “Please, over here, for your safety.”


  Antosha shrugged. “The bot’s orders, not mine, my dear.”


  Oriana joined Ruiner, Mintel, and Dahlia on the other side of a neck-high barrier. Antosha raised his arms and telepathically adjusted the holographic images—data feeds, levers that activated robotic arms on either side of the slab. Pasha lay down on it. He wore a bodysuit cut at his elbows and thighs. He turned his head to Oriana. He moved his lips: I’ll be okay.


  She heard his voice in her mind. Love you, O.


  “Are you ready to change the world?” Antosha said.


  “Yes, sir,” Pasha said.


  “We’re ready for the Metamorphosis,” Antosha said to his medical bots. “Retrieve the orb.”


  A medical bot labeled AUDREY set an alloy trunk atop a workstation beside Pasha and inserted a massive key in the workstation. The trunk’s walls descended and revealed the shimmering Lorum orb. Its gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow colorations swirled counterclockwise, then clockwise.


  Pasha swiveled his head and stared. His dark blue hair lay across his face, just like it had when Oriana used to wake him in the morning.


  The vein in his neck pulsed.


  Please gods, Oriana thought, please protect him from this evil man.


  The holographic vitals near Pasha flashed a warning. A medical bot scurried to one of the tubes in his arm and injected him.


  Pasha’s eyelids sank.


  When he awakened, Antosha hand-signaled a Janzer division, and they surrounded Pasha’s gurney. The Janzers strapped his arms, legs, and torso to the gurney.


  “What’s this?” Oriana said.


  Antosha ignored her.


  “Sir,” Pasha said, “I can’t feel my face.”


  “Good, you won’t want to feel this.”


  Audrey moved forward with the orb.


  Antosha took the orb. “I’m going to put this on your chest. Don’t move.”


  Pasha swallowed, and Antosha set the orb down. It flattened and oozed over Pasha’s body, spreading over his midsection. Oriana saw gooseflesh on his arms.


  I’m all right, she heard.


  She could feel the cool synsuit as it leaked up her twin brother’s neck, over his head, up his nose, and into his mouth, over his tongue, icy and foreign. He choked and she choked with him. She grabbed her throat as he did.


  “Gods,” Oriana said, “he can’t breathe—”


  Oriana moved around the barrier, but the Janzers interfered. Pasha lurched on the slab. He broke through the straps and fell off the gurney. He writhed on the ground, then stood and backed into a shelving unit, which tipped over.


  Pasha held his throat.


  Oriana pounded at the Janzers, but they wouldn’t let her through.


  Audrey called for aid, and the medical bots streamed around Pasha. Oriana cried out, and the Janzers held her. She flung her arms over them and screamed, “Get it off him, get it off him!”


  Pasha backpedaled, his metallic hands on his metallic face. He lost his balance and took out another shelving unit. He clawed at his mouth, layered with the alien synsuit. She felt it in his eyes, his ears, his nose and mouth. His body was not his own. He reached for her and she heard, O, help, please help.


  She elbowed a Janzer and stole another’s Reassortment baton, but there were too many. They subdued and held her. She writhed and gasped. “Somebody do something!”


  Pasha crashed into a glass platform. He fell with it and convulsed on the ground. He rose again and stumbled into another workstation, into bots, into Antosha.


  Blood poured down Antosha’s face from his broken nose. “Get him under control!” he yelled.


  Oriana broke free from the Janzers and stole another baton. She slashed it across one of their visors, spun, and kicked the other out of her way. She slid on the ground near Pasha and plucked at the synsuit. He lay limply, one arm across his chest, the other in Oriana’s grasp.


  She couldn’t hear his heartbeat or his thoughts.


  “Antosha, you’ve got to do something,” Ruiner said.


  Antosha held a towel to his nose. Dahlia and Mintel remained behind the barrier, while Ruiner ran to Oriana and knelt beside her. “What’s wrong with him?”


  “I shouldn’t have allowed this,” Oriana said. She cradled Pasha’s head and pressed her face to his. She recoiled, surprised by the synsuit’s warmth. She rubbed her fingers around his colorful, hard, metallic ears. Pasha’s leg twitched. She put her hand on his knee and felt a vibration, like the flutter from a bee’s wings beneath her fingers.


  Pasha’s body arched. He gasped, and the colors swirled all around his body, clockwise, then counterclockwise. Oriana lifted him in her arms.
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  She hugged him. “You’re alive.”


  “I am,” Pasha said, though his voice sounded synthetic. “I’m oka—” His voice caught, and he gasped. He put up his hand. “I’m okay.”


  “Get her out of here,” Antosha told the Janzers.


  She helped Pasha to his feet. “You’re a monster,” she said to Antosha as she pushed the Janzers away from them.


  Should I forget about the kiss and cut Antosha now? she thought.


  “Aha,” Audrey said, “vitals are normal. His body has been successfully fused with the Lorum synsuit.” The bot’s eye slit glowed, then dimmed.


  “What have you done to me?” Pasha said.


  “Made you more than transhuman,” Antosha said. A bot placed a bandage over Antosha’s nose and wiped the blood from his lips. Antosha pinched Pasha’s arm. “When you wear this synsuit, nothing can harm you. In time, you’ll realize you have the strength of a thousand Janzers and skin stronger than carbyne.”


  “Then why didn’t you put it on yourself?” Oriana said.


  “I’m not about to raid the most advanced military research complex this world has ever known.”


  
    [image: ]

  


  In the days that followed, Antosha worked with Pasha, Oriana, and Ruiner on the mission protocols, on the Lorum synsuit’s capabilities, and on Pasha’s abilities when he wore it, as he still did. During the last session, Pasha interrupted Antosha.


  “I’m connected to the Lorum, and the Lorum is connected to me.”


  Oriana wondered at the sound of his voice each time she heard it.


  “That’s the point,” Antosha said.


  “I can hear the Lorum.”


  “What does it say?”


  “It tells me all the time that it will protect me, and it asks about the treaty and the extremophiles.”


  “Tell us what that means,” Oriana said to Antosha.


  “It’s the Mission to Earth’s Core,” Ruiner said, “the mission delayed for this one.”


  “The Lorum starves,” Pasha said. He held out his palm, and the Lorum synsuit reformed, rendering the insides of Planet Vigna, native for the Lorum, to a vacuum where extremophiles once lived. Then he shifted it to the Earth’s interior where a hypothesized pool of extremophiles swelled, glowing with radioactive hues. “We have the resources it requires for survival, you must let me go, let me retrieve the extremophiles for the Lorum, let me fulfill the treaty …”


  Antosha overrode Pasha’s telepathy in the ZPF, forcing the organic, metallic substance back to Pasha’s hand and arm where the colors of the Lorum swirled wildly.


  “First, you will complete the Timescape Mission,” Antosha said.


  He activated a Granville sphere. The Vigna system and its three stars formed.


  Pasha rushed for it and caressed the holograms. His metallic hand ran through them.


  “Pasha,” Antosha said, “I promise you that if you retrieve the synthesis of the original Reassortment Strain, I will support the Mission to Earth’s Core, and when we find the extremophiles, you may deliver them to Vigna yourself.”


  “We must act immediately. The Lorum will die.”


  “The Lorum has survived for billions of Earth years. I think it can survive for a few more until we’re ready. I’ll speak no more about this.”


  The gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow colorations swayed over Pasha’s body. He stepped away from Antosha and didn’t push the topic further.


  More days passed, and with each, Oriana recognized her brother less. He took out Graka training bots with ease, sometimes many at once; he lifted ten-thousand-kilogram boulders in Gubertiana; he swam down the Archimedes River from Volano City to Yeuron City and back in a day; he climbed the Great Gorges of Hillenthara, with the water rushing over him; he survived pulse launcher attacks; he walked through magma and over water.


  He’d become more a god than transhuman, it seemed.


  He stood with Oriana now upon her terrace.


  She looked over at him. Was the Pasha she had developed with still here, or was he the Lorum reincarnated?


  “How goes your research with Dr. Shrader?” Pasha said. She was used to his artificial voice by now and glad to be distracted from her traitorous musings.


  “Not good. I’m afraid he remembers nothing of his life before the procedure, and it isn’t clear when, or if, he’ll ever recall what occurred at the end of the Quaternary.”


  “Antosha knows how to get the information, he just isn’t doing it.”


  “How do you know?”


  “He’s the most skilled telepath in the commonwealth, talented enough to block the Lorum on Vigna from communication with the Lorum on Earth.”


  “He created a z-wall?”


  Pasha nodded and the colors on his skin turned and twisted. “Yes, far more sophisticated than the one we broke through in House Summerset. He’s found a way to split the Lorum’s consciousness from the ZPF, yet I can sense it trying to break through. One day, it just might.” Pasha held up his fist in front of his eyes, then opened and closed his fingers. “I’m not sure if Antosha truly understands what the Lorum is capable of; it’s like I can hear everything, more acutely than during development.”


  “Can you help me?”


  “I doubt it. This is a power with the ZPF I don’t fully control, not yet, though I suspect that when I do, the Western Hegemony’s defenses won’t be able to stop us.”


  The bustle from candidates in the courtyard stole her attention. If they knew how fragile the condition of their commonwealth was, would they joke as they did? Would they be shadow apprentices by day and party by night, mock the unbid-for candidates sent to the Lower Level? Would they envy her and her twin brother’s special positioning in the RDD? She shook her head. So much had changed.


  “Come, brother,” she said, viewing the time on her armlet, “we’re late for the surface excursion.”


   


   


  Area 55


  Boreas, Underground North


   


  A Janzer halted them ahead of an entryway labeled SILOS 1–50, and Ruiner requested entry. The Janzer cleared them, and they moved through a long corridor. They entered a silo, and there hung The Odyssey, an oblong-shaped shuttle, with a phoenix painted on its underside.


  Ruiner and Mintel assumed the pilot and copilot positions. Dahlia accompanied Oriana and Pasha in the main hull, where they latched to three carbyne columns placed in a triangle formation. The lighting in the silo shifted from lime to a blue-silver phosphorescent light, indicating the gamma ray shielding was being withdrawn. Bulbs that spiraled to the hatch above glowed maroon. Ruiner requested approval to depart.


  “Holcombe Strike Team cleared for departure,” a Janzer’s voice replied over the loudspeaker.


  The shuttle jiggled with the platform as it moved up the silo shaft toward the surface. A hatch opened and closed beneath them, and after several more, the surface airlock opened. Oriana experienced her first genuine daybreak as the sun spilled its rays over the platform and The Odyssey.


  “Welcome to the Earth’s surface,” Ruiner said.


  The Granville panels on the shuttle’s walls rendered the view of the outside world, of a low-lying tundra, wetlands, and evergreen trees with snow-capped mountains far in the horizon. The rockets roared, and the shuttle lifted. They traveled south beyond the tundra and passed over summer greenery. A flock of sheep huddled on a nearby plain. Two horses galloped through the grass by a lake. Oriana imagined herself and Pasha, with Nathan and Desaray, jumping off the rocks into the water.


  “Why d’you think it ended?” Oriana said.


  “Why what ended?” Pasha said.


  “Our time on the surface, man’s domination of the surface—”


  “It’s human nature,” Dahlia said. Though she cut in to their conversation, her tone wasn’t as hateful as Mintel’s, and a part of Oriana wished she could shadow her, learn the ways of an aera. It made her hate Antosha even more that he’d not allowed it to be so. “It’s what makes us unique on this planet,” Dahlia continued, “the one species cognizant of our own mortality and extinction. Did that make the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly more likely? Who knows. I’m not a scientist. What I do know is that you throw in one part finite resources and two parts war, the result is Beimeni.”


  “Or was the result the Earth’s rebirth?” Pasha said, looking at the greenery beneath them. “Depends on your point of view.”


  “Doesn’t matter whose view you take, Barão, we fucked up,” Dahlia said. “But we’ve learned from our mistakes. Now quiet, focus on the drop.”


  Oriana wasn’t so confident transhumans had learned from the past. What would happen if the synisms malfunctioned? Where would Beimeni find natural resources with the Earth’s readily accessible resources depleted? She looked down again and envisioned life on the surface with Nathan and Pasha and Desaray, where they’d explore forests, rivers, mountains, and meadows and hunt and gather as humans had so long ago. She thought about Reassortment and the commonwealth mission’s intriguing possibilities, and whether Antosha might conjure a cure. He did awaken Dr. Shrader, an impossible notion not long ago.


  The Odyssey approached its apex, and the Earth’s features blurred.


  Okay. She heard Ruiner’s voice, delivered by Marstone. We’re nearing the drop point.


  The floor’s lighting flashed as the middle carbyne layer slid beneath their feet.


  Whoosh.


  They flew through the upper atmosphere and fell. The air rushed around Oriana, and she struggled to maintain her balance. Her synsuit corrected her arms and legs so that the wind moved evenly over her.


  Pasha and Dahlia fell with her, flowing evenly, but none of them were out of danger.


  Dahlia and Oriana’s chutes extended. The Lorum synsuit flung a needle from Pasha’s back that spun and formed the top of a mushroom.


  When they landed on a beach, Dahlia and Oriana unclipped their parachutes, while the Lorum synsuit eased the mushroom back over Pasha’s body. She couldn’t hear his thoughts.


  Something was wrong.


  Pasha stumbled through the sand and held his throat.


  She sprinted to him and disturbed hundreds of seagulls that swarmed and ascended.


  “Pasha?”


  She fought her way through the waves of feathers.


  “Pasha?”


  He collapsed.


  “Pasha!”


  Part II:

  

  Violent Heart


  
    On the Surface: Autumn

  


   


  
    In Beimeni: Third Trimester

  


   


  
    Days 264 – 276

  


   


  
    Year 368

  


   


  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Region 7


   


  Lower Level


   


  4,000 meters deep


   


   


  Brody dreamed about marble stairs amid lavender-scented streams. He studied the labyrinth, familiar, ambiguous, towering stairwells with reflections that made them appear interconnected. He roamed through stairwells and back into streams, out of the streams and into the walls. He heard a screech, an echo, like a child crying. The water level in a nearby stream elevated to Brody’s ankles. He trudged through it and trotted up steps lined with marble pillars. Above him, silver phosphorescent light streaked through stone archways, lighting his way.


  The babies cried louder.


  Brody hopped to the adjacent stairwell, and the scene flipped. He ran down (or was it up?), as the water level was lower (or was it higher?) in this part of the labyrinth. The babies silenced. Brody stopped. Where to go? Without the sounds, he was lost.


  He lunged across a stream to a set of upside-down stairs and rolled and pushed his hands down and stood in a handstand. The sobs returned. Relief returned, for now he would find them, now he would save them. The water level rose faster than he expected, and he couldn’t outrun it. He heard its roar, as if its mouth opened to engulf him, to enshrine him, to enrich him with all the knowledge of the lives it had taken in the past.


  Now he heard his babies’ chatter, their coos and clucks. He believed if he could mount the highest summit, he would find them in this labyrinth. His breath vaporized in the cool, musky air. The water engulfed his waist and chest and pushed him under. He swam.


  No choice. Can’t stop.


  He searched for stairwells, but none were near. He kicked with all his might and stroked with his arms. The structure spun around again. He burst through the top of the water and gasped. He backstroked. Above him, endless stairs moved into and out of each other and the water, and in the middle of it all, Pasha and Oriana, each sprawled upon marble slabs, surrounded, not by his enemies in the commonwealth, but by swirling pools of the Lorum …


  … Silver phosphorescent light overtook him, and he awakened in his Region 7 unit, upon his cot, soaked.


  Only you can save them. Damy’s voice.


  Brody wiped his crusted eyes. The blue neon digits on his wall read 0543. He scrambled for the identification chain that dangled from the lamp and clipped it around his neck. He rolled off the cot and crashed to the floor, searching for the itinerary he’d placed beneath his cot after his argument with the Controller.


  You folded it and put it under your pillow.


  Brody pushed his hands beneath the pillow. There it was.


   


  
    LABOR SHIFT

  


  
    0615 HOURS

  


   


  For the twins, I must survive, Brody thought. I must adhere to the Controller’s rules. He staggered to his dresser, pulled the drawer open, and put on his gray bodysuit, then his boots. He tried the door. It was unlatched, which surprised him, and he pushed through it. Tyler waited for him. Didn’t speak. With the bot at his side, Brody ambled past his muted brethren into a corridor. Strange, he thought, for this group didn’t have bot escorts, yet they moved methodically, obediently. Had their minds deteriorated?


   


  
    FACTORY WAY

  


   


  This corridor was different from the rest. Bloodred roses bloomed along olive-green vines that climbed the dirty marble walls and damp limestone. Ivory bioluminescence shone through hollowed blocks, chiseled with inscriptions:


   


  
    Rest in Peace.

  


   


  
    Byron Forster – Infrastructure Designer – Haurachesa

  


  
    Langdon Ogden – Butcher – Reanaearo

  


  
    Noland Vail – Engineer, Water Purification – Zereaux

  


  
    Funalia Hamlet – Software Engineer, Lemarchand’s Consortium – Dunamis

  


  
    Cecilia Darst – Strike Team Strategist – Volano

  


  
    Deryn Barnette – Architect, Dormer Consortium – Peanowera

  


   


  Brody eased his fingers over Cecilia’s name, unfamiliar to him, a strategist before his time, from a time early in Masimovian’s rule when the teams were true protectors of the commonwealth, rather than the Janzers. He pondered how many missions she had executed for Chancellor Masimovian, how many Beimenians she had forced into the Lower Level only to follow them here, just like him.


  Brody remembered how Verena and Nero, eternal partners who had formerly been his strategist and striker, used to argue. He’d thought they might jeopardize the Vigna mission, it had gotten so bad, but once the mission was complete they were in love again. Nero had a smile that could lift Brody’s mood no matter how dire the world seemed. Had Verena recovered from Antosha’s attack? Had Nero succeeded in his raid into Permutation Crypt? What had happened to Jeremiah Selendia and Brody’s twins?


  That world seemed an eternity away.


  Tyler forced Brody to move on. He ignored the engravings. He assumed he’d inadvertently killed some of these people, though he still wondered how Beimenians perished in the Lower Level. Was it the air? What caused the hallucinations?


  He neared an elevator. Janzers stood guard, stiff and poised, left hands curled over their shuriken. Next to two bots, a woman and man waited, emotionless, eyes bloodshot, skin rough and pale. They seemed different from other exiles Brody had encountered.


  Hello, he wanted to say, but no sound escaped his lips.


  The elevator opened, and the group inside exited, sweaty and sooty, smelling of burnt alloy and minerals—and death. Brody held his breath and eased his way past them. A Janzer told them to latch in and hold on. The doors closed. When the elevator stopped and Brody exited, he coughed from the stench of burnt hair and sulfur mixed with dung. The man and woman exited faster than Brody, though he noted their bots remained in the elevator. Brody looked to Tyler.


  “Go to the check-in area,” the bot said.


  Tyler’s eye slit dimmed, then relit. Then it walked backward into the elevator. When the doors closed, Brody turned.


  There were stalactites, glowing dark green, along with smokestacks, balls of billowing soot, elevators moving up and down carbyne scaffolding, and exiles on assembly lines, doing what, Brody couldn’t tell. All the way in the distance, the terror birds patrolled, some ridden by Janzers. Damy’s research team had created the birds on a direct request from Lady Isabelle—though Damy hadn’t known they’d be used, apparently, in the Lower Level. One of the birds had broken free during Brody’s entry to the Lower Level and nearly killed him. Brody tensed at the thought.


  He turned. In a pond, six rusted spikes protruded from a sculpture of a human head.


  “Lady Liberty.” It was a man’s voice this time, not Damy’s, not Tyler’s. Brody ignored it and walked toward the line labeled CHECK-IN. “A fossil o’ the old world.”


  Who are you? Brody thought.


  “Hey, bub, I’m talking to you.”


  Brody glanced to his side. The man was real. His face, arms, and hands were a pasty hue that matched his spiked hair. He was ghostlike, but real, definitely real.


  “I get it,” the man said, “you on mute like all the rest.” He leaned closer. Brody stepped away. “I’m not one of those birds, bub, I’m not going to bite you.” He held a dropper, thinner than a benari coin, filled with a violet fluid, in his palm. “One drop in each eye will do.”


  What is it? Brody tried to ask.


  It seemed the man read his lips, or his expression. “It’s called Vitamin X, Vitex for short, good for the brain, bad for the soul, so they say. Down here, it ain’t the air that’ll kill you, it’s a lack o’ air. You follow me? Them hallucinations you been having.”


  Brody narrowed his eyes.


  “Yeah, yeah, I know you been having them, bub. They’re caused by lack of oxygen, not poison, like they say.”


  Brody reached for the eyedropper, but the man closed his fist.


  “Not here! They’ll cut your hands off, for sure. You think you the first to get your fix o’ Vitex in the slaughterhouse seven?”


  Slaughterhouse seven? Brody thought. Was that what Beimenians from the lesser territories called Region 7?


  The man silenced when a Janzer neared.


  “Today your first check in?” the Janzer said.


  The man nodded with Brody.


  Is that true? Brody thought. If so, how could he understand so much about the Lower Level, and its Region 7? Is he a commonwealth agent? Is he lying to me?


  “All right, we don’t have all gods damn day. Get over there.” The Janzer pointed toward a rink outlined with chains and a dirt pit arranged as if they were animals being cordoned. Upon closer inspection of the man with the violet fluid, Brody assumed he must’ve visited the Fountain of Youth recently. Or did he find black market athanasia the same as the Vitex?


  When Brody and the man were clear from the Janzers and other exiles, the man said, “I’m Luke, Luke Locke, of Gaia.”


  A Janzer neared, and they fell silent. He moved a crescent-shaped device over their bodies, and a hologram danced over it with symbols Brody didn’t recognize. The hologram disappeared, and the Janzer hand-signaled with his partner. He ordered Brody and Luke to follow.


  “For the rest of your days in this Lower Level,” a new Janzer began, “you two are teammates. You will report for duty at the same time each work shift. One doesn’t show, the other’s punishment is determined by the Controller. You might lose a limb. You might starve to death. Who knows. You fellas are on the third line today. Darvas will get you up to speed on the line ops.”


  A black bot approached them. It explained how to empty the minerals from the bins to the proper conveyor belts and which sizes of bins went where, then returned to the check-in area. The place stunk of feces and vomit mixed with alloy. Brody lifted his shirt over his nose. Luke did the same.


  For the first few hours, Brody welcomed physical activity. By the eighth and ninth hours, he couldn’t fathom where the minerals they sorted had originated, for he didn’t believe the Earth held a cache this large, not this shallow in the crust. Did they ship it down from the Northeast?


  By the fifteenth and sixteenth hours, he felt dizzy. Sweat streaked through the soot on his forehead, his eyes sagged, and his arms shook.


  Go to a place … Damy’s voice.


  Brody dropped bits of minerals into the bin on the belt.


  Where we can be together …


  Brody turned away from Luke, who stared knowingly with his sea-blue eyes. Where do you want me to go?


  You remember our spot in the Northeast?


  Brody drifted as the picture formed in his mind, as tangible as the conveyor belts and the minerals beneath glowing stalactites here at the bottom of the world. Mount Soevejow, one of the tallest artificial peaks constructed in Gallia and Underground Northeast, at Hotel Geurice, the only hotel in the commonwealth made from pure jadeite—his and Damy’s first visit after they had met forty-nine days earlier during the tour in the RDD. Brody knew it to the second because he gave her a different-colored rose every seven days, and on that day in that year he stood with Damy near the Fountain of Youth, half-nude in ivory silk, a warm fragrant breeze wafting over them, nude Beimenians bathing all around.


  He had handed her a rose, red-pink like her eyes, and set it behind her ear. They took a luxury catamaran from Aquinaria Wharf, traveling along the rivers to Gallia and the hotel, and he carried her into their room with its organic featherbed and spa and organic aromas, where they had listened to the soft chords of Veronicella and undressed.


  If I go there now, Brody thought, will you meet me?


  I’ll always be there.


  Always?


  Always.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  The high-pitched sound belched over the work area and broke Brody’s reverie, vibrating his boots and the minerals on the belts. The birds, he thought. The Janzers lined up with the birds near a clearing as large as Artemis Square, dark like obsidian. Brody, Luke, and all the exiles stopped working, covering their ears. The noise was like nothing Brody had experienced. The conveyor belts stopped, and the exiles recovered and turned.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody grimaced, for the sound felt as if it pierced his soul.


  Before he could ask what was happening, Luke had pulled him to follow the other exiles who formed rows in the square.


  “Strong now, bub,” Luke said. His lips barely moved. “That’s the only way to survive the stairs.”


  The stairs? Brody thought. He hadn’t noticed any stairs on the Controller’s map or when he’d entered the mine.


  The Janzers marched them through a stone corridor. Blood streaked the ground, here and there. Brody trudged next to Luke and hundreds of thousands of exiles to a cloudy onyx archway.


   


  
    IMPOSSIBLE STAIRS

  


   


  Twenty-four Janzers stood upon the lowest stairs, their Reassortment batons inactivated, while a Janzer whose synsuit glowed midnight blue stood alone at the highest point.


  “Clothes off!” the blue Janzer said.


  Endless rows of exiles, men and women alike, soon stood nude. Brody noted that many more had skin much lighter than his.


  The bots collected the clothing.


  “March!”


  At first, no one moved.


  Then Brody heard a hum, like the moans of many dying animals, and the Janzers disappeared through the walls. The walls closed, and the exiles forced Brody up the stairs and to the left. Its distance astonished him, the horizon as far as Mars, it seemed. He passed marble pillars topped with lavender, a maroon Granville sun broken by tinted clouds. He drank in these features with his eyes, ignoring the footsteps of those beside him, ignoring the cries and fire, and the smell of burning coals and flesh.


  Magma crawled along the back of the cavern, slow and bright. Brody moved up and across, up and across, up and up and up. At the sixth platform, he glanced over the side and understood the depth of the stairs: he was, in fact, moving over a repetitious staircase, the lowest portions filling with magma.


  Luke fell, and Brody lifted him. Don’t stop, he mouthed. If you stop, you die. Whether Luke heard him, Brody couldn’t tell, but he got up.


  They climbed up, up, up and across, up, up, up and across.


  More exiles were forced upon the stairs. Brody suspected there must be millions. They panted and hurled and collapsed and died, buried in igneous rock.


  How can I lead these people when I can’t lead myself? Brody thought. How can I organize resistance when none can hear me?


  If only he still had his neurochip, he could access the ZPF—then he could lead them to freedom.


  At the eighteenth incline, sweat rolled down Brody’s cheeks, and his legs burned, his mouth overcome with an unquenchable thirst. His vision shifted. He found himself in Beimeni City, sipping champagne with Nero, Verena, Chancellor Masimovian, and Lady Isabelle in the Fountain of Youth. Together, the old friends raised their glasses amid the sounds of lovemaking and falling water, and the flowery scents of roses mixed with citrus and the spicy vapors from the Fountain’s pedestals.


  “Serve Beimeni,” Lady Isabelle said.


  “Live forever,” Brody and his strike team replied.


  Isabelle, Masimovian, Nero, and Verena disappeared, replaced by exiles, stairs, stench, and, not far below, rising magma.


  Brody spit phlegm, dark and bloody.


  A wave of exiles pushed against him. The magma drew nearer, the moans louder.


  He pulled Luke to him before the exiles could trample them. They climbed.


  At the twenty-eighth incline, perspiration mixed with soot upon their bodies, the air unbearable, hot and misty, tinged with smoke, sweat, puke, excrement.


  At the fortieth incline, Brody moved up the marble stairs outside the Fountain Temple with Damy in hand, golden silk across their bodies, revealing their left breasts.


  The rising heat from the magma seared his hair and skin, forcing Brody away from the Fountain Temple and Fountain Square and Damy.


  Exiles dropped all over the stairs. The magma swept them up like refuse. Brody all but carried Luke now, his teammate’s eyes closed to slits, snot dripping from his nose.


  At the fifty-second incline, Brody dodged bodies strewn over the stairs, exiles exhausted and asleep, in comas, or dead, too many to count.


  He wasn’t sure if Luke was breathing, and he slapped his face.


  Stay awake, friend.


  The noise from Luke’s mouth sounded like a dying bear.


  If we stop, we die.


  At the sixty-first incline, a scenario looped in Brody’s mind in which he avoided hands and feet and fingers and hair and death and magma, and he and Luke ascended to the precipice and took out the Janzers, rushed the elevators, commandeered a ship across the Infernus Sea, and took the elevators to Beimeni City, where he exposed Chancellor Masimovian and, with the strike teams behind him, led a contingent to the Lower Level to free the exiles.


  At the seventy-third incline, Brody delayed his plan, for he could barely breathe.


  He moved over the stairs with Luke strewn over his shoulders.


  A Janzer’s voice blared over the speakers, though Brody couldn’t hear his words, or anything, not the drops of sweat that fell from his arms and hands and legs or the hissing, burning rock, or the death cries, or the flare from the fires when a body combusted.


  If we stop, we die.


  At the seventy-seventh incline, Brody glanced up at the stairs’ reflection, the unending journey. He dropped his head, and the unfamiliar rush of mortality swept over him, similar to what he had felt on Vigna and in Farino Prison.


  If we stop, we die.


  Brody couldn’t have said when the magma ended its rise, but suddenly a mist consumed him. The magma cooled, frozen by water that flowed down the center of the stairs.


  The few survivors dropped and cried and kissed the stairs.


  Ash rained on them.


  Brody set Luke near a pillar, swiveled at the landing, and with all his strength tackled a Janzer, who flipped Brody on his back.


  Brody’s breath gave out, more so after the Janzer crashed his boot on his chest.


  The Janzer lifted Brody, who grasped the Janzer’s helmet.


  I won’t give in, Brody mouthed, not speaking, and smiled.


  He spat onto the visor. The Janzer threw Brody into one of the pillars along the staircase. Brody oozed down it like a slug.


  The Janzer strutted toward a newly existent exit tunnel. His comrades seemed amused by the encounter.


  Brody rose and gasped. He lunged for the Janzer’s ankles. The Janzer wrapped a hand around his neck.


  I’ll kill you, Brody mouthed, kill you!


  The Janzer dropped Brody on his knees. He choked as loud as any transhuman before death.


  I’ll free them all.


  Saliva and mucous flew from Brody’s mouth. The Janzer let go. Brody leaned over and puked.


  The Janzer struck Brody with a dart. He sank to the ground. The last words he heard were, “Take him to the Controller.”


  The Impossible Stairs shrank in his vision and disappeared.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Brody screamed and awoke. Gasping, he wiped his face. He lay on his cot in his unit in Region 7.


  This isn’t going as you expected, is it? Damy’s voice. Her likeness was illuminated in the wall.


  The plan proceeds, or so Luke tells me. Brody’s ability to speak had returned after his first Vitex dosage, but he didn’t dare do so, unless he was with Luke on the factory floor where the noise provided sufficient cover. Even then, they rarely managed a full conversation. They had been on the factory floor when Luke had told him, I can get you out.


  As much as Brody hung on those words, he wasn’t ready to trust them, or his own strength.


  Brody’s hair had grown back. It splayed messily around his head and face, mixed with sweat that dripped down his beard. He wiped his face and head and neck and chest with his clothes. Luke knows the way.


  Luke can’t even make it around the Impossible Stairs more than ten or fifteen floors without gagging. How could he ascend from Region 7 to Beimeni?


  I don’t know! I’ll carry him.


  She disappeared.


  Sitting in the dark, Brody heard a majestic melody, a song played on his floor every fifth day, a few hours after final shift, a few hours prior to lockdown. He opened his door’s vent, spied Tyler’s maroon light. Brody didn’t care. He closed his eyes, and enjoyed the tune, the harmony of harps, bassoons, cellos, violins, and timpani, instruments he’d once heard played in the Fountain Temple and Artemis Square, a lifetime ago.


  He closed the vent, undressed, and lay on his cot.


  The Controller had questioned him after the last two runs over the Impossible Stairs, in which hundreds of thousands of exiles collapsed and died, cremated and buried.


  “I don’t know how you’re doing this,” the Controller said, “but if not tomorrow, or the day after that, or the day after that, you’ll follow the rest to your grave, and I’ll be sure to piss over your ashes before we spread them over Phanes Lake.”


  Brody unscrewed the pipes to his sink and found his Vitex dropper. He dabbed one drop beneath each eyelid in the dark. Without it, he’d be dead by now. Even with it, there was no telling how much longer he could survive.
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  “Hey, bub, what’s the word?” Luke said. He waited for Brody near check-in.


  Millions of new faces lined up with them, the largest infusion of new blood Brody had seen since his arrival. They appeared youthful, innocent, naive, failed candidates from the Harpoons, most likely. Most were light-skinned. Brody nodded. “My children, my twins may be among them.”


  “Down here,” Luke said, “you sure?”


  Brody assumed the Summersets would treat the twins with E. pigmentation to aid their valuations with the Navitan traders. He scanned all the entrants with bronze skin—to no avail. “I don’t know what they look like. I don’t know who they are anymore.”


  This was the worst part, Oriana’s and Pasha’s unknown fate. Brody thought about the first and only time he had seen his babies in the Natal Level in Palaestra’s Medical Center, where Damy had given birth to Oriana and Pasha, where they had waved their piglet fingers and toes, where he and Damy had embraced during the viewing.


  The Summersets were an old house, successful in garnering bids for their candidates in the Harpoon Auction, but Lady Parthenia’s temper was well-known. Could Oriana and Pasha handle her hard hand? Had they received bids? If so, could Nero protect them?


  Emotionless exiles filed into the lines near Brody and Luke. The new entrants filed in closer to the obsidian square.


  “I’m ready,” Brody said, “but I have conditions.”


  Luke nodded.


  Turbines initiated, and it sounded like a shuttle was about to lift off. Hot air blew over the exiles. Many collapsed. Bots cleared the bodies while the Janzers found replacements. “We can’t leave them here,” Brody said. “We must release them all.”


  “We can’t—”


  “I won’t go without them.”


  A Janzer moved closer to them. Brody put his shirt over his mouth and nose, and Luke did the same.


  “You would sentence them all to death?” Brody said.


  The Janzer turned away, drawn by a fight between three exiles on the end of a line.


  “We’ll get our chance, bub, and when we do, you mustn’t fear, you mustn’t think, you mustn’t hesitate—”


  “I won’t turn my back on these people, never again.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Isabelle Lutetia


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Lady Isabelle, General Norrod, and Lieutenant Arnao led a column of twenty-five thousand Janzers over Artemis Square, the first deployment of the two hundred fifty thousand new servants ordered by Chancellor Masimovian. These would remain in the city for its protection.


  Isabelle hand-signaled the Janzers, and they quickened their pace, their boots singing on the marble as they approached North Archway. Janzer snipers hung poised on the roofs and domes of the First and Second Wards. Aristocrats stood upon their balconies and terraces, half-nude or in golden tunics, their right hands lifted in salutes. Smoke billowed from eatery booths on the cobblestone paths between the buildings, where artisans displayed holographic works. Tourists tossed golden pebbles along the square’s edges, around the fountains and white palm trees—a wish for eternal life.


  General Norrod halted and saluted the likeness of Chancellor Masimovian, who appeared above a Granville sphere at the center of North Archway. He stood over the balustrade of the third-highest terrace in his tower flanked by two Janzers. Chants of “Masimo!” and “Serve Beimeni, live forever!” broke out until the chancellor grinned and called for decorum. The emeralds and sapphires on his tunic glinted in the holographic light, while his maroon cape fluttered in the gentle winds.


  The bastard’s on his Pleasure Level, Isabelle thought. He’s going to fuck those maidens while I’m down here?


  She offered him the kindest smile she could conjure as she fiddled with her rings.


  “My people …” Atticus’s voice boomed over Artemis Square, and all the squares in all the territories of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, “… we gather today to welcome the newest servants of the chancellor into our great city. Let us take heart in their dedication to our freedom and their service to the commonwealth. All hail!”


  “All hail!” the Janzers repeated as a chorus.


  “Give me your pledge!”


  When the newborn Janzers finished dictating the Pledge to Beimeni, those citizens who’d gathered on the square, in the alleyways, in the gambling halls, and in the wards cheered and sang. Pockets of smoke lifted from grills, and the Janzers dispersed into their district coverage areas within the city.


  General Norrod and Lieutenant Arnao returned to the Department of Peace while Isabelle strutted past the open cedar doors and beneath the widest arc at the center of North Archway. She made her way around Masimovian Center’s concentric, polychromatic, entertainment and gambling buildings, and dashed into Masimovian Tower. She entered the Pleasure Level, an open space bathed with Phanes’s sun, filled with essences of potpourri that burned from a hundred pedestals.


  The chancellor either didn’t see her or he did and ignored her. His bare feet pushed aside burgundy rose petals along the white marble. He stepped down into the steaming spa lined with freesia and unhooked the golden chains that held together his cape. It slipped off his body. His maidens, nude but for the pearl lace draped from their heads to their breasts, surrounded him. They pulled off his tunic, singing softly.


  The closer Isabelle drew to the spa, the stronger was her desire to unsheathe her sword and be rid of them all. One of the maidens spotted her. She covered her nipples with her hands. The others turned, and Atticus opened his eyes.


  “I hope I’m interrupting,” Isabelle said. “Leave!”


  The maidens cooed and swam out of the spa. Steamy water dripped down their bodies as they scurried into Atticus’s bedchamber. A keeper bot labeled FARRIS tended to the potpourri, refilling the pots, lighting others.


  “Farris,” Atticus said, twisting his lips, “my robes, if you will—”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Isabelle said.


  She slipped out of her cape and bodysuit, letting them fall to the ground.


  With the chancellor roused, she knew this wouldn’t be difficult. She slipped into the spa and weaved her way to him. She squeezed Atticus’s biceps, and his manhood beneath the water. She rubbed her breasts against his chest, and in his ear, she said, “I once wore the pearls of the maidens.” She kissed his neck.


  “Seems you were destined for a greater path,” he said, pulling her to him, “a loftier path, a path to my tower and all its riches.”


  “Let us put aside the quarrels for today. I bring news sure to warm your heart, more so than the potions from Natura or any of those … maidens.”


  He massaged her breasts and kissed her.


  She slid her lips to his other ear. “Zorian lied to us, Atticus. He knew the locations of both BP strongholds all along.” She licked his neck and rubbed her cheek next to his, and in his other ear, she said, “I have their western location. We’re adjusting our contingency plans with new prehistoric additions.”


  “Oh,” Atticus groaned, “how I love surprises.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “Was I wrong to reinstate you to the RDD?” Masimovian said. He sauntered beside Antosha through the Gallery of the Chancellor, beside the statues representing the thirty territories of the Great Commonwealth.


  Antosha suppressed a smirk. The chancellor had contacted him through Marstone, less hostile about Pasha Barão’s coma than what he called Antosha’s “reckless use of commonwealth resources.” He was sounding more like Prime Minister Decca by the day, and Antosha wondered whether he should delay no more, put an end to Masimovian and Decca and all the traitorous sheep.


  Yet, if he acted too soon and without the people’s blessing, an underground commonwealth of over three hundred million could descend into chaos; too late, and he risked the chancellor’s wrath. His strategy required a delicate balance.


  “Gods no,” he said, stopping in front of the statue representing Phanes, a chiseled rendition of the Fountain of Youth. “The Lorum technology is unpredictable, but I shall tame it. Once I’ve perfected the synsuit, I’ll apply the technology to Sky City’s terradome, its ground, and a transport tunnel to Beimeni, and our return to the surface will be finished—”


  “We’ve been without a terradome resistant to Reassortment for centuries and you think an alien genome and a bit of luck is all that’s necessary to secure our future upon the surface?” Masimovian looked down and shook his head, then raised his head, and with pouty lips, he said, “I’ve taken great risk with your trials and offered great coin to achieve conversion, and you lied, you—”


  “I stand by my word, Chancellor. This conversion is for your benefit—”


  “Don’t.”


  Antosha noted the sweat over the chancellor’s brow, the twitch in his cheeks. He softened his tone. “Sky City is but a temporary solution,” he said. “For total victory, you will require a cure, or Reassortment’s destruction, and neither is possible without the organism’s synthesis, its origin. An ill-equipped strike team will not succeed in the Western Hegemony’s premier synbio laboratory.”


  “Neither will a strike team comprised of neophytes.” Masimovian drifted to a liqueur cart, his robes dragging across the marble floor. He gestured to offer Antosha a drink. Antosha refused.


  Masimovian took up a pipe from the cart and lit it. “This obsession with Barão’s kin will be your undoing.” He put his massive arm around Antosha, the gemstones on his armlets digging into the supreme scientist’s skin.


  Masimovian puffed and led him along the gallery promenade. “You have tremendous potential, and I foresee you will go far—”


  “Thank you for your kind words, Chancellor.”


  “I wasn’t done. I should add that if you fail, I won’t hesitate to send you back to the Lower Level, and this time,” the chancellor stopped and removed his arm from Antosha’s shoulders, “not to the High Castle of the Controller.”


  And I’ll see to it your death is slow, he thought, when I succeed. “I understand—”


  “Who will you send to this synbio laboratory in place of the Barão boy?”


  “Dr. Shrader.”


  “The Legend?” Masimovian threw his head back and guffawed. “He’s not trained in Beimenian ways, hasn’t even tested in the Harpoons.”


  “He’s no legend—”


  “He is, Antosha, he is a savior to the people, one you cannot take from them, ever.”


  “Now he lives, now they’ll see—”


  “Gifted as you are, at times you make no sense. The only reality that exists is the one we allow the people to experience.”


  The snowy flecks in Antosha’s eyes rotated rapidly, then floated as if in space. “This mission is our opportunity to do that, my chancellor. Dr. Shrader’s familiarity with the labs in Hengill and Livelle are an advantage. He will remember all he knew, or I shall see the truth for him. Where Captain Ruiner Holcombe and Oriana Barão require metamorphic synsuits, the engineers, scientists, and guard will recognize Shrader in his true flesh—”


  Screams echoed over Masimovian Center, and Chancellor Masimovian rushed to his terrace.


  Beimenians streamed between the polychromatic buildings, many nude and dripping wet.


  “It’s at the Fountain, my chancellor,” Antosha said.


  Antosha and Masimovian dashed through the gallery’s glass archway, into the Great Hall, and onto the tower’s triangular terrace overlooking the south of the city. Chancellor Masimovian activated a Granville sphere above them, and the feed to Fountain Square surrounded them; he focused upon the Athanasia Pool. Antosha smelled the fire as the Granville simulated neural signals congruent with the burning flesh of the man who moved deliberately up the pool’s marble stairs. The sight of the empty pool struck Antosha odd. On any given day, hundreds of thousands or even millions of Beimenians might visit Fountain Square. He’d never seen it like this. What would those who came today say when they returned to their territories?


  The cries for help mixed with the cries of pain, the trampled and the dead. Thirty Janzers surrounded the man, who didn’t peep as his tunic turned black against his skin, which charred and melted around the bones on his face, arms, hands, and feet.


  Masimovian’s lips moved, but no sound escaped.


  “A traitorous deed, my chancellor,” Antosha said, “defiling the waters and vapors of eternal life this way.”


  The Janzers activated their batons and pulse rifles. The man took one more step, ignoring a Janzer’s warning, and they shot him. He fell upon the stairs, his blood staining the ivory marble, flowing into the pool and into its fountain’s uptake. The fountain’s marble layers trickled pink.


  Beimenians gathered on the roofs and terraces of the First and Second Wards. Antosha heard their gasps, for when the man collapsed he extended his burning hand and ignited the forbidden phrase, spelled with burning oil, along the steps.


   


  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   


  The letters formed with colorful flames, the many-hued tendrils emphasized by the Granville sunset over the Dunes of Phanes. Antosha couldn’t help but smile. The Janzers unfurled hoses and cleared the body and blood from the stairs, then began to drain the pool. The cost to replace the athanasia gene therapy lost this day would be high, but no amount of coin or cover could shield the chancellor from this humiliation. Isabelle had chosen their martyr well.


  “To Reassortment with the Beimeni Polemon,” Masimovian swore. “I will rid the world of their poison—”


  “To do so, my chancellor, you need victory against Reassortment. After that, not even the BP could defy you.”


  The chancellor faced him.


  “Let me choose my team,” Antosha said.


  Masimovian rubbed his stubble goatee. “The gods alone know the wisdom in this Timescape Mission and Dr. Shrader’s purpose. You’re confident in this new synsuit?”


  “I am.”


  “Ah … so be it, send the Legend and Captain Holcombe, but how do you know we can trust Barão’s daughter?”


  “She will serve, or she will die.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Verena Iglehart


  Hydra Hollow


   


  300 meters deep


   


   


  The latest debriefing ended the same as the rest: news that more BP were apprehended in the territories, from Haurachesa in the South to Dunamis in the West to Volano in the Northeast and Ope in Central—all brought to Farino Prison.


  Verena exited the confab and roamed the pathways around the tens of thousands of tents and displays where the Liberation Front’s day went about as any other. Merchants crafted goods from whatever synisms and raw materials they scraped together; Polemon bid and warred over trinkets that would be considered junk in Palaestra; and children, mostly unknown in the Beimeni zone, found entertainment in limestone pits of the Polemon zone.


  She neared the auction tents. One group argued over the price for a clay jar. Another fought for a bauble. One after another, they lifted their bids higher in an attempt to claim ownership over a sculpted heart of birch wood in the shape of a Vivoan grower, the grower’s hand near her head, looking up, as if to the Granville sky.


  Verena turned away from the tents and approached the little ones, who traversed their obstacle course constructed out of stone and clay. They climbed on top of rocks, scampered up and down twisted wood, clawed over one another, screamed, and flapped—all except for Jocelyn, who lingered near the herb garden.


  The girl dug her shovel deep. She was filthy, from her cape down to her deerskin galoshes. She melded with the tents and wood and the crowd around her. She whipped her head around, saw Verena, and took off. Her head scarf sailed to the floor.


  Verena picked it up and followed.


  At the first intersection, a man and his son cut in front of Verena. She lost her view of Jocelyn, then spotted her through the labyrinth of sellers and buyers, slipping between two women in conversation. Verena twisted and pushed through the crowd. At a new intersection, she bumped into a man whose bronze skin crinkled and folded over into so many layers she wondered if he’d ever once been to the Fountain.


  Verena gasped when he fell. “Please forgive me!” She couldn’t comprehend how a transhuman other than a judge on the Great Court could appear so frail, with skin that hung, splotched and discolored. The elderly man waved his hands and told her not to bother, but she helped him up anyway.


  “You’re exquisite, and kind,” he said, “I’m glad to have met you.” He kissed her hand and patted it. “Thank you.” He moved on.


  Verena searched, tent after tent, Polemon after Polemon until she spied Jocelyn, who peeked at her from behind a tent.


  She giggled and disappeared.


  She’s taking me though the bazaar as if she’s the strategist. I like the child, Verena thought. She took a different path to cut Jocelyn off. When the child turned, Verena cut in front of her.


  Jocelyn pouted.


  Verena tied the scarf around her head. “Come with me.”


  Jocelyn took her hand, and Verena brought her to a stone bench. “Why don’t you play with the other children?”


  Jocelyn sucked in her lips and plucked the dirt from beneath her nails. “I’m not like them.”


  “What do you mean? They look just like you, nice boys and girls who’re having so much fun carving out caverns in the clay and climbing—”


  “I’m a BP spy, like my brothers.” Jocelyn didn’t sound like a preadolescent girl. She reminded Verena not a little bit of herself at that biological stage of development.


  “I bet you are,” Verena said, “taking a strategist like me for a loop through the market.”


  Jocelyn’s eyes widened. “You’ve been on commonwealth missions? Did you see Mars? Or Neptune? Or the sun? The real mountains and forests on the surface?”


  Verena felt lighter than air, freer than she had in years, decades even, in this child’s presence.


  “Did you see ponies?” Jocelyn was saying. “Sheep? I love sheep and those noises, bada-bada-bada.”


  Verena pushed a lock of Jocelyn’s auburn hair behind her ear. “I don’t think I’ve seen anything all that special, but you know what?” Jocelyn tilted her head. “One day when all this is over and we can go back to Beimeni, I’ll take you with me to Vivo, and we’ll find a plot of land with—”


  “A true garden.”


  “Yes,” Verena said, smiling, “with ponies and cows and donkeys and geese and sheep, lots and lots of sheep.”


  “Can’t we go there now?”


  “Well, kiddo,” Verena breathed, and rubbed her knees, “I’d love to, but there’re people out there who don’t like what we’ve done—”


  A gong pounded.


  Verena and Jocelyn jumped to their feet and turned to the brim, as did the crowd in the bazaar. She took Jocelyn’s hand, and they scurried through the crowded pathways. When they cleared the last tents, Verena saw a man, blindfolded, his hands tied with rope behind his back, his shirt ripped, neon tattoos depicting sea life down his arms and over his chest.


  Jeremiah emerged from one of the adjacent tunnels. He lifted the blindfold. The man’s eyes appeared dark with bruises. Snot dripped from his nose.


  “Found him snooping around the Spa of Delphi,” said a woman in government fatigues. Her dark matted hair poked through her bandana.


  “Zorian,” Jeremiah said, exasperated, “what’s a father to do with you?”


  “Forgive me … for my …” Zorian drooled and his eyes sank. “I didn’t … I didn’t … mean for … so much trouble … to … to … to come to our … family or … to our people.”


  Verena knelt to Jocelyn. “Hey, kiddo, I want you to go to your garden, all right?”


  Jocelyn bobbed her head back and forth, and her sausage curls bounced. “A Polemon isn’t afraid of anything, and neither am I.”


  “I know, and you are a Polemon, and a Polemon should understand when—”


  “He’s a liar!” said a man in a burgundy cape.


  “Hang him!” another said, his body as thin as benari coins.


  “Traitor!” a woman said, her fist clenched and raised.


  “He must face justice for our comrades who’ve been captured and tortured and killed in the East!” another woman said.


  Jeremiah pushed his hands forward in steady, calming motions and called for civility.


  Just like Chancellor Masimovian, Verena thought.


  Turning away, she climbed the limestone stairs while Jeremiah told his commandos to blindfold Zorian. Jocelyn grabbed Verena’s hand, and Verena knelt to her. “Dear child,” she said, “where I go you cannot follow.”


  “I’ll find a way inside,” Jocelyn said.


  Of course, she would. Verena pressed her lips together and sighed. She held Jocelyn’s hand, and they followed Jeremiah and Zorian and the contingent of commandos through the tunnels and into a claustrophobic room surrounded by Granville panels and workstations.


  “This is no place for her,” Jeremiah said, nodding to Jocelyn.


  “I’m a Polemon!” Jocelyn said. “And you’ve never said anything before!”


  Jeremiah appeared bemused. Verena bent to Jocelyn and told her she’d have to wait outside with a commando. “Fear not, I’ll be right in there.”


  “I’m not afraid,” Jocelyn said.


  “I know,” Verena said, “but you may not enter.”


  “That’s not fair!”


  A commando escorted Jocelyn away. She pouted but did not fight.


  The stone and wooden door closed with a thwump. Jeremiah placed his son in a chair under a spotlight and removed the blindfold.


  “How much have you divulged? How soon will the Janzers burst through these walls?”


  “I don’t … know,” Zorian said. “I told … I just … I just … met with her.”


  “With whom?”


  “Lady Isabelle.”


  Jeremiah grimaced.


  So the Polemon spies had the right of it, Verena thought. Jeremiah was right to evacuate Blackeye Cavern. It’s an absolute miracle they’ve held together this long …


  “Father?”


  Jeremiah scrunched his forehead between his thumb and forefinger.


  “You met with Lady Isabelle?” Jeremiah said.


  “Yes … I … told her—”


  “You met with Lady Isabelle!” Jeremiah repeated.


  “I met … with … Lady Isabelle,” Zorian said, and Verena sensed his sadness, sensed his regret. He looked pitiful, with lacerations and bruises across his face.


  Don’t be fooled, she told herself, you’ve seen his kind before. You’ve seen this method of deceit from Antosha.


  Zorian’s speech slurred. “I told her where to find Blackeye Cavern.”


  “Why is he talking like this?” Jeremiah said to his commandos.


  “After I left her … I learned … a meeting near the Spa of Delphi … so I came to the spa …”


  “Get him water,” Jeremiah said.


  “I wanted to see you but couldn’t find the entry to the Hollow as I knew it. I searched, and searched, and found the false walls and that’s—”


  “He fought us,” one of the commandos said, “took out thirty-two commandos—”


  “Dead?” Jeremiah said.


  “Knocked unconscious, but it took five of us to hold him down, even after we hit him with four darts, so we hit him with six more.” The scruffy commando handed Zorian a glass filled with water. “These are about the only honest words you’re likely to hear from this one.”


  “Did the Janzers or hounds follow you?” Jeremiah said. “Does Lady Isabelle have the Hollow’s location?”


  “I won’t help her anymore.” Zorian’s slur worsened. “That’s why I came here, I wanted to warn you … I wanted …”


  “My gods,” Jeremiah said. He leaned closer to his son’s bruised face. “What would you do if you were me?”


  “I … know,” Zorian said. He leaned and drooled. “That’s why I came here, I came here, Father, you got to believe me, to warn you … love you, Father, so sorry.” He paused, catching his breath. “Sorry for what I’ve …” He eased into the chair and snored.


  “The commonwealth knows we’re here,” Verena said.
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  “You don’t have a choice,” Verena said. “You must evacuate the Hollow.” Around the table in the cavern, the Leadership nodded and mumbled. Jeremiah clasped his hands and fumbled his thumbs above a scroll with a map of the thirty territories.


  “How do you expect us to proceed?” Gage said. “The evacuation of the Cavern isn’t halfway complete, and we’d be flooding the Underground Passage with more stowaways from the West, all while we plan for an unprecedented strike against the Great Commonwealth—”


  “We’re handing the chancellor our people on a carbyne platter—” Lizbeth said.


  “We were going to have to evacuate in any event, my friends,” Jeremiah said. The Leadership and Verena turned to him. “The day we’ve all feared would come is upon us.” He paused. “Our spies in the RDD indicate that Reassortment has seeped deeper than the Polemon zone in parts of the underground once thought impossible. How much longer do we have until it spreads into the Hollow? Two years? A year? Less? We understood the risk when we built our homelands.”


  “The Hollow might not have been designed to be a permanent solution,” Gage said, “but that’s what it’s become for more than four million people. The Underground Passage will be overwhelmed.”


  Verena took all this in silently. She’d learned that the passage included the system of safe houses, businesses, waterways, caves, and tunnels overseen by Beimenians friendly to the Polemon cause. But she didn’t know enough about it to have an opinion on Gage’s comments. She did understand Reassortment seepage well enough to know that Jeremiah had taken great risk in building his secret enclaves so shallow in the Earth’s crust.


  “The passage will handle what it must,” Jeremiah was saying.


  “We have a lot more people in the Hollow than the Cavern,” Gage put in. “The safe houses in the West, South, and Central can only hold so many of the unregistered, and we’d be sending a lot more their way. We’d be putting a lot of good people at risk.”


  “You’re right.” Jeremiah smiled wistfully. “In addition to the South, West, and Central, we’ll have to go back to the North.”


  The Leadership groaned and spoke simultaneously. Verena couldn’t make out any of it.


  Jeremiah put up his hands and they quieted. “My eldest son has been begging me for a chance to prove his loyalty to the Front. I’ve thought of a way he can—”


  “That submarine left the Block a long time ago,” Isaiah said.


  “Hear me out.” Jeremiah circled Underground North on the map with his index finger. “The commonwealth believes that the secession movement in the North is long dead. But that’s not entirely accurate.” Jeremiah tapped the map three times over the portion labeled XEREAN TERRITORY. “If we are to have any hope of emptying Hydra Hollow before Reassortment consumes us or the commonwealth buries us, we’re going to have to reopen the passageways in the North—”


  “Impossible,” Brooklyn said, “the Northerners cannot be trusted.”


  “Hold it.” Verena was lost. “When did the North try to secede from the commonwealth?”


  “Before your time,” Jeremiah said.


  “On what grounds?” Verena said.


  “Fair payment for the commonwealth’s most valuable natural resource.”


  “The North is well compensated for the flow of water through the coolant piping.”


  “On whose valuation? Yours, Lady Verena?” Jeremiah chortled. “Try walking into Genevieve Sineine’s or Nataya Mueriniti’s citadels and saying that the way you just said it to me and you might find yourself sitting in Farino Prison.”


  “I never knew.” Verena had focused for many decades on strike team equality and Reassortment research. Never until she’d been rescued by Aera and Nero in the Research Superstructure transport station did she understand the breadth and depth of the commonwealth’s issues. Sometimes she felt like she was back in development, learning more each day. “Our genome is adjusted for higher temperatures.”


  “To a certain threshold,” Jeremiah agreed. “The Beimenian transhuman is far more durable even than a Livellan transhuman, but even for us, without that water, the temperature in the Beimeni zone would rise and rise and over time cook us like nuts over a fire.”


  Members of the Leadership shifted uncomfortably in their chairs.


  Verena shivered. “Minister Mueriniti developed with Chancellor Masimovian, and you, in House Nexirenna, if I recall correctly.” Jeremiah moved his chin up and down. “She and Minister Sineine have supported the chancellor since the days of Livelle.” Verena shook her head. “Why would they want out of a union they helped to create?”


  “After the commonwealth expanded to thirty territories by the 230s,” Jeremiah began, “they didn’t feel as if the so-called lower twenty-two paid a fair valuation for the use of the water that flowed through the North, down piping in the earth above the Zwillerzweller, Beimeni, and Archimedes Rivers. They threatened secession from the commonwealth unless a fair price for such resources could be agreed upon.


  “The chancellor, ever concerned about his legacy and the maintenance of control, was willing to negotiate to keep the young commonwealth intact. But not until General Norrod moved the commonwealth’s primary prison from Phanes to Farino, positioning tens of thousands of Janzers in the region in case the talks broke down.”


  “The ministers broke the precepts,” Verena said. “By the chancellor’s own laws, they should’ve been imprisoned or sent to the Lower Level for their crimes.”


  “The chancellor was … different in those days,” Jeremiah said. “His authority wasn’t as defined, or centralized, as it is now. So he made sure the talks were conducted in utmost secrecy with only the highest consortium and citadel officers aware they’d occurred. The penalty for leaking any information was death by Reassortment.”


  Verena cringed. “What did the ministers demand?”


  “A price increase of fifty thousand percent per liter,” Jeremiah said, and when Verena gasped, “but they compromised to an increase of ten thousand percent and annual adjustments thereafter aligned with inflation. Decades passed without incident until a pricing dispute in 317 ended with the Northern ministers walking away from negotiations with the Masimovian Administration. The dispute coincided with heavy BP recruitment in the North, for it was in that region where I’d at first focused all my attention and resources.”


  “Not the South?” Verena said.


  “The North controls the coolant in the piping that keeps this commonwealth alive,” Jeremiah said, “so the North can control the commonwealth. The dispute and my campaign are why Lady Isabelle began her false flag attacks there in 317 and throughout the 320s and 330s, until in the 340s I was forced to shut down BP operations in the North.” Jeremiah knocked the table with his fist. “Isabelle sensed her strategy worked and soon shifted it to—”


  “The Northeast,” Verena said. She huffed when Jeremiah nodded. “All those scientists in the RDD,” she struggled to speak, “killed … by the commonwealth?”


  Jeremiah exchanged a troubled look with several members of the Leadership, then turned back to Verena. “Not entirely by the commonwealth.” Jeremiah blew out a deep breath. “Zorian was once the synbio thief, though I admit I didn’t at first understand how much collateral damage he’d caused in the RDD until our spies confirmed the figures. He wasn’t pleased when I shifted that role to Aera, but after that, the civilian casualties during our operations in the RDD dropped considerably.” Jeremiah paused.


  Verena didn’t have to search his consciousness to see how much this hurt him to admit about his eldest son.


  “I don’t doubt that Masimo knew about Lady Isabelle’s false flag attacks throughout the North and Northeast,” Jeremiah continued, “and he might’ve let her continue had he not discerned the depth of her control over his Janzer servants. My understanding is that the attack in Northport earlier this year, the lady’s deadliest strike ever in the Polemon name, was her last.”


  “What happened with the pricing dispute,” Verena said, “and the secession movement?”


  “The Northern ministers settled the dispute in 318, and Isabelle’s attacks served Masimo’s purpose well, for in addition to turning the Northerners against the Front, the region also gave up its hope for independence.” Jeremiah tapped the map at Xerean City. “Or so it would seem. Reports from our spy network suggest the Northern ministers, spurred by the recession, are once again considering a new round of negotiations with Masimo.”


  “You’re going to send Zorian to Xerean City to negotiate terms with Minister Mueriniti,” Verena said.


  “I’m sending Zorian to negotiate with my wise sister-in-development on my behalf in what I hope will be his last Polemon operation.”


  Comments came fast from the Leadership.


  “This is insane,” Zoey said.


  “He escaped from us in the Cavern,” Lizbeth said, “and he betrayed us. We can’t trust him.”


  “I agree,” Isaiah broke in, “Zorian cannot be given such an important assignment.”


  “Nor can we trust the North,” Brooklyn added.


  “We should execute Zorian for his crimes against the Polemon—” Zoey said.


  “My decision on Zorian and the North is not a water pricing dispute.” Jeremiah’s voice echoed in the hall. “It’s not under negotiation.” He rose from his chair.


  Again, Verena noted how similar his style was to Chancellor Masimovian’s, his occasional collaboration, his carbyne resolve, his reluctance to view his Leadership as equals.


  Jeremiah leaned forward, placing his palms on the table. “Zorian will be judged,” he said calmly. “One day, his consciousness will return to the gods and he’ll face the ultimate consequences for his actions, as we all do, but we don’t execute our fellow transhumans, not in my jurisdictions.”


  Unlike Masimovian, Verena thought.


  “What about your people?” she said. “They aren’t secure. They deserve to know the truth.”


  “So they shall,” Jeremiah said. He handed Verena an alloy ring that jingled with hundreds of keys. “I will issue the evacuation orders, and you shall lead them to safety.”


  “I don’t know them. I don’t know your passageways—”


  “You know the commonwealth. You’re the finest strategist from the teams. My commandos will show you the way.” Jeremiah peered to the grow lights that illuminated the garden and flowers in the distance. “And your little friend knows the Polemon passageways well enough …” He grinned, then turned emotionless when he faced Verena. “You must move swiftly between safety and danger, and one by one you will lead our people to safe houses in the West, South, Central, and soon, I hope, in the North as well.”


  “What will you do,” Brooklyn said, “should the Janzers arrive?”


  “I won’t leave until our people are with allies along the Underground Passage. We all know who they want, and so I cannot leave, not this time. My absence would lead the pursuit to perpetuity, but my presence shall conclude this forever war.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana pulled her bodysuit over her shoulder and slid her arms through the sleeves. Ramona zipped her up in the back and placed a fur cape over her. Scarlett, the kitten Lady Parthenia had sent Oriana as a gift, strutted across the dresser, her white tail swinging, white eyes teased with sapphire. The kitten purred. She lifted her paws and extended her claws playfully, whiskers twitching. Oriana picked her up and cuddled with her fluffy face, then handed her to Ramona. “Take care of her if they don’t let me come back.”


  The keeper bot nodded, and its eye slit glowed, then dimmed. “Aha, madam, where’re you going?”


  Oriana didn’t answer. Pasha lay in a coma in the infirmary, the Lorum synsuit still infused with his body. If only Antosha would’ve chosen her instead of her sweet, innocent brother. He didn’t deserve this.


  Ramona’s eye slit glowed. “Madam, you have visitors—”


  “Tell them I’m not here.”


  “Aha, madam, Captain Ruiner Holcombe says he knows you’re here and he won’t leave until his team sees you.”


  Oriana sighed. “Let them in.”


  The frosted-glass entryway to her Champion’s Suite slid open.


  “Hullo there, Miss Oriana,” Ruiner said and entered with Mintel and Dahlia. “We heard …”


  She appreciated his comforting tone but not his escort. She had nothing to say to Mintel.


  “For your brother’s recovery …”


  Ruiner bowed to her, as did Mintel, and Dahlia presented her with a team tattoo z-disk, a carnation in this case, a wish for recovery. It was a token normally offered to an eternal partner or family member when a comrade in the teams was injured. This was a high honor, Oriana knew. She accepted the z-disk and activated it. A carnation grew over her neck, beneath her skin, the cells shifting with the instructions, her pores bleeding pink. She would wear the mark until Pasha awoke. She rubbed it with her forefingers.


  I must finish this, for him, she thought. Without the mission, Oriana had no leverage, and without the Reassortment Strain, Antosha would never lead her brother back from his coma. And without her brother, she’d be split down the center, alive but buried, like the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  The team turned to depart.


  “Captain, wait,” Oriana said. The Holcombe Strike Team turned together. “Thank you.” To Dahlia, she added, “Pasha respected you, your dedication to this cause, your team’s loyalty to my father, and I look forward to completing the mission with you and your captain.”


  “I would have been honored to go into battle with you,” Dahlia said, “truly.” She lowered her head.


  “What’s wrong?” Oriana said.


  “We won’t be going in with Dahlia,” Ruiner said. “Dr. Shrader will penetrate the lab and … you and I will provide his support.”


  Mintel looked like he might puke, a sight Oriana would’ve welcomed but for the mess he’d leave behind.


  After the team left, she flooded the Granville panel in her great room with her mind, but the images she sought, memories from development with Pasha in House Summerset, didn’t materialize. Instead, a world she didn’t create, not willingly, surrounded her. And it would not alter.


  Crimson grass, thin and arced by gusts, covered a lifeless meadow. Hyena, buffalo, cheetah, duiker, and human carcasses lay strewn about. Her heart thrummed. The smell of death filled her suite. Ravens circled overhead. Maggots formed around the humans and crawled out of their orifices. Rats fought with the ravens for flesh and blood. In the center, a tree leaned. Its insides glowed with midnight-blue light, and its branches reached and flowed with electricity.


  There was something strangely familiar about this place. In the dark blue sky, a pale moon contorted to form a face that twisted into her own likeness, until the crack of thunder and lightning flashed the world, and Pasha’s face covered the moon. Oriana’s hands trembled. She closed her eyes and severed the connection.


  “Ramona,” she said, “what’s going on with the panel?”


  Ramona didn’t answer. Oriana turned and yelled, “Ramona!”


  The bot emerged with the kitten in its arms. “Aha, Madam Champion, I am at your service.”


  “The panel …”


  It was now taupe and reflective, as if none of what she saw had been there, replaced by the sound of water trickling down the marble wall beside the panel, behind the plants and water lilies. She smelled jasmine and lavender. She ran her hands through her hair. Was she losing her mind?


  She thought about Pasha, in a coma, in the infirmary because of Antosha. It was Antosha’s synsuit, his design, his fault. He should’ve put on the Lorum synsuit himself! She was sick of doing his bidding, sick of waiting. It was driving her mad.


  She ran out of her suite, Ramona bellowing gibberish behind her. She hopped on an RDD transport to the Ventureño Facility, checked in with the Janzers, moved swiftly through the corridors—the unnecessary labyrinth, as Antosha described it. She found him in his meditation center, positioned on a fluorite slab upon the marble ground. The largest gemstones Oriana had ever seen hovered in midair around him.


  He was playing the violin. A ghostly woman, something between a hologram and a spirit, twirled about, nude but for the moonflowers that hung from her neck and waist. She had a small mole next to her lips. Her hair was silver blue, as ethereal as Natura at dusk, and there was a joy in her eyes that Oriana envied.


  Antosha wore a white hooded silk cape, and his legs folded over the fluorite. He bowed the violin in long, mournful strokes, and the woman sang with his melody.


   


  
    When I see you at the shore, near moonflowers,

  


  
    Then I whisper, release the butterfly,

  


  
    From the sea it flutters, from you it towers,

  


  
    And it lowers to a flower where it lies.

  


   


  
    It opens its wings, the message you will see,

  


  
    In this phantom of the Earth so alive,

  


  
    One day, my love, we’ll climb the forbidden tree,

  


  
    And with your hand in mine, we’ll touch true sky.

  


   


  The woman’s voice disappeared with her body, into dust, and Antosha set down his violin. The giant gemstones sank to the marble floor. He opened his eyes and rose.


  Oriana stepped back.


  He approached, and she stepped back again.


  What was he doing? Who was that woman?


  He reached for her, too quickly for her to move, and put his hands around her neck, but gently.


  She felt a flush of hormones in her veins, as if she’d been dipped into a Gaian spa. It felt lenitive, exciting, and she didn’t resist, at first, when Antosha kissed her!


  His lips tasted like cider, all wrong.


  She pushed his face away and turned, her breath shallow. She felt the heat around her eyes.


  “Fulfilled your wish,” Antosha said, “so now will you cut me?”


  My gods, Oriana thought, he knows, he’s heard!


  She slipped out of her fur cape and threw it to the ground, feeling a rush of cool air, relief from his touch. She wiped her face. She’d wash her lips with chlorine.


  “You can’t hide from me,” he said.


  “Touch me again, and I’ll kill you.”


  “You’ll try and fail as others have before you.”


  “I’m not the others.”


  He cupped her chin firmly. “Perhaps not,” he said, “but you’re mine.”


  Oriana pulled her chin out of his grip. She took steady breaths to control her rage. She looked straight into his eyes and didn’t flinch. “My brother is in a coma because of you. I will never forgive this.”


  “But you will do what I ask, if you want him back.”


  A flash of phosphorescent light blinded Oriana …


  … When the burst cleared, she stood with Antosha on Mars. Cliffs stood in the distance, turned dead by the planet’s dead core. A scentless breeze tumbled the dusty soil. Closer to her, buildings, green grass, and stone pathways stood beneath a terradome, in the center a courtyard of stone.


  “Welcome to Candor Chasma.”


  Antosha extended his hand over a crystal pyramid. A burst of energy flowed from it, and Oriana heard a voice, very faint, say, We are the Lorum.


  She had heard about the commonwealth’s ansible: the famous intergalactic communication technology, normally hindered by the Earth’s magnetic fields, and unleashed on the Martian surface.


  Antosha nodded toward the terradome, where two men walked the stone pathways—her father with Antosha! Though not Antosha as he looked presently. His eyes were as pure as sand, his bronze face not as drawn, his lips lifted in what might’ve been a smile.


  “Your father knew nothing of the true capabilities of the zeropoint field until I enhanced the ansible communicator for him on Mars and allowed him to hear the cosmos. He didn’t achieve proper conversion until—”


  “My mother helped him,” Oriana broke in. “What does that matter? You didn’t have to take me here to prove your power. I know it. And all you ever use it for is to kill and maim—”


  He backhanded her.


  “Remember who you’re speaking to.”


  “Who are you?”


  Antosha stepped back. The steel in her voice seemed to catch him off guard. He cleared Candor Chasma and took her back into his meditation center.


  “I’m the man who’s going to lead the people back to the surface.”


  “The only way for you to do so is to help me find out what Dr. Shrader knows.” With her hand over her bruise, she settled the lies in her mind and hoped she could shield them from Antosha’s sight, just as she would, at times when it advantaged her, hide her thoughts from her twin brother during development. “You need the synthesis of the original Reassortment Strain to cure it, and you want me to fetch it.”


  “If you play this game, my dear, you will lose.”


  “I have nothing to lose.”


  “Except your father and your brother—”


  “Whom you will not harm as long as I serve. This was your offer, and a supreme scientist is bound by his word.”


  She hoped she’d cornered him, for Marstone was listening, and Lady Isabelle enforced the precepts and RDD policies as guided by the Office of the Chancellor.


  Antosha nodded. “Let’s get you a uficilin injection for that bruise.”


  Oriana smiled. Finally, she thought. I’ve got him.


   


   


  RDD Infirmary


   


  “That’s it,” Oriana said, “one step after another. You’re doing great.”


  Dr. Shrader trembled on the bars as Antosha spotted him along the track. The doctor’s skin appeared rosier than when he had first awakened, though his muscle spasms seemed worse, caused by movements that would be simple for a transhuman newborn. How will this man serve as striker for the mission? she wondered. What was Antosha’s play?


  She didn’t speak to him on the way to the infirmary, but she felt him in her mind the same way she used to feel Pasha sneak in her head during simulations.


  Sweat dripped around Shrader’s face. On his way back down the bars, he lost his grip before Antosha stabilized him. “Another injection,” Antosha said when Oriana stopped the doctor from falling back.


  A medical bot placed a gun to Shrader’s neck and pulled the trigger. His face turned bright red, and saliva dripped from his mouth. “Another,” Antosha said. A different bot fired into the other side of the doctor’s neck, and he coughed and fell to his knees.


  He put up his hands. “Don’t, don’t help me!” Sweating profusely, he lifted himself on the bars and made his way down on his own.


  “Get him in the harness,” Antosha said.


  The three of them dangled from Harpoon harnesses in a triangular formation in the rehabilitation portion of the infirmary. The illusion of trees, moss, torchlight, crystal bridges, white sands, and dark pits surrounded them. Water trickled down the stones.


  “What is this?” Dr. Shrader said.


  “It’s your mind.”


  “That cannot be.”


  “I’ve helped you pull Oriana and me into your subconscious. This is where your secrets lie. This is where you will discover who you are.”


  Oriana felt it now, the ZPF, in the way her brother had used it at times to see into her, to communicate with animals and outwit his foes.


  “Take us with you,” Antosha said, “wherever your mind will lead. Don’t be afraid, give in to the unknown, let us inside.”


  The scents of berries and syrup and coffee tickled Oriana’s nose. The scene shifted to a table in a room with cedar walls. A harpist played in the corner near a fireplace.


  “Where did you take us?” Oriana said.


  Antosha raised a finger to his lips. Dr. Shrader was rapt, watching the scene before him. Scientists carried wineglasses and serious expressions, all except a blonde woman in a gown who held a much younger Dr. Shrader’s hand. They talked, though Oriana couldn’t hear what they said.


  Then Shrader stepped closer and examined his twin of the past, as if he were a bacterial specimen.


  The scene disappeared, and Oriana hung in a harness beside the doctor and Antosha.


  A bot lowered them.


  “What did that woman say?” Oriana asked. “What did you learn?”


  “My name is Dr. Kole Shrader. Luella and I were the lead researchers for the Western Hegemony’s League of Scientists, an elite team structured to complete the Reassortment Strain.”


  “What was the goal?” Oriana said. “What did Reassortment do?”


  “I can’t remember.”


  “You must,” Antosha said.


  “Take me back there,” Shrader said to Antosha. “Take me back to Luella—”


  “The mind doesn’t operate this way. You shared your soul with us, not ours with you, and I can only open the doors, I cannot force you through. The session ended because your mind closed, not the other way around.”


  “Why do medical bots refer to me as the Legend? Where am I? What happened to Luella?”


  “You were stored in suspended animation for three hundred sixty-eight years,” Antosha said.


  “So how old am I?”


  “That depends on your definition of time and age.” Antosha altered the surrounding Granville panels to show a field at dawn, a rising summer sun. “Time is the ultimate paradox, a river that carries us away, but we are the river, it is a tiger that destroys us but we are the tiger, it is a fire that consumes us but we are the fire. These are not my words, but those of a wise man long dead, which your presence has proved wrong, many long years later. Hegemonies, peoples have been brought to their maker, the transhuman race nearly destroyed. And we would have been, were it not for those of your kin who created this world.”


  “Beimeni,” Dr. Shrader said.


  “The only place on Earth safe for long-term transhuman habitation, and we need your help if we are to survive, and return to the surface.” Antosha removed the Earth’s surface from their surroundings.


  “This place is … fake … a mirage.”


  A phosphorescent flash overtook them. They stood in a canyon, Dr. Luella Shrader with Dr. Kole Shrader of the past. Tears of laughter streamed down his and her cheeks, though, it seemed, Dr. Shrader of the future didn’t know why.


  This was Antelope Canyon, Oriana realized. Why here?


  Luella grinned and moved to the canyon’s wall. She brushed her forefinger along it and dabbed the dirt onto Shrader’s arm. She said something Oriana couldn’t hear, but now Dr. Shrader of the future laughed with his twin of the past and his lost Luella. At the dead end in the canyon, an alloy box protruded from the earth. Letters blinked in deep red: LIVELLE.


  “Dr. Luella Shrader, requesting permission to enter Livelle Laboratory.”


  Phosphorescent light burst in the canyon. Oriana hung in her harness beside Shrader and Antosha. Luella and the Livelle Laboratory entrance were gone.


  “What happened?” Oriana said.


  “We were in Livelle Laboratory,” Shrader said. “Luella was with me when the soldiers came …”


  “Go on,” she added.


  “The lights flashed when the soldiers broke through. They took my colleagues through the tunnels, some to the exits, others to the elevators that fell deeper into the laboratory. They took Luella and me to the elevators!”


  He paused and blinked. “There’d been an attack in Hengill, an Eastern Hegemony … infiltrator … the Autocrat ordered Operation Preservation! The start of hostilities!” Shrader’s eyes grew distant. “No, it can’t be! We’re so close, the Reassortment Strain can work, we can make it happen! We can end the war! The Eastern Hegemony cannot know about Livelle!”


  “Doctor?” Oriana said. “How did the Reassortment Strain escape containment?”


  “Shut up! Get in the fucking elevators! Now! We were so close, so close, could’ve ended the war—”


  “Where did the war end?” Oriana said. “Tell us what happened. It might be the only way to save the commonwealth.” It might be the only way I can save my family!


  “I don’t know,” he said softly. “They froze us, as Operation Preservation called for, they took us to the depths of Livelle Laboratory and put us in stasis and shipped us into containment deeper within the Earth.”


  He looked around the room. “But if I’m here, that means the rest are too. Luella! Take me to her, please, please, take me to my dearest Luella!”


  They traveled to Livelle Cemetery in Livelle City. Antosha led them to Luella’s grave. Mist flowed between the marble gravestones and mausoleums. An angel sculpture rested upon a pedestal, her arms outstretched, wings extended. Shrader moved in front of Luella’s gravestone, his hooded cape fluttering in the artificial wind. The air smelled of flowers.


  “My condolences to you,” Oriana said.


  “You can enter our minds,” Shrader said to Antosha, “is there a way for you to bring her back?”


  “I’m a scientist,” Antosha said, “not a sorcerer.”


  “How did she die?”


  “I’ll let Oriana explain since she understands her commonwealth history so well.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Northeast


   


  0 meters deep


   


   


  “Remarkable, isn’t it?” Antosha said.


  “It is,” Dr. Shrader agreed.


  He, like Antosha, wore a biomat suit to protect from the Reassortment Strain. Antosha didn’t mention that the biomats, like the terradomes, were prone to failure upon the surface.


  Hills and mountains stretched out below them, so thick it was impossible to see individual trees. A river with white rapids flowed over stones into inlets.


  Their helicopter flew through a peach sky so pure it might’ve been a dream. They crossed a much wider river and neared the Island of Reverie.


  Electric-appearing strands of radiation spread in triangular patterns, spiraling from the Reassortment research terradome’s peak. The chopper descended through the dome’s quarantine sector, then landed upon a pad. A group of Reassortment research scientists waited outside, standing in a crescent formation.


  The main hull slid open. Antosha helped Shrader down the steps. The force from the chopper’s blades nearly toppled the doctor before Antosha steadied him and hand-signaled the scientists. The steps retreated back to the chopper, the hull closed, and the helicopter powered down.


  “I don’t understand,” Shrader said, looking at the invisible barrier far above. “This dome doesn’t protect from … Reassortment.”


  “Reassortment is the plague in the paradise, Kole, it permeates the atmosphere, the Earth’s fauna and flora. It is as much a part of our world as oxygen and water, and no terradome structure we’ve designed can block its passage, not yet—”


  “And it only kills transhumans?”


  “Does that surprise you?”


  “That’s far from how we envisioned the strain.”


  “Is it?”


  One of the scientists approached them. “Supreme Scientist Zereoue,” he said, “welcome to the Reassortment research terradome.” The scientist extended his hand, and Antosha shook it. He introduced the scientist to Shrader, and he swooned as if he’d just met a Hammerton Hall performer. The other scientists who waited all bowed toward Shrader as if he were a king.


  When the scientists joined their colleagues near the workstations, Shrader said, “I don’t get it, why does everyone I meet react that way to me? I didn’t succeed in what you people call the time Before Reassortment. If anything, my actions contributed to this—”


  “You will not speak of your actions, here or anywhere. The people think you are the Legend, a savior. It is not your place to take that from them.” It’s mine, Antosha thought.


  Now a research bot neared Antosha and bowed. “Status report,” Antosha said.


  “Aha, on schedule,” the bot said. “All preparations in the hall are complete.”


  “Outstanding.”


  The bot escorted them to a group of scientists who telepathically operated workstations. Above them, the holograms rendered an image of Portal 13, a cement slab outside surrounded by weeping willows, birds, and other wildlife. Two rabbits rested on the platform, crunching leaves. They scattered when the cement slab vibrated and opened.


  “What’s happening?” Shrader said.


  “You want to know why the commonwealth adores you.”


  A transparent transport capsule emerged and delivered a Gemini to the surface. The protohuman blinked and protected its eyes from sunrise. Shrader passed his hand through the holographic image above the closest workstation. “What is this … wizardry?”


  “We call it a Gemini,” Antosha said, though he could tell the doctor didn’t listen.


  “This cannot be …”


  The Gemini took one step off the cement slab and doubled over. Its head rocked up and down. Its body shivered, then convulsed. Blood oozed from its mouth, eyes, and ears, then crystallized.


  It collapsed. Bobcats gathered near the corpse. The scientists under the dome expelled a collective gasp. Some cried.


  Nothing that happens here today leaves the team, Antosha sent.


  “That man … you killed him …”


  A helicopter swooped down to the Gemini. The animals scattered, and the research bots retrieved it. The helicopter took off, creating a breeze that ruffled the willow trees and wild grass.


  “I don’t understand …” Shrader said.


  Antosha pulled him away from the research scientists to a dais that held several workstations and a levitating, legless gurney. “Let me simplify it for you,” he said. “You’ve awakened to a world that’s hostile to protohumans and their descendant, transhuman man.” Antosha pinched the outer layer of Shrader’s biomat. “Without this,” and he nodded to the biomat, “the Earth’s atmosphere would penetrate your skin, your eyes, your blood, your nerves, and your brain and destroy you.”


  Shrader flexed his hand, covered with the biomat, then swiped it through one of the holographic willow trees above a workstation. They broke apart and reformed. “Who was that man?”


  “It was no man. We took your DNA and together with Neanderthal genetic materials we reverse engineered a protohuman clone, a synbio creation we call a Gemini, similar enough to conduct clinical trials to understand the effectiveness of our … Reassortment treatments—”


  “Clinical trials? Clones? You killed that man!”


  “No. It wasn’t a man, not in the way you’re suggesting. It was a Gemini.”


  “This is barbaric. No, it’s worse, it’s—”


  “But you know all about barbaric studies, don’t you, Kole?”


  Antosha expanded his consciousness and wrapped it around the doctor. He triggered Shrader’s limbic system. Luella and Livelle Laboratory flashed across their vision, Antelope Canyon, the synbio silos, the mineral and medicine production, the physical and mental enhancements. The war. Ending the war. The transhuman trials. The torture of Eastern Hegemony prisoners of war …


  “The work Luella and I performed was meant to end the war—”


  “Well done, your work is what forced us beneath the ground, is why we test treatments with our less evolved ancestors, why you were frozen near absolute zero for three hundred sixty-eight years—”


  “You don’t know what we faced then! The war, the famine and fear of extinction on a planet sucked dry of its reliable resources—”


  “And your lovely Luella, dead, buried, gone from this world.”


  Shrader met his eyes. His voice turned hostile. “Why’d you bring me here?”


  The research bots returned with the dead Gemini and dropped its body upon the gurney next to Antosha. Some scientists cried out. Antosha told them to get back to work. Not a word of this to anyone in the commonwealth, he sent. I find out any of you leaked information about today’s clinical trial and I’ll see to it you’re the next volunteer for the next Jubilee. He delivered his message with the same telepathic tone he might use to invite a guest over to his apartment unit for dinner, but the scientists quickly turned back to their workstations and data streams.


  “Oh my …” Shrader was saying. The Gemini looked like him, covered with bruises, its face and chest splayed with tributaries of crystallized blood.


  “Dr. Shrader, you’re the man who was stored in stasis,” Antosha said, “the man the entire commonwealth believes could be immune to Reassortment, the man who can restore humanity’s place in the biosphere.”


  “That’s preposterous. If the Reassortment Strain escaped our quarantine procedures in Hengill and mutated,” he turned to his Gemini, “and caused … this … there’d be no cure.” He turned to Antosha. “I’d be no more immune than you. That’s why we had self-destruct mechanisms. That’s why we strategically positioned hydrogen bombs throughout the lab—”


  “The Myst and the bombs didn’t work though, did they?”


  “Take me back to your commonwealth.”


  “You remember, don’t you?” Antosha said. Shrader trembled. Antosha searched his mind. “Yes, I see it now. The strain escaped from Hengill after an attack by the Eastern Hegemony infiltrator that you orchestrated with—”


  “I didn’t know what to do, the Autocrat sent a team to Livelle, or that’s what I thought, and we needed more time, more funding, and they offered it and I didn’t know what they would do—”


  “With the access codes to break the z-wall to the Locust program, truly did you not realize they were Eastern Hegemony agents? Am I supposed to believe you?” Antosha searched deeper. “Seems you didn’t know, or did you ignore the signs willfully?”


  “The Reassortment Strain was designed to enhance the human genome, not destroy it—”


  “Not at first, but that’s what the project evolved into, didn’t it? You were going to use it against the Eastern Hegemony.”


  “No! Luella and I were going to end the war! That I shared the access codes with my colleagues didn’t cause this.” Shrader waved his hand over the dead Gemini.


  “You know I can tell you’re lying, don’t you?” Antosha raised his head. His breath fogged the bottom of his helmet, then cleared. “And you’ve been lying to us from the start.” Antosha closed his eyes. He merged his consciousness completely into Shrader’s. “But no longer …”


  Sweat streamed down Shrader’s face. He blinked rapidly. He tried to resist Antosha’s presence in his mind. “What’re you doing to me?”


  Antosha opened his eyes. “Forcing you to remember, willing the truth out of you.” Antosha paused. He reviewed Shrader’s research. “Just as I suspected.” Antosha squinted and his upper lip quivered. “You were missing a vital piece to the genomic puzzle that you couldn’t imagine would soon be discovered.” Antosha smiled, thinking about the Lorum orb. “With the strain designed for transhumans, you didn’t have to adjust it all that much to kill transhumans throughout the Eastern Hegemony, including those underground in synbio labs.”


  Shrader’s eyes turned glassy. “You don’t understand.” He held back sobs. “Those bastards killed much of my family.” He narrowed his eyes, breathing hard. “If you’d experienced the quantum weaponry they used to kill our people, you’d have thought I was being merciful.” Shrader blinked his eyes clear and clenched his teeth. “We found something better.”


  Antosha saw it. “Inventive,” he said, “devious …” The strain acted as if it operated like a mirrored organism, but it was so much more. Like a quantum computer, the strain contained a vast parallelism that would enable it to solve in minutes certain problems that would take classical computers a billion years. It was as simple as single-celled synisms in some ways and more complex than the Marstone artificial intelligence in others.


  “It encrypts parts of its genome on the quantum level.” Shrader smiled greedily. “You’ll never find a cure for it. When you think you’ve solved it, it’ll reassort further and faster than you can adjust—”


  A Reassortment research scientist collapsed and screamed, writhing on the ground.


  Shrader’s eyes bulged. He moved as if to run, but Antosha grabbed his arm with one hand and with the other hand-signaled the bots. We must evacuate, he sent to his research team. He pulled Shrader into their helicopter. They latched into their seats.


  Antosha telepathically connected to the chopper’s navigation system and ordered it to bring them back to Area 55. The choppers around them took off, one after another, and soon so did Antosha’s.


  On the way back, Shrader turned to Antosha. “What exactly is it you want, Mr. Zereoue?” Antosha faced him. “My blood? My life?” Shrader shook his head. “If Luella’s dead you may as well kill me—”


  Antosha pushed himself into Shrader’s mind …


  … And the scene shifted to the Cryo Room in the Ventureño Facility, in 327 AR, where 335 scientists hung in stasis containment, Drs. Kole and Luella Shrader among them. Supreme Scientist Broden Barão commanded his team, including Damy, Nero, Verena, Antosha, Haleya, and Heywood, among others, to initiate the Regenesis procedure. The order was for a single scientist, hidden behind the vacuum, his arms sprawled across the stasis tank, his upper body nude, dark pants over his legs.


  Brody lifted his arms, accessing the ZPF in typical grandstanding Barão fashion. Research bots circled their workstations. Antosha warned of an error, something he had first detected after an apparent assassination attempt; a Janzer had thwarted the attack, but in so doing caused damage to the tanks, or so Antosha believed. Brody ignored Antosha. He continued the awakening, and robotic arms melted through the ice and vacuum. Too few regenerative synisms released upon the scientist when he fell to the ground.


  The procedure went out of control.


  More tanks activated.


  But one didn’t.


  One malfunction saved Dr. Kole Shrader’s life.


  Now Shrader knelt near his Luella at the base of her stasis tank, her eyes open and empty, water and gelatin pressed against her lips. “This wasn’t what Oriana told me in Livelle Cemetery, this wasn’t how it happened, they didn’t kill her, not this way. The activations weren’t timed properly, the scientists weren’t healed properly—”


  “Oriana Barão has a vivid imagination,” Antosha said.


  “She has been my friend since I awakened in this hellish place—”


  “She’s as cunning as she is stunning, but you mustn’t allow her to sway you from the truth.”


  “Which is?”


  “That your beloved Luella was murdered because a supreme scientist didn’t want Beimenians to know … none of you are immune.”


  “Why would Oriana lie?”


  “Could it be,” Antosha said, “that she protects … someone important to her?”


  Antosha rotated Brody’s image and displayed his name tag.


  “Her father …” Shrader turned to Antosha. “Where is he now?”


  “He’s a traitor to this commonwealth, much like his daughter, and he is serving out the rest of his days in the Earth’s depths. He won’t survive for long—”


  “—and neither will she.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Farino City


   


  Farino, Underground North


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  From when Connor had first awakened in the prison, confused, choking in the dark, the endless time passed much the same. Janzers rode in on rocketcycles, fed the dead to the eels, fed scraps to the living, cleared human waste from the island corners—feed, drink, shit, piss, sleep, wake, die, feed, shit, piss, sleep, wake, die.


  He’d grown tired of waiting for the rescue, tired of watching his fellow Polemon die around him, tired of being the plankton when he should be the blacktip shark that Aera and Father trained him to be. He’d focused his waking hours pondering the ZPF and his suppressed connection to it.


  They’d not replaced his Converse Collar since his arrival. He shielded his meditations the best he could from Marstone, penetrating the quantum signals the collar emitted into the ZPF, and his neurochip and brain. The collar neutralized his mind-body-cosmos interface the way a damp blanket might smother a fire. But what if part of the blanket could burn? What if Connor could find a crack through which he might feel the ZPF?


  This became his focus, indeed, his obsession.


  He could not share his plan with his comrades, lest Marstone pick up his speech, or their thoughts. He’d have to act alone, at least at first. Once he felt that connection restored, he’d be unstoppable, he assured himself, for neither Antosha nor Lady Isabelle were close enough to Farino to launch a counterstrike against him.


  More time passed. Without the Granville sky illusion it was impossible for Connor to know how long. Finally, he awakened one day (or night?) and felt a sliver of his former connection to the cosmos. It wasn’t as strong as it would’ve been without the collar, to be sure, but it might just be enough. A Janzer need only come close enough for Connor to enact his plan. Then he’d lead his people out of Farino, warn his father about Antosha, and help them win the war.


  He waited for the most opportune moment to launch his strike. Chow time. Thousands and thousands of Janzers weaved around the millions of islands on their rocketcycles with trays of food. A pair moved quickly, quickly, closer to him. Aera and Nero and Pirro and others sat up, leaning against ridged rock, looking weaker, dirtier, thinner, all hope drained from their expressions.


  I must act now, or we’re all going to die, Connor thought. A Janzer pair arrived at his island, separating, rotating to either side of him. One held his pulse rifle aimed at Connor while the other held a tray of food. More Janzer pairs sped around the islands near him in similar formations. Connor pushed his consciousness through the crack in the collar’s field, spreading it open as if he were parting water in Blackeye Cavern’s lake.


  He felt the collar battle with his mind, enclosing and adjusting to his onslaught, until Connor sent a burst of energy through the ZPF. He forced his way through. He’d use the same tactic with Antosha’s field, if given another chance.


  Connor made the Janzer closest to him throw his utility belt onto the island. He dashed to it, found the storage area with keys, took one, and twisted it into his collar. The green light that had enveloped him for so long disappeared, and Connor felt his full connection with the ZPF restored.


  Aera and Nero moved closer to the food trays, slowly and ponderously, watching Connor.


  He pushed his own field outward, over the Janzers. Hans, Father, and Mother, please understand, I must use the ZPF this way …


  Connor found his telekinetic connection in the ZPF—the one he’d unwittingly accessed in Permutation Crypt—manipulating the unseen waves of the cosmos. He sent a burst over the Janzers closest to him, knocking them from the rocketcycles.


  The eels thrashed in the water below, sending their light up the sides of the islands.


  The Janzers near the islands around him turned to him in unison, activating their pulse rifles.


  Swiftly, Connor broke apart the chains that bound Aera’s wrists, ankles, and body. She fell to her knees.


  He broke apart the island’s rock, turning it into pebbles, sending its shrapnel in a flurry and fury over the Janzers.


  He dislodged them from their rocketcycles, and they fell into the murky lake. Again, the eels stirred below.


  Millions of prisoners cheered.


  More Janzers flowed closer to Connor’s island.


  He hopped on the rocketcycle closest to him and accelerated forward. He sent another telekinetic burst through the ZPF, shattering the stalactites above, spraying the limestone over the Janzer reinforcements.


  More shouts from the Polemon gave him strength.


  Connor circled back to Aera’s island. “Can you fight with me?”


  She nodded weakly. Gasping for air, she lifted herself to her feet. The chains had dug into her wrists, forearms, and ankles, leaving deep, bloody cuts.


  Connor feared it had taken him too long to free her, to execute this escape.


  No, he told himself, he couldn’t fail his people in the prison, or those scattered throughout Beimeni or in Hydra Hollow.


  This might be their best chance, with the enemy dazed and disorganized in Farino Prison.


  Connor sent the levitating, driverless rocketcycles to more islands, liberating Nero, then Pirro, then Charlene, and everyone and anyone he could find. He used the keys to remove their collars.


  A new line of Janzers neared the Polemon, and Connor raised his arms the way his father would, showering them with limestone, killing many of them.


  He felt more alive than he had in his whole life, the sensations from the ZPF flowing through him. He halted his attack and lowered his arms. His blood sang. Was this what Zorian felt like? Connor thought. Was this why he lost his mind?


  Now pulse fire crisscrossed over the prison islands. Death surrounded Connor, Polemon blown to bits by the Janzers.


  He pushed his consciousness outward, expanding his quantum field. He found he couldn’t connect to the Janzers the way he’d hoped, for something, or someone, blocked him, though he couldn’t tell what.


  It didn’t feel like the energy and power Antosha had used in Faraway Hall. It felt artificial, as if the Janzers were using their connection with the cosmos to prevent Connor’s field from influencing their minds—or as if they were adjusting to his attack, the way they were trained.


  They’re focusing on my weakness, avoiding my strength. Aera had taught him about Janzer battle tactics prior to the raid into Permutation Crypt. Connor couldn’t fathom which weakness the Janzers discovered.


  Suddenly tens of thousands of them formed ranks upon the horizon, so far away in the enormous cavern that they looked like fireflies glowing in the dark, their diamond armor glistening beneath the glowworms slithering over the stalactites high above.


  Connor’s telepathic fist couldn’t reach them there.


  Nero neared Connor on his rocketcycle. “They’re adjusting,” the striker said. He looked like death, his face covered with sweat and dust, his tunic torn at his sides, blood streaking down his left leg.


  “They’ve deduced the weakness in your plan,” Aera said.


  She floated upon her rocketcycle on Connor’s other side. She looked no better than Nero, so thin that Connor almost didn’t recognize her.


  “Which is?” Connor said.


  “The eels,” Pirro said, bobbing behind Connor upon his rocketcycle, “you haven’t accounted for the eels—”


  “The water!” a woman said. She leaned over the side of her island.


  “The eels are rising!” a man said.


  “We have to get out!” said another man.


  More screams followed. Connor turned, searching. The lake’s level was lifting, for the electric bursts from the eels spread higher, higher, higher, as if their pulses were a geyser.


  What did I do? Connor thought. He couldn’t move, though he didn’t know why. Was it fear or anger that stalled him?


  Neither, it seemed, for he was paralyzed, shaking from a zeropoint energy shock wave sent out from the eel closest to him!


  His teeth clattered, and though he struggled to turn, he noticed the Polemon near him were also stunned.


  Two eels flew out of the lake then, like sea serpents, their mouths wide, their eyes focused upon their prey over the island nearest to Connor. Their bodies looked like gigantic slugs. They had no teeth but didn’t seem to need them, for they swallowed the Polemon whole, then glided over the island, slipping back into the lake.


  The water was still rising, with waves that roiled the islands, like an angry beach before a hurricane.


  “We must retreat,” Pirro said. “We cannot fight the eels!”


  “No!” Connor said. “I won’t give in, I can’t give in.” He broke apart the stalactites, firing them through the eels like harpoons, killing one, two, three, four, so many, but even as he downed them, more eels emerged, flying it seemed, swallowing Polemon as if they were shrimps.


  “You must stand down,” Aera said. “There will be another opportunity, if we survive.”


  The eels were everywhere.


  Connor couldn’t have said how long the high tide lasted or how many eels he killed or how many Polemon were eaten, but when it ended, he and his comrades huddled upon a single prison island.


  Through the shadows and lights and dust, a Janzer division neared them on their rocketcycles.


  Connor and his allies held up their hands. We surrender, he sent, while wishing he could kill all of them.


  One placed a new Converse Collar around his neck, a collar equipped with a differing set of frequencies than the one he’d worn before, and brought him back to his island.


  It surprised Connor they didn’t punish him, some way. Did they think letting him live with the dread of his failed escape sufficed? Did they know how much he was torn apart inside, knowing thousands of BP had died because of him? Or perhaps they knew he’d die in some worse manner, anyway.


  Connor sat against a boulder on his island, pondering these questions and more, staring at Aera, held down again by many chains. She’d lost additional weight in the days (or nights?) that passed, more of her hope. After the failed escape, the Janzers never traveled in pairs, or even in a single division; two Janzers might be taken, but twelve or more, in these conditions, would not be defeated. And they replaced Connor’s collar each day, sedating him during the process; he didn’t have enough time to find that crack in the collar’s field he’d discovered the day the eels attacked.


  Instead, Connor and his comrades settled into their situation. He learned to savor his conversations with Nero, Aera, and Pirro. Initially, no one divulged details of their lives—fear of Marstone and reprisal from the chancellor ever present. This despair soon gave way to the reality that they were going to die, so what difference did it matter if Pirro told stories of the trading pit in Navita, or if Nero talked about adventures on the surface of Earth or Mars?


  Aera’s stories were the ones Connor savored most. Whenever she eased against the boulder on her island and spoke, he perked up a little. Presently, she leaned against the boulder and yawned, and Connor said, “Why did the chancellor exile you from the commonwealth?” He’d always wanted to know and assumed now as good a time as any to ask her.


  “It was early on in the Age of Masimovian,” she said weakly. She paused, cracking her neck. Her wounds suffered during the attack in Nyx had healed, but she looked like a skeleton dipped in candle wax. She coughed, then continued, “They tested modified synisms capable, they hoped, of creating docile, loyal, dangerous protectors the chancellor believed crucial to securing his power.”


  “The Janzers?”


  “Yes, when they perfected the serums and enzymes, the sterile Janzers were cloned from Masimovian’s DNA and trained as protectors of the chancellor, loyal to whoever wears the Pendant of the Chancellor.”


  “How does it work?”


  “It whispers to a specific gene infused within the Janzers. Whoever speaks into the pendant controls the Janzer race.”


  “What did this have to do with you?”


  “It would be several decades before the scientists in Palaestra perfected the Janzer race. When the new chancellor assumed power, he was nervous about the teams that existed before his coup. He decided they were not the ideal force to protect law and order in the commonwealth.


  “The commonwealth expanded westward all the way to the ocean where coolant piping would connect from the Pacific to Livelle City. My mother and father, engineers on this vast project, were among the first settlers in Angeles, the newest territory, built over warnings from many of their colleagues.” Aera paused. “I was their fourth child. All their other children had received bids by local consortiums and also lived in Angeles. It was right after the Harpoons. I had returned to visit my family prior to my assignment to one of the government-run consortiums in the RDD. Our world collapsed. The rescue crews worked tirelessly to save us, and they found me. My curse, I thought, was that only I survived. Some called me blessed …” Aera shivered.


  “My Harpoon performance impressed many, none more so than then-Lieutenant Norrod, ever the loyalist to Atticus Masimovian, who recommended me to the Thithonian Consortium, which bid for me early in the auction. I entered the striker training program and was the first woman to complete it. Soon I became the best known of the strikers, and the teams and the commonwealth began to refer to women strikers as aeras.


  “It was about that time, around the year 220, when Chancellor Masimovian asked Supreme Scientist Ahab Janzer to test his new serum on me.”


  “The chancellor feared your power.”


  “He feared everything, so they sent me to the City of Eternal Darkness, to the quarantine laboratory—”


  “Where Antosha placed the Lorum orb.”


  Aera nodded. “They performed experiments on my body, injecting the Janzer serums, gene therapies, into me, and I suddenly had the strength of many aeras and strikers. My mind clouded, and although the serum was designed to alter the part of my consciousness that guided my free will, it didn’t work. I lost my ability to access my memories but didn’t respond to the chancellor’s pendant as expected—”


  “So, you mean, he couldn’t control you?”


  “Right. And that was the end. Ahab sent a team of mercenaries to kill me, but they failed, and I escaped through the caves around the city, through Nyx’s supply tunnels, and …”


  Aera had appeared tired by that point. Her eyes sank, and she licked her split lips.


  “Enough talking for today …”


  She fell asleep. Connor noticed that Nero and Pirro also slept.


  He sagged against a boulder, sitting upon the ragged limestone. He turned, mesmerized by the electricity from the eels as it flickered between the islands beside him.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Research & Development Department (RDD)


   


  Palaestra, Underground Northeast


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “This might be too much for Dr. Shrader,” Oriana said to Ruiner.


  The Hive was quiet, even with thousands of neophyte shadows beside their aeras and strikers. The treadmills hung still, the walls dark but for the light around the arena, where Dr. Shrader stood in the Lorum synsuit, its colors swirling over his body’s contours and his face. It gave Oriana a chill to watch.


  “I didn’t approve,” Ruiner said, “and Antosha will have himself to blame should he lose the Legend, before or after this mission.”


  Antosha does risk much, Oriana thought. His mischievousness, it seemed, knew no bounds. Oriana often thought of his kiss, what he did to her body, how she’d desired the man responsible for her father’s exile, her mother’s death, and her brother’s coma. What type of power in the ZPF could sway her that way?


  Then she remembered the woman’s voice, the woman who danced for Antosha. Oriana asked him only once about her, and it was the only time she sensed sorrow in him. He didn’t answer, and she didn’t broach the subject further.


  Dr. Shrader moved into the arena. Three Graka training bots approached, their bodies covered with carbyne plates, spikes in their grasp, maroon slits for eyes. They surrounded the doctor and crouched, moving almost like transhumans. Shrader held out his fist and through it formed a spike of his own, colored like the Lorum. When one Graka struck with its foot, the doctor dodged left and swung his spike. He swept the first Graka to its backside. The doctor spun into another Graka, lifted it, and squeezed its neck until its eye slit darkened. He threw it into the third Graka.


  Oriana heard gasps from the teams who watched.


  The two remaining Grakas danced in tandem, and Shrader met them stride for stride, punch for punch, swing for swing.


  This was how easy it had been for Pasha in the Lorum synsuit, but he had trained for the Harpoons for thirty days. Antosha had developed Shrader over just a few days prior to this battle. To invite the teams and their apprentices suggested Antosha knew his protégé was ready, but Oriana hadn’t expected the doctor, who could barely walk not long ago, to prove so deadly.


  Shrader bowed for his audience, and Antosha emerged, as hideous as ever in his silver synsuit and fur cape. “Behold, the Legend, the man who was held in stasis, the man who is immune to Reassortment, the man who will help us all to the surface!”


  The teams cheered. Oriana cringed. Antosha’s breakup of Ruiner’s team for the Timescape Mission had set many captains against him, and Oriana hoped to use this to her advantage. What could she do now that they’d seen what Antosha’s development and technology could do? They and the developmental houses would all beg for access to his methods, and she would require a new angle to discredit Antosha.


  How she hated him.


  In the days that followed, she trained with Shrader and Ruiner and attended more than a hundred debriefings with Heywood. She sensed a distance between her and Shrader that hadn’t been there before he had fused with the synsuit. What was it about this alien skin that changed a man? Her brother had behaved somewhat similarly after the Lorum touched his body. Unlike Pasha, Shrader survived his surface excursion unscathed, a high-altitude skydive that ended successfully. Even so, the doctor never traversed the surface without the Lorum synsuit. Was his immunity not as definite as Antosha suggested? If the cure lay in Shrader’s genome, some failsafe used in the synbio research, Antosha would’ve shared it by now, wouldn’t he? What advantage would delay afford him?


  She contacted Minister Noria Furongielle through the ZPF and requested a meeting at a time and place she knew the DOC would learn about through Marstone. Noria had developed with Oriana’s mother, Damosel, in House Summerset, the same house of development where Oriana and Pasha prepared for the Harpoons. While Noria assured Oriana she and Damosel were as close as sisters, Ruiner told her Noria loved her father as much as Damosel, but she couldn’t win his heart. Oriana cared not for the quarrels between sisters-in-development. She cared about the woman who danced for Antosha.


  She rowed a skiff through the stream to Marshlands Citadel. She could sense the energy of the recaller in her bodysuit pocket. There was still no word from Nathan; she’d heard rumors he was being held in Farino Prison. She couldn’t save him, any more than she could her father from the Lower Level, but she couldn’t risk anyone else, or herself, to Marstone’s surveillance. She’d bought the recaller on the black market before she left Palaestra.


  In the Gallery of the Minister in the Marshlands Citadel, Noria sat upon a crystalline chair, her two white tigers on either side, just as Oriana remembered them, their eyes like sapphire suns, tails swaying majestically. The territory’s terracotta Granville sun shone down through skylights and made the jewels on Noria’s flowing gown shimmer as bright as gold.


  “Madam Champion,” Noria said.


  She clapped, and two muscled, oiled, shirtless Citadel Guardsmen brought over trays filled with blueberry and raspberry tarts, strawberries, peach slices, and brandy. “Look at us, the Summerset girls.” Her voice slurred a bit. She giggled. “We are like mother and daughter, aren’t we? Dear daughter, stay here with me. Work for me in my citadel.” She gave Oriana a tight hug. “When your father returns to me, I know he’ll be so proud of you.”


  Noria swayed to her guardsmen, her gown splayed over the marble ground. She ate a raspberry tart, sipped her brandy, and offered a bite to Oriana, who refused.


  “You sound confident about my father’s prospects,” Oriana said.


  “I’m confident in his innocence. That trader killed your mother, and it was all her fault! If she wasn’t such a slut—”


  “I didn’t come here today to talk to you about my mother. I want to talk about Antosha.”


  Noria fluttered her hand, and the guardsmen left, as did the tigers. “Are you mad? I will not speak about Antosha with you.”


  “He played a violin, and a beautiful woman with long silver-blue hair sang a song and danced in front of him. Then she disappeared—”


  “Antosha and his damn deodar violin,” Noria said. She sipped her brandy. “Someone should tell that man he’s far from talented enough to play at the Fountain of Youth. I’d have more pleasure listening to my tigers mate.” She threw her head back and laughed.


  “What woman would dance for Antosha?” Oriana said. “Why is he so sad when he thinks about her?”


  “Is this a trap? Did he send you here?” Noria clapped her hands high above her head. “Guards, take her away!”


  “No! You must tell me!” The guardsmen returned and reached for Oriana, but she was too fast for them.


  Noria staggered across the gallery. Oriana ran to her and hugged her. “You’re my mother, aren’t you? And mothers help their daughters. And I need your help.”


  Oriana connected with the ZPF and threw her consciousness over Noria, showed her Antosha’s meditation center and the woman with moonflowers around her body, singing. Suddenly, Oriana lost her concentration and the vision disappeared. Her mind broke off from Noria’s.


  “You have Brody’s gift,” Noria said, her hand upon Oriana’s cheek. “You’re a skilled telepath, child.” She clapped again, high above her head, and her guardsmen departed.


  Oriana held Noria’s hand and caressed it. “Please, Mother, tell me who she is, tell me why she sings to Antosha.”


  “She’s Haleya Decca, Antosha’s once and future eternal partner, killed during a Commonwealth Jubilee by your father’s team.”


  Oriana drew back. “That cannot be.”


  “I was in the Fountain Square when it happened, and I’ll never forget the crowd’s reaction, the cheers that turned to tears as fast as I’ve ever seen during a Jubilee. Haleya wasn’t supposed to be on that slab in Reassortment Hall.”


  “What’re you saying?”


  “Haleya Decca killed herself because she found out Antosha gave his seed to another woman.”


  “To whom did he stray?”


  “No one knows, but Antosha denied it to the end, even at his hearing, even when they sent him to the Lower Level.”


   


   


  Outer Boundary Village


  Peanowera, Underground East


   


  A Janzer drilled a synsuit to Oriana’s body. Another attached Ruiner’s, while Dr. Shrader formed various objects over his palm. A rocketcycle, a phoenix, the eye of providence, the hands of creation, Masimovian Center, all swirled with the colors of the Lorum until he closed his fist. He’d spoken to her just once since the last debriefing yesterday, and only to tell her to stay out of his way. He’d grown close to Antosha through the preparations, this Oriana knew. She suspected Antosha was up to something.


  Heywood followed Mariner, the Beimeni Commonwealth space general, through the aisles between the engineers who operated their workstations.


  “Report,” Mariner said. Several engineers shifted the holographic imagery atop their workstations.


  “Final adjustments underway, sir,” an engineer said.


  “The shuttle systems report ready for launch, sir,” a second engineer said.


  “The mission protocols are uploaded, sir,” a third said.


  “Keep in mind the basis of the Timescape Theory,” Heywood said. “Although the time lapse for the strike team could be hours or days, the time lapse for Mission Control, in the world After Reassortment, is seamless.”


  “The Timescape will be unaltered,” Mariner said.


  “Unaltered,” Heywood agreed.


  Ruiner nodded. “We’ve prepared for hundreds of hours for the mission, and I’m confident in my team.”


  Oriana could tell Ruiner lied by his tone and expression. She wondered if it was she or Shrader he doubted more.


  “May the gods be with you,” Mariner said.


  “And with you,” replied Ruiner.


  In the dock silo, beyond the glass enclosure that shielded Mission Control, Shrader, Oriana, and Ruiner climbed a ladder, crossed a bridge, and stepped onto the platform that led to the Voltaire. The shuttle’s design was sleek, plump in the middle, thin toward the top.


  Mariner clamored between Dahlia and Mintel to his workstation, and Heywood joined him. Mariner’s voice boomed over the speakers. He issued the first launch orders to his engineers and to the team through Marstone.


  Inside the Voltaire, the team strapped to the carbyne columns, Ruiner in the center, flanked by Shrader and Oriana. The croaks from the pulley system spilled into the silo. The launch platform lifted, and hatches opened and closed as the shuttle penetrated up through the Earth’s crust. A message from Mission Control appeared.


   


  
    Holcombe Strike Team, you will land upon Hengill, Iceland, Before Reassortment.

  


  
    Retrieve the data that pertains to the Reassortment Strain for your chancellor, for transhumankind and for honor.

  


  
    Serve Beimeni. Live forever.

  


   


  A familiar liftoff to an unfamiliar denouement, Oriana thought. What would the world hold, Before Reassortment?


  The Voltaire reached the surface.


  Granville syntech built into the walls and floor and ceiling in the Voltaire activated, and the team now looked at daybreak in the woods in a valley.


  Stage 1.


  The rockets beside the Voltaire ignited. Smoke spewed. The columns vibrated.


  Stage 2.


  Oriana imagined the world Before Reassortment—the Second Hundred Years’ War, the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the extinction event, the folly of it all. Did they not understand how it would end?


  The Voltaire escaped Earth’s gravity. Oriana turned. A pale light flashed over the moon’s craters, then a face formed: Pasha’s, like in her nightmares. Oriana wanted to scream. She closed her eyes. When she opened them, Pasha was still there, staring at her from the gray moon. His lips moved and she heard, Don’t let it change you.


  She saw another flash, and he was gone. The shuttle flew past the moon, on its way to Lagrange point one, between the Earth and the sun. What will change me? Oriana thought.


  Stage 3.


  They reached the area of gravitational stability at Lagrange point one, entering a stable orbit, and the Holcombe Strike Team heard, Mission Control to Voltaire, you now have command.


  Copy, Mission Control, Ruiner transmitted. The captain turned to Dr. Shrader. “Release the exotic matter.”


  He did as instructed, and at a point one thousand kilometers from the shuttle, the rocket exploded, and the time portal formed, pulsating violet and dark blue light around a circular boundary where the exotic matter ended and the normal matter began.


  “Activate the superluminal beam,” Ruiner said to Shrader.


  Shrader nodded. Phosphorescent light flowed from the Voltaire into the exotic matter, as the shuttle moved higher in its orbit, preparing to drop the team through the lower hatches.


  Oriana sensed Ruiner’s presence in the ZPF as he created the two-way portal, changing the time and space destination, controlling it with two separate quantum numbers, one for time and one for space. It took an unusual amount of concentration and ability to manipulate both numbers. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to do it as skillfully.


  “Two hundred seconds to the drop,” Ruiner said.


  Stage 4.


  The center of the Voltaire filled with the holographic scene of Lake Thingvallavatn, Before Reassortment, where another time portal formed.


  One hundred fifty seconds.


  The digits appeared in large white numbers suspended above the rendition of the time portal at Lagrange point one, which now looked like a three-dimensional hole through space.


  One hundred seconds.


  The columns adjusted, moved along tracks in the hull’s floor, and set into a triangular formation. The team rotated and faced each other.


  Thirty seconds.


  Stage 5.


  Sounds and flashes, like that from the ansible on Candor Chasma, then a shift. Oriana was weightless. Was there a malfunction in her magnetized boots?


  She didn’t hear or see when Shrader ripped himself from his column, but she felt and heard and saw when he ripped her and Ruiner from theirs.


  The vibrations in her head reminded her of when she’d fought Ursula Dearborne on Ceres in the Harpoons, a pounding of blood between her ears, inside her cells, an overstimulation as her body fought for survival.


  Ruiner drifted on the other side of the shuttle, motionless. Dr. Shrader raised his hands above his head, and shards of his skin climbed up and up and up, like insects creating a bridge. The shards flew from his arms as projectiles to either side of the shuttle, piercing the walls, shattering the illusion of space, the sun, the portal, and the Earth and moon in the distance.


  The light and sound amplified again, and Oriana grabbed her helmet near her ears.


  She felt warmth on her face. Was it blood?


  “Doctor,” she said, “what … is … this … why—”


  The shuttle walls exploded, and the Voltaire spun. Oriana slammed into the carbyne column, holding on for her life.


  Ruiner was pulled outside the hull.


  Shrader stood like a statue, one with the shuttle, held to it as if the laws of physics no longer impacted him.


  The throbbing in Oriana’s head worsened. The Earth appeared and disappeared as the shuttle spun.


  She braced herself against the column.


  Shrader leapt at her. His synsuit formed into a spike like he used against the Grakas. He swung it at her, and she grabbed it, which allowed her momentum to carry her around a column. She slung her boots into the doctor’s chest.


  And she spun sideways to the ground, sending the doctor into what remained of the wall.


  “Why?” Oriana screamed.


  She grasped the column, but the force pulling at her, trying to throw her out of the shuttle, was so strong. She didn’t know what to do. Was the shuttle still at Lagrange point one? Was she anywhere near the portal?


  The sun, moon, and Earth twisted round and round in the burning, flickering Granvilles that still functioned.


  I won’t lose Luella. Oriana heard the doctor’s synthesized voice, an arrow through her skull. Not again.


  The shuttle spun so fast now Oriana couldn’t tell if they’d passed beyond the portal.


  The column next to her fired out of the hull, creating a larger breach.


  She lost her grip and flipped toward the void. Shrader grabbed her foot. She kicked, but he wouldn’t let go and they whirled out of the shuttle, above the dark time portal.


  Ruiner flailed and flew off course, caught in the sun’s gravity.


  The Voltaire, on fire now, plummeted toward the Earth.


  Blood rushed into Oriana’s head as she swung and somersaulted and screamed until Shrader, Ruiner, the Voltaire, and the Earth, After Reassortment, disappeared …


  Part III:

  

  The Timescape


  
    On the Surface: Autumn

  


   


  
    In Beimeni: Third Trimester

  


   


  
    Days 276 – 312

  


   


  
    Year 368

  


   


  
    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Antosha Zereoue


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  The Liberation Front whittled the chancellor’s might the way a river erodes the shore, bit by bit, unseen for years and years until rock dissolves and causeways curve. Though Antosha knew his allies and the people would rally to him, he wouldn’t rely on luck or the gods to decide his or their fate.


  He stepped through the Cerebral Core’s spherical inner chamber. Sixty lasers crisscrossed over the center from the thirty black bots around its rim.


  Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue, requesting permission to access the Cerebral Core.


  Permission granted, Marstone replied. The lasers cleared. Welcome to the Cerebral Core of Beimeni, Supreme Scientist Antosha Zereoue. How may I be of service to you?


  I seek neural access to citizens including Heywood Querice in Mission Control, Corvin Norrod in the Valley of Masimovian, and Swarro Gallegos in Luxor City.


  Permission granted.


  Antosha now saw and heard the world as these men did.


  
    [image: ]

  


  At Mission Control, Heywood was considering the merits of having Mintel sedated.


  “I told you not to send Barão and Shrader!” Mintel threw his arms in the air.


  The pad in the middle of Mission Control displayed the time portal, the Voltaire spiraling to its grave in the Earth’s ocean, a disruption, explosions. Captain Ruiner Holcombe had entered what the teams called “a death spin” beside the time portal, and worse, seemed to be pulled by the sun’s gravity—over a long period of time he’d barrel into it like a comet.


  Mintel raised his voice, his face red. “Everyone got it?”


  Few engineers acknowledged him this time. Dahlia put her hand on his arm and said, “Mintel, relax, step away—”


  “Heywood and Antosha put the mission in the hands of rookies!”


  Mariner hand-signaled the Janzers.


  Mintel peered side to side and narrowed his eyes, seething. “Where the hell is Antosha, anyway?” He moved closer to Mariner. “You authorized this debacle—”


  “Shut it,” Heywood said.


  The time portal loomed, a three-dimensional hole in space, Ruiner beyond it as he flailed and rolled on his way to the sun.


  Heywood communicated with the engineers and sent stabilizing messages to Ruiner’s synsuit, ordering it to reverse his supersonic descent to his death—


  “Mariner!” Heywood said. “We have a problem!”


  An explosion at the edge of the time portal sent a shower of starry matter looping into and out of it and around Lagrange point one.


  An alteration of space-time? Antosha thought from within the Cerebral Core. How interesting.


  “What is that?” Mariner said.


  “I don’t—” Heywood said.


  Two figures burst from the bottom of the portal, falling fast, wrapped together, and the time portal disappeared.


  “Captain Holcombe’s passed out, sir,” an engineer said.


  “The striker and strategist signals are not yet detected, sir,” a second engineer said.


  “The Voltaire is unrecoverable, sir,” a third said.


  “Prepare the teams for a manual rescue of Captain Holcombe,” Mariner said. “And find out what happened with the time portal, what the ejection means, what those … things are that fell from the bottom.”


  Mintel frowned. “Cap’n ain’t gonna make it, ain’t gonna make it.”


  No he won’t, Antosha thought, gods be good. One less of Broden Barão’s allies to deal with later.


  The lights and holograms sputtered, and the Granville panels and workstations darkened, replaced by dark red emergency light.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mintel said.


  The engineers stirred.


  The facility shook.


  “Oh my stars,” Heywood said.


  “That’s not an earthquake,” Dahlia said, “not here, is it?”


  “No,” Mariner said, “not a quake.”


  The ceiling split open, and bits of the carbyne plating broke free.


  “It’s a terrorist attack,” Heywood said. “Check the supply shafts—”


  “It’s too close for that,” Mariner said. “They’re in Outer Boundary Village, they’re in Mission Control—”


  Another tremor rumbled Mission Control, and the engineers braced on the railings.


  “What weaponry do you have?” Dahlia said.


  “I’m not concerned about our safety,” Heywood said.


  “We’re protected by ten Janzer divisions,” Mariner said.


  “What of the backup generators?” Mintel said.


  “Should be up any minute,” Mariner responded.


  A minute passed. Then two, then three, then four and five and six, and many minutes later the Janzers hadn’t yet restored power.


  The explosions grew louder and closer.
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  In the Valley of Masimovian, General Norrod stood between the dunes at the head of one hundred fifty thousand Janzers, Arnao beside him.


  “Do you go west?” Arnao said.


  “East.”


  “The terrorists may be long gone in the east, but the stronghold in the west—”


  “Is reserved for Lady Isabelle; she has something special in mind for them. Our scouts indicate a steady flow of Polemon into Volano, Peanowera, and Navita, so I suspect many yet remain in the place they call Blackeye Cavern.” Norrod brushed his fingers over the golden buttons down the left side of his suit. “This war ends tonight.”


  “What will you have of me, General?”


  “Go back to the DOC and await my orders.”


  Arnao nodded, and Norrod raised his arms. The Janzers, lined up in rows over the white sands, clad in gold-lined synsuits, grasping shuriken, batons, and pulse weapons. They sang the “Battle Hymn of Beimeni.”


  Norrod stepped to the pulpit and flashed a bright green light to the army below. The Janzers finished the last verse and marched in place, sending the sand into a storm. They held their shuriken above their heads with their right hands.


  “The fiercest army ever assembled stands before me,” Norrod began. “And I’m proud to lead you into battle.”


  “Aoi-yah!” the Janzers screamed.


  “The enemy is wicked, and they hide behind women and children as traitorous as they. The enemy attacks transhumanity’s lifeblood with reckless abandon. But this day the enemy will meet their makers.


  “This day the enemy will meet the Janzer Army of the Commonwealth!”


  “Aoi-yah!”


  “The enemy will fall to an army that will show no mercy, no cowardice, no weakness!


  “Remit sustenance to loyal Navitans in need, but when you ascend into the enemy’s traitorous Blackeye Cavern, do not yield!


  “Serve Beimeni!”


  “Live forever!”


  “ON TO NA-VI-TA!”
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  In Luxor City, Chairman Gallegos rode a camel into the city proper beside the chancellor. Pyramids rose up around them. Gallegos fanned himself, wondering how Luxorians survived this heat. With all Prime Minister Decca’s wealth, how did he not utilize the commonwealth’s terraforming technology to its full potential?


  “Wonderful choice, my chancellor,” Gallegos said to Chancellor Masimovian, “coming to Luxor for this announcement.” He swiped his face with his Beimeni beret. “And better still riding in on these camels instead of a luxury transport.” The camel’s fur felt soft on his ankles, but the smell! Gods, he’d never get it out of his tunic.


  Masimovian guffawed and rubbed his camel’s neck.


  “Splendid. Swarro, is that bitterness I sense? Good for you—you’ve failed me for so long I should’ve hung you from a palm tree in Artemis Square ages ago.”


  Gallegos shook.


  “When you’re a ruler of a great people,” Masimovian said, “times arrive when you have to be among them. The pyramids on the Earth symbolized ancient power, and those we built below represent modern power. Don’t you agree?”


  Gallegos sighed. “I think Hammerton Hall would have worked as good if not better.”


  The chancellor didn’t respond.


  Minister Decca awaited their arrival upon a stage near the Palace of Luxor. A golden sign hovered above the golden promenade: WELCOME TO THE AUTUMN GALA.
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  Antosha tuned back in to moonlit Navita, where Norrod’s Janzers handed boxes of Loverealan wine, cheeses and crepes, trinkets and treats, dishes and dates, and pouches jingling with benari coins to any and every Navitan who neared.


  Navitans bowed, dropped violet rose petals, or offered a grin when they retrieved their gifts. Antosha felt the city’s relief through Marstone. Anxiety about the army’s sudden appearance began to dissipate.


  The Janzers moved up into the tunnels behind the Great Falls.


  There was a flash of red light and a rumble, followed by smoke, darkness, more explosions, gasps, and screams. The stars and moon went out. Somehow, the BP had managed to cut power to the city.


  Norrod telepathically ordered a thousand divisions to aid their fellow Janzers already stationed in the city to restore electricity and maintain peace.


  He led a Janzer division, dressed in synsuits lined with neon blue to signify their scientific status, to the front of the lines. The Blues, as they were known, were cleared to use mineral crushers and other sensitive synthetic materials. They sprinted through the tunnels just ahead of him.


  At first there was dust and silver phosphorescent light, then darkness. They traveled an incalculable distance, north and east, east and north, west and south, and north and west. They used ultraviolet vision and coordinates provided by Lady Isabelle to determine Blackeye Cavern’s location.


  Finally, they arrived.


  They halted prior to full penetration and destroyed a lateral passage large enough to ensure an all-out assault with ten thousand Janzers in the first wave. The Janzer Blues shared hand signals, and after a wide flash of light the walls crumbled. The Janzers rumbled through, roaring as they went. They drew their shuriken and pulse rifles and readied for maximum carnage. When the smoke cleared, they found nothing.


  No one.


  Norrod was astonished.


  He advanced to the center of the hollowed enclave with polished stone and limestone pillars. Colorful bioluminescence revealed a cavern full of stalactites, stalagmites, waterfalls, and passageways, but no BP.


  He ordered the Janzers to conduct a search, and divisions scurried in all directions. Whether this was a ploy or an illusion, Norrod couldn’t tell. When the team leaders emerged and exchanged hand signals, Granville panels on the far side of Blackeye Cavern became illuminated. Faint at first, the letters soon focused, and stilled Norrod’s heart.


   


  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   


  The message looped, like a Navitan ticker, and one of the Blues rushed out of a tunnel.


  “General!” he said.


  He gasped.


  “General!”


  He lifted his visor.


  “Get them out! Get them—”


  And the pillars exploded from top to the bottom, one by one. The cavernous hall collapsed upon the army, ending Antosha’s view of Blackeye Cavern. Goodbye, Norrod, he thought.
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  In Luxor, keeper bots helped Chancellor Masimovian and Gallegos down from their camels. Masimovian’s maidens surrounded him, and the entourage moved up the marble stairs to the Palace of Luxor. Masimovian threw his beret to the crowd below, who swarmed over it like bees to honey. They chanted his name.


   


  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


  
    Masimo! Masimo! Masimo!

  


   


  Masimovian strode onward with Gallegos and the Janzers. Strike teams stood in position at the base of the palace. Millions of Beimenians waved and cheered. Auburn palm trees waved on either side in the gentle arid air. The Janzers formed a perimeter around the stage where the ministry sat waiting, clad in silk tunics and Beimeni berets and glistening jewels.


  Masimovian climbed the marble steps to the precipice, where Prime Minister Decca awaited. Decca bowed to Masimovian and ambled with him across the platform. Then Decca raised his hands high and applauded. The crowd joined him in thunderous celebration.


  Antosha could feel Gallegos’s relief as he took a chair. There were many steps, and he was far from top physical condition. He wiped his brow as the crowd cheered on.


  Masimovian raised and lowered his hands.


  The sounds of rustling palm trees spread over the promenade with the silent rain of red rose petals. The clouds parted above and allowed the Granville sunlight to pour over the glass-domed palace and the stage and the people.


  “Serve Beimeni!” Masimovian said.


  “Live forever!” the crowd returned.


  “Serve Beimeni!”


  “Live forever!”


  “Serve Beimeni!”


  “Live forever!”


  Masimovian clapped, and the chants from the crowd’s chorus ceased.


  “Thank you!” Masimovian said. “Thank you!” He smiled and waved. When the crowd was quiet, he continued. “I love speaking to Beimenians, especially when I have good news!”


   


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   


  “A change is coming, one that will have profound implications for our civilization.”


  Behind and above Masimovian and Decca, a hologram formed, a rendering of carbyne spires and glass, columns and light blue domes—a city under construction.


  “It is with great pleasure, my fellow Beimenians, that I give to you … Sky City, the first city within containment upon the Earth’s surface free of Reassortment!”


   


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   


  “I promised you we would return to the surface! And so it shall be!”


   


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent Masimo!

  


   


  “Thank you! You’re too kind, Beimeni! I hope Beimenians throughout our Great Commonwealth will join us here in Luxor during the Autumn Gala in our celebration of this outstanding significant conversion!”


   


  
    Magnificent Masimo! Magnificent—

  


   


  The ground shook, and the sky darkened. The chants gave way to gasps, screams, and two bursts from a pulse gun. Chaos ensued, and the ministers scattered. Gallegos took cover with them.


  The Janzers ignited white phosphorescent flares and surrounded Chancellor Masimovian and Prime Minister Decca, who lay side by side in a pool of blood. In a single stroke, the chancellor and his first in the line of succession were dead.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Verena Iglehart


  Hydra Hollow


   


  300 meters deep


   


   


  Verena had learned the complex BP labyrinth around Hydra Hollow and, together with Jocelyn, ushered the weakest and neediest Polemon to safe houses in the West, South, Central, and, later on, the North.


  Not long after Jeremiah sent his eldest son with a helper of the Leadership (disguised as a Courier of the Chancellor), the helper returned with a cryptor from Zorian. Its coded message indicated that Arrowhead City, Kiplorea City, Nurino City, Xerean City, and Boreas City could serve as hosts to BP escapees from the Hollow—for a price. Minister Mueriniti would keep Zorian as her hostage to the conclusion of the Evolutionary War. This didn’t please Jeremiah, but he had no choice but to send the helper back to Xerean, indicating he accepted the North’s terms of reversal with the Front. It didn’t take long for the BP to reconstruct their Polemon passageways in the North, along the rivers.


  Verena learned over time that the intricacies of the passageways throughout the commonwealth explained why the government couldn’t solve them—or put down the Liberation Front. For as quickly as the Janzers scuttled a tunnel, the BP built twenty new ones. If they destroyed ten, the BP constructed a hundred more in many different directions, like a beehive.


  Verena and Jocelyn moved through the darkened tunnels, guided by touch, dressed in government garb, maroon capes and black boots with golden chains and hoods. They smuggled BP in cartons and crates, barrels and boxes, any and every contraption that carried cargo over the Underground Passage.


  Today, the BP celebrated. The sounds of harps, violins, and guitars filled the Hollow’s great cavern. Colorful bioluminescence decorated every stream and column. Verena and Jocelyn awaited their turn at a limestone bar where a man with melon cheeks served grilled beef strips, boiled vegetables, water, alcoholic cider, and lemonade. Jocelyn placed her order, and the man smiled and handed the child stone cups filled with lemonade and cider. Verena thanked her and brushed her chin, a little unsteadily, for she wasn’t comfortable with Jocelyn’s assistance, or her presence, so close to the end.


  The last of the Beimeni Polemon in the Hollow gathered in the center for song and dance. Verena pushed her fingers through Jocelyn’s sausage curls.


  “Come along now,” she said, “they’re about to begin.” She knew Jocelyn loved the Polemon melodies. The BP danced in circles round the pillars, and across the footbridges that led over the streams, to their ballad, “Strike, Strike, Strike.”


  May anarchy provide cover for our escape, Verena thought, and Nero’s …


  She found herself thinking about him more often, for no news of the BP held in Farino Prison leaked outside the city or territory, the one territory notably absent from Zorian’s cryptor. Verena didn’t even know if Nero still lived. But if he somehow survived the harsh conditions on the prison islands and the power outage disabled the Converse Collars the way Jeremiah assured her it would, he’d find a way out.


  He must.


  Now Jeremiah Selendia ascended the precipice on the main cavern’s south side. The BP applauded and raised their mugs. Jocelyn let go of Verena’s hand and covered her ears.


  The crowd silenced.


  “My people,” Jeremiah began, “I can’t assure you we will have this war settled in days,” he wagged his thumb rhythmically and nodded deliberately, “but I can assure you that no matter what happens, we won’t rest until the iron fist is broken. We won’t rest until we live under rule of law that doesn’t punish the weak and benefit the privileged. We won’t rest until the ministry hears our collective voice and gives us a seat at the table.”


  The BP roared and raised their fists and mugs and pulse weapons and diamond swords high above their heads.


  “We’ve experienced birth and death together,” Jeremiah added. “We’ve experienced sadness and joy together. We’ve experienced hope and fear together. Hope that our tomorrows will bring sustenance and clean air and peace, fear that our government will exterminate us—but we have something that our kin below cannot claim.


  “We have our dignity and honor, our flaws, the wrinkles on our skin, the missing limbs, the gray hair, broken bones, tears and sweat and arched backs that strengthen us and bind us and guide us and allow us to live the way mankind was designed to: with family, and one with the Earth.


  “Believe me when I tell you, I know life in the Hollow and along the Underground Passage hasn’t been perfect.” He waved his thumb up and down with each phrase. “But I appreciate your sacrifices, your pledges. You’ve pledged your immortality, you’ve pledged your children, you’ve pledged your souls to a cause beyond any one of us, and so I want to assure you this isn’t goodbye.” The BP applauded and cheered, waving their pulse guns and swords. “This isn’t the end.” More applause. “This is the new beginning.”


  Jeremiah waited for silence. “Go forth now over the Underground Passage and be free!” He raised his arms and smiled.


  The BP rumbled and dispersed.


  Thanks the gods, Verena thought, we’re free. We’re free. Verena had wanted to lead the rest of the BP out days ago. She darted up the steps to Jeremiah, Jocelyn at her side.


  “Won’t you come with us?” she said.


  “I’ll remain here with a group of commandos to ensure the assault arrives,” Jeremiah said, “draw them in to give the offensive and your escape the time required.” He paused and bobbed his head while his people filed though caves and crystals. “Thank you for your faith in me, and this cause.”


  “I must do what feels right in my heart.”


  For so long, what felt right to Verena was a return to the teams’ prominence in the commonwealth, a time when they were the true protectors of peace. Now, she wasn’t sure what to think, but she knew these people who she broke bread with daily didn’t deserve to die.


  “As do I, my lady, now get out of here and rendezvous with the command in Portage Cit—”


  The wall in the main cavern disappeared.


  Reddish light intermingled with the gentle, colorful bioluminescent waterfalls.


  Shrieks followed, shrieks that could break bones and stop the heart—from the commonwealth’s terror birds.


  “To arms!” Verena said. “Take cover in the—”


  “Not you, my lady, you’re too important, your captain will need you in Portage.” He pushed her back. She looked upon him with a furrowed brow, unsure if she heard him right.


  Did he mean she should expect a reunion with Captain Broden Barão?


  “Take the girl and go!”


  Verena grabbed Jocelyn’s hand, but before they could descend into the caves, Janzers burst through the colorful waterfalls, and pulse blasts dispersed throughout the Hollow.


  “Stay behind me!” Verena said.


  She threw Jocelyn against a limestone nook and aimed her pulse gun.


  The first line of birds stretched their necks and beaks, as dark as night, their wings outspread. They shrieked and Jocelyn fell into Verena, covering her ears. The BP scattered behind the limestone pillars and in hidden enclosures near the waterfalls and cliffs.


  Jeremiah dashed to the precipice and hand-signaled to his commandos, who took positions along the walls, hidden, isolated.


  Pulse blasts shattered the stone near him, and he waved to Verena. She heard his voice in her head. Get out! Go to Portage Citadel!


  Hundreds of terror birds burst through the opening, and the hall filled with crossfire.


  The commandos took down bird after bird, Janzer after Janzer, though the Janzers returned fire, and the birds lunged and ripped apart the BP.


  Verena and Jocelyn backed into a nook along the sill. Verena knelt and fired upon the birds until a Janzer division turned with their pulse rifles and fired at her. She drew back with Jocelyn, who huddled between stalagmites.


  “Lutetia!”


  Jeremiah emerged from behind a limestone pillar atop the precipice, flanked by two of his commandos. Lady Isabelle Lutetia rode through a waterfall upon a terror bird painted with phoenix feathers, its saddle lined with rubies. She wore a bodysuit and chameleon cape. Her wet lavender hair twisted down her left shoulder.


  “Hold fire!” she said.


  The rain of pulse blasts from the Janzers and the cries from the birds ceased, while the BP took cover around the Hollow. The Janzers and birds outnumbered the Polemon five to one by Verena’s count. Janzers still rotated in their attack formations, elliptical movements designed to assess and, in time, wear down the enemy.


  The terror birds clacked their beaks and clicked their tongues.


  Isabelle dismounted in one swift movement, and a Janzer division surrounded her. She strutted up the stairs to where Jeremiah and his commandos stood. The muffled moans and groans of the wounded echoed through the Hollow.


  Jocelyn poked her head from behind the stalagmite jungle. She raised a pulse gun and took aim at Isabelle, way out of range.


  Verena tugged the girl to safety and put her finger over her mouth. “A Polemon spy knows when she has the advantage,” she said softly, “and right now we don’t.”


  “But can’t we—”


  Verena put her finger over Jocelyn’s mouth and shook her head. “Silence is our best weapon.”


  Isabelle now stood with Jeremiah.


  A Polemon pulled the trigger on her pulse rifle, and the blast raced for Isabelle, but a Janzer lunged in front of her. His chest burst open.


  The Janzers in the cavern turned in unison and fired upon the Polemon. She fell over the stone ledge and crashed to the ground. The birds lunged for the corpse and fought over her skin and entrails.


  Isabelle tossed her hair and smirked.


  “My lady,” Jeremiah said, “you’ve lost.” He nodded toward the Hollow. “What you see here are the last remnants of our society, and you may strike it down, you may strike me down, but the cause shall survive. I as martyr, you as pathetic servant to a dying commonwealth, and the Front will thrive under your fist, and when—”


  “No.” Isabelle unsheathed her baton. One of the BP commandos grabbed her wrist, but a Janzer cut off the commando’s arm with his sword. Another Janzer decapitated the other commando.


  Isabelle telekinetically removed the dead arm and fingers from her wrist.


  The BP fired their pulse weapons and flashed their swords, meeting the Janzers in battle. The birds screeched and charged with their beaks and moved from body to body.


  Isabelle spun and slammed her baton into Jeremiah. He collapsed. He held his ribs and breathed heavily but didn’t utter a sound.


  Verena heard his voice in her mind: Leave! Now!


  Isabelle knelt over Jeremiah.


  “All the games …”


  She paused.


  She turned to the chaos in the Hollow, smiled, then faced Jeremiah.


  “All the riddles …”


  She knelt and jabbed Jeremiah with the baton. He flipped to his other side as if struck with an electric shock. Verena could see the pain in the bloody whites of his eyes.


  “What it comes down to is information, knowledge from the enemy.” She held Jeremiah’s long hair and pulled him close. “Betrayed by your own son.”


  Isabelle stood and turned to where the Janzers held a group of BP hostage.


  “Destroy Hydra Hollow!”


  The Janzers activated flamethrowers. The BP screamed, while the terror birds gashed bodies and limbs and sucked out innards.


  Isabelle hand-signaled one of her Janzers, who lifted Jeremiah’s limp body. “Join your brother in the afterlife.” She unsheathed her sword and thrust it into Jeremiah’s gut, then turned her sword up into his body, and his ribs cracked. Blood oozed from his mouth, and his eyes dulled.


  Verena reached to cover Jocelyn’s eyes.


  Her hand slapped the rough limestone wall. She looked down.


  Jocelyn was gone.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Region 7


   


  Lower Level


   


  4,000 meters deep


   


   


  Brody lay naked beneath the sheets upon his cot, his body sticky and sooty from the day’s labor, from the clearance of a new Impossible Stairs he’d have to ascend again tomorrow. He estimated millions of exiles had perished since he’d arrived in the Lower Level.


  His mind focused on the escape, his doubts, his fears, his failures.


  My darling, you shouldn’t think this way. Damy’s voice.


  Luke might have the right of it, but I can’t ignore this, not anymore.


  I don’t trust Luke.


  He’s all I have down here, but I’m too starved to fight the Janzers, and he couldn’t fight them on his best day.


  He may not be what he seems.


  He’s no warrior, and I’m near the end of the Vitex supply. Luke doesn’t have more.


  You’ve traveled to the surfaces of Earth, Mars, Venus, across the galaxy to Vigna. The journey to Beimeni from here shouldn’t seem so daunting. One thousand five hundred meters to the Middle zone elevators.


  Right, through an inferno with heat too severe for even a transhuman to survive for long.


  Only you can lead the teams and the people. That’s why you’re here.


  Brody spun his bony legs over the side of his cot and touched his toes to the hard, cool floor. He slipped into his gray bodysuit and pulled the chain that dangled from his lamp. He sat on his cot with his head in his hands.


  Knowing what I need to do doesn’t make it any easier. It’s been so long … what if I make it? And what if I fail?


  Your doubt is in your mind, your mind controls your destiny, your destiny is in the commonwealth and the commonwealth needs its captain.


  Damy’s silhouette formed against the wall, a shadow that transformed into a body. She stepped out, in a white halter gown, with golden bands around her wrists. She held Brody’s hands.


  You can choose to stay here. You can focus on the mistakes and ignore the good you’ve done for the last hundred years. You can choose to abandon your people to their fate. She knelt in front of him, and her gown spilled around his feet. Or you can take the road that requires you to rise higher and further than the Jovian moons, the road you were meant to travel but could not see. Until now.


  There was a surge and a wisp sound. Damy disappeared. The lamp’s bulb brightened and exploded. The unit’s door flew open. Brody turned. It was after lockdown.


  Dim red emergency lighting leaked into his room from the hall.


  He heard footsteps, and the clanking sound of alloy on alloy.


  Tyler’s head rolled across the floor.


  Luke stepped into the doorway, as swiftly as a striker. “It’s now or never.”


  Brody stared. Damy? Is this real?


  “You hear me, Captain? Let’s move!”


  Brody heard Damy’s voice in his head. This is your moment of destiny, the moment Delphi assured you would arrive …


  “You’re Palaestran, aren’t you?” Brody said. “An RDD exile, or are you a Beimeni Polemon—”


  “No time, bub.” Luke threw Brody a new Vitex dropper, a dropper he’d claimed he didn’t have. “Take a hit before we leave. I’ve got to get you to Portage, Captain.”


  Brody dabbed the dropper in his eyes.


  Thousands of exiles, some of whom hadn’t yet fallen to the Lower Level’s spell, sailed through the hallway, followed closely by a division of bots and Janzers, more than enough under normal circumstances after lockdown. The Janzers’ batons hummed. The exiles wailed.


  A Janzer entered Brody’s unit, baton drawn.


  Luke grabbed the Janzer by its arm and flipped it to the ground. He lifted the Janzer’s visor and pushed something on his wrist, from which smoke splayed over the Janzer’s face. The Janzer passed out, or died, Brody didn’t know. Luke flipped a heart-shaped box on his wrist down over his hand—a drill—and he undid the Janzer’s armor faster than any striker or aera Brody had witnessed in the commonwealth.


  He grabbed Brody’s arm, twisted him around, and affixed the Janzer synsuit to him. Luke latched himself into cuffs. They weaved through a corridor full of bots, exiles and, now and then, a Janzer, running in both directions.


  “We must get them all out of here,” Brody said.


  Luke didn’t respond.


  In the hall, a Janzer lay on the ground, his neck snapped.


  “What’re you doing?” Brody said.


  Luke unlatched his cuffs and used his drill to undo the Janzer’s synsuit. He sliced off the Janzer’s hand at the wrist and put it in the Janzer’s pack along with the synsuit. Blood pooled around Luke’s boots.


  Brody stepped back. “You’ve been lying from the start, from your origin to the Vitex supply to—”


  “I have enough for our escape, bub, and that was difficult enough.”


  “We can’t leave them here,” Brody said. “I can’t leave them here.”


  “There will be a time to rescue the exiles. Here and now isn’t it. Look around.”


  Brody looked. Nonfunctioning bots and dead or dying exiles lay trampled, blood smeared over the walls and pillars. Illusory, burning salamanders scurried up and down the walls. The smell of sweat and burning alloy mixed together.


  “We lack the tools to secure passage across the sea, but there’s another way. You and I can escape, but a larger group would suffocate and die. With your strength and telepathy restored in Portage, you will return by way of the Infernus Sea to free them all.”


  More exiles rushed past Brody and Luke toward the elevators that led to the transports, the registration area, the Infernus Sea, and the commonwealth.


  “Wait!” Brody yelled. “Don’t go that way! Come with us! We know the way out!”


  None listened. If only he had his neurochip, he could get their attention, draw them into his mind, calm them. How many would die, how many could endure this oxygen-depleted atmosphere long enough for his return?


  “I’ll come back for you,” Brody said. “I will return!”


  “Captain,” Luke said, “this way.”


  They rode the elevator toward the Impossible Stairs, where no exile would ever choose to go.


  The doors opened.


  There were no stalactites, no Lady Liberty, no buzz from conveyor belts, no terror birds, no exiles cornered like animals—only darkness. Luke lit a flare that sizzled. He set the Janzer’s pack upon the ground and removed the armor plates and helmet. He instructed Brody how to use the drill.


  When Brody was finished, all he saw of Luke was his face beneath the Janzer visor, his bushy eyebrows, aquiline nose, pale skin, long beard, and thin lips.


  They darted across the gravel, past the belts and turbines to a limestone wall where Luke pressed the dead Janzer’s hand.


  There was a grinding noise of stone on stone. The secret entrance opened. Armed only with synsuits and shuriken, Brody and Luke entered the unknown.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Before Reassortment


   


  Lake Thingvallavatn


   


  Hengill, Iceland


   


   


  Twilight fog descended over Lake Thingvallavatn. Across from where Oriana lay, the time portal leaked through the mist. How did she get here? Where was Dr. Shrader?


  Markings and cuts pocked the ground where Oriana had rolled along the mossy hill. Her head still throbbed from whatever the doctor had done in the shuttle, she assumed, or was it the fall? She requested uficilin from her synsuit and gulped the filtered air inside her helmet. When she stood, she felt dizzy and fell.


  She took more breaths and rose again, more slowly. Once she regained her balance, she stepped into a valley of volcanic stone and evergreen moss. Here and there, geothermal vents released air in loud bursts and scrapes.


  Here she stood, upon the surface, Before Reassortment. The place wasn’t beautiful, not the way it had looked when Heywood showed it to her. What a different world the two times were, the before, the after.


  I’ll do this on my own, Oriana thought, for Pasha, for Father, for Nathan and Nero, for Beimeni.


  She trudged for a few kilometers along the valley floor, hopped over shallow streams, wobbled over igneous rock. She requested her synsuit to adjust her appearance to recreate the illusion of the oxblood-colored biomats the scientists wore in Hengill, Before Reassortment, and to synthesize her genetic signature in the ZPF into Dr. Shrader’s. She extended her consciousness and activated ultraviolet vision. The Hengill Power Plant, primary entrance to the laboratory, lay five kilometers due south.


  Oriana scurried to the ridge and entered the mist. She’d need to act as captain, aera, and strategist for this mission, a difficult assignment, but not impossible. It had happened to her father, Oriana knew, when he went to Vigna and discovered the Lorum. His strategist and striker had disappeared, yet Father had found his way to Vigna’s core and secured the Lorum that gave him his Mark of Masimovian.


  She heard a sound, like that of tumbling stone. She turned and saw only mist and moss behind her.


  Where was Shrader?


  She dashed along a foggy trail lined by a piping stream, colored by moonlight. The mountains and clouds and the feel of moss beneath her boots reminded her of development in House Summerset, when she and Pasha had explored virtual landscapes, raced downstairs to breakfast, and ate enough food for an elephant.


  She slipped over a slick stone and almost lost her footing, then balanced on a mossy hump of ground. Ahead, the fog grew thinner. She wiped off her synsuit, then pulled a Granville scroll from a compartment in her synsuit beneath her left arm and unrolled it.


  A shift of stone startled her. She dropped the scroll and aimed her pulse gun toward the fog.


  She gasped, then lowered and holstered her weapon.


  An arctic fox crept forward, splashed with brown and white fur. Its eyes, curious and scared, were fixed to hers. She projected her mind the way Pasha did with the birds and beasts during their development, establishing a whisper with the fox.


  The fox approached her cautiously, its nose dabbing to and fro, sniffing as it went, its eyes never leaving hers. It wagged its tail. She ruffled the fur near its throat, then offered it a sucrose slab, her backup sustenance. The fox devoured it and pushed its body against hers.


  Oriana transferred scents and imagery of transhumans to the fox via the ZPF. She made it sense danger, which would, she hoped, encourage it to gather its pack. Now she transferred the taste of sucrose slabs. The fox yapped and scurried through the hissing stream. It disappeared over the ridge.


  Oriana picked up the Granville scroll and stretched it along the stone. She activated it and used it to access the Western Hegemony’s scientific network. She adjusted Dr. Kole Shrader-of-the-past’s itinerary, indicated he’d be visiting Hengill Laboratory via airdrop, and requested visuals from the power plant.


  An image was rendered: soldiers patrolled here and there, machine pulse guns and flashlights in hand. The holograms disappeared. Oriana reactivated the Granville and requested an external view of the plant.


  DENIED.


  She sent a new request.


  DENIED.


  She summoned diagnostics.


  The scroll reported unauthorized access, by what, it didn’t know. Damn. She rolled her Granville scroll and inserted it back into her synsuit. She would have to show up as Shrader and hope for the best. She made for the ridge and the entrance.


  When Oriana neared the outer checkpoint, a white spotlight descended over her.


  “Hands in the air!”


  A soldier darted through the fog, machine pulse gun and laser pointer upon Oriana’s skull. His face was painted green and gray.


  She obeyed and declared her name and credentials: “Dr. Kole Shrader, Western Hegemony League of Scientists.”


  “Receiver,” the soldier said.


  Oriana unlocked the panel on her forearm and slid it open. She held out her arm, and the soldier scanned it. On the soldier’s digital screen, a rendition of Shrader’s photo popped up with the words:


   


  
    DR. KOLE SHRADER CONFIRMED

  


   


  “I wasn’t told about your arrival,” the soldier said. “I’ll have to confirm. Follow me.”


  The massive spiked gates that shielded the power plant emitted bright light. Two watchtowers loomed upon either side. A spotlight fixed over Oriana, who shielded her eyes. The soldier directed Oriana to another group of men, one of whom viewed an illuminated flat screen and spoke in a language unfamiliar to Oriana over his headset.


  “Where’s your convoy?” the soldier said.


  “The Autocrat’s concerned about the Eastern spies, so she ordered an airdrop from a chopper. Viper Class 90-91A. Confirm it if you must.”


  The soldier spoke again in a foreign language. Then to Oriana, he said, “Dr. Marshall is here.”


  Dr. Marshall? Oriana couldn’t recall a Dr. Marshall, either from her training or from Shrader’s splintered memories in sessions with Antosha. Marshall, she repeated to herself, but no recollection emerged.


  The gates to the primary entrance screeched opened.


  Oriana entered Hengill Power Plant. A soldier led her through a courtyard of carbyne. A row of gray silos as tall as mountains hissed steam. Geothermal power was one of the last accessible energy sources that remained on Earth, Before Reassortment. It was a legitimate, though not unobvious, front for the lab.


  A dark-skinned man wearing a biomat trotted through the fog. His nametag read DR. ISAAC MARSHALL.


  “Dr. Shrader, this is a most welcome, most necessary surprise,” he said. “Come, we have big, big plans to review.”


  They entered an elevator, and Marshall pressed his transparent biomat helmet to a retina scanner. A digital readout glowed green: APPROVED.


  The elevator dropped so fast Oriana’s stomach rose, which did not improve her nerves. The doors opened. They moved around a crescent that held six sets of the accordion ramps Oriana remembered from her briefings, though they were larger than she had imagined. She peered down the half-meter crease between the third and fourth accordion. She counted fifty ramps while Marshall explained how the latest iterations of the Reassortment Strain should provide the Western Hegemony the advantage in the war.


  “With the Reassortment Strain,” Marshall said, “where we previously required six hundred million soldiers, we’ll instead use one hundred thousand for the invasion.” He gave Oriana a relieved smile. “We’ll be saving billions of lives in the process.”


  “Yes,” Oriana agreed, though she prodded, “tell me about the latest on your work with the strain.”


  “Oh,” he said loudly and unexpectedly, “you’ll be very pleased with us. The advances on the quantum level have been remarkable. The targeting capabilities of Reassortment are unlike anything we’ve ever created. The Eastern Hegemony won’t realize what’s happening until it’s too late—”


  “I thought the goal was to bring peace?”


  Marshall guffawed, and his mustache twitched. “‘Peace isn’t possible without the East’s demolition,’ isn’t that what you told me last time we met?”


  “Surely.” Oriana swallowed and nodded. Shrader told us he wanted to end the war with the strain. Did he lie to us? Or did I misunderstand what that meant?


  She extended her consciousness and studied the ramps. The bases were rectangular tubs made of copper. The upper portions were made of quartzite. Chains hung from the quartzite sections, shackled to the walls at each end. The ramps sagged a bit in the middle. Heywood had mentioned that bags of supplies sometimes hung from the chains, but she saw none presently. The tub’s floor included grooves that Oriana assumed provided traction. A copper wall with a built-in ladder enclosed the first ramp.


  Oriana moved uneasily onto it.


  “Dr. Shrader?” Marshall said.


  Oriana ignored him and examined the copper wall and the accordion.


  “Doctor, we don’t have time to dally.” Marshall opened a panel in the wall and typed on it. The panel glowed. “Don’t forget to hold on to the chain.” Marshall shook his head. “Dr. Shrader, I’ve missed you and your absentmindedness! Operations have been way too tense down here since you left!”


  Oriana clutched the chain. She almost fell over when the pulley system activated.


  The ramp moved right and down, then left, and when it stopped they were in a new crescent, but with only one path labeled.


   


  
    SEQUENTIAL ALLEY

  


   


  “You look disoriented,” Marshall said. “You’re sure your biomat is sealed?”


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Oriana said. “The light caught me the wrong way.”


  Oriana and Marshall treaded down Sequential Alley.


  “You’re so quiet,” Marshall said, halfway along the alley. “Are the lights still getting to you?”


  “No, no,” Oriana said, “my apologies, I was sent here to assess the Reassortment Strain’s progress, but I thought that the closer we came to the end, the higher the probability we could resolve the war—”


  “War is in our blood. It’s what makes us human as much as gills make fish, fish, and wings make birds, birds.” Marshall activated a panel and punched in a code unknown to Oriana. The panel turned blue.


   


  
    PRIMARY RESEARCH FACILITY

  


   


  Oriana’s heart fluttered.


  This is it, she thought, the Hexagon, where Reassortment research was conducted—the place where transhumankind designed and perfected its doom.


  Marshall put his eyes near another scanner, and the glass doors slid open. They stepped into an alloyed hallway. Oriana counted one, two, three, four turns, and in the fifth corridor, the guard station. They both checked in, and the doors opened.


  Red phosphorescent light spilled over Oriana’s helmet. When her vision adjusted, she saw countless scientists in oxblood biomats operating digital screens upon thousands of desks. Hundreds of thousands of tubes ran from an octagonal containment unit in the center of the facility to endless rows of silos filled with bubbling liquids and gases. It looked much like an archaic version of Beimeni’s Research & Development Department.


  Oriana extended her consciousness and requested her synsuit to connect to the mainframe.


  Her synsuit searched the digital labyrinth, and when it indicated a match, Oriana requested it download all information regarding the Reassortment Strain.


  “Dr. Shrader,” Marshall said with a twitch to his mustache, “what are you doing?”


  Oriana’s eyes blinked rapidly.


  Her synsuit pulled in the data from the Hexagon network and installed it in her neurochip. It was encrypted, as she’d suspected it would be.


  “Doctor—” Marshall said.


  An alarm blared. Red lights blinked. The scientists scurried to the exits, and explosives ignited all over the Hexagon.


  An invisible foe split Dr. Marshall from his head to his hips.


  Oriana didn’t have time to scream, or react, for the foe smashed her face harder than a Graka.


  When she fell to the ground, she lost her concentration and shifted back into her likeness from Dr. Shrader’s. She shook her head, dizzied by the blow.


  Soldiers streamed into the Hexagon past fleeing scientists. Several surrounded her and aimed their guns. She froze. Another group of soldiers bellowed, and balls of glass and flame exploded, launched, it seemed, from the top of the tallest silo, though when Oriana turned, she saw no source.


  Heywood had not prepared the team for stealth technology like this.


  She shifted her vision to infrared, then organic, then ultraviolet. There: a sheen of light, and the outline took shape—a humanoid, for sure, but was it transhuman? The soldiers fired in its direction, pelting the silos and walls. The blaze spread, the hiss from the fire not unlike a shuttle engine during liftoff. Scientists screamed, reached, cried, and died in the inferno.


  Oriana wondered how long her synsuit could hold against this attack.


  A crescent of light burst and Oriana dropped.


  Soldiers collapsed around her, arms or legs severed, heads split, bodies torn apart.


  She crawled through the blood and entrails.


  The facility’s sprinkler system sprayed the inferno, to no avail, but it did give the infiltrator a more defined shape in Oriana’s ultraviolet vision. The shape was, in fact, transhuman.


  She followed the line of dead scientists toward the exit.


  The infiltrator crashed upon the ground in front of her. It seemed taller than before, more terrifying, but she wouldn’t let it stop her, not now, so close to the end. She had the raw Reassortment Strain data, the synthesis that would lead the people back to the surface—and give her leverage with Antosha upon her return.


  A row of silos smashed to the ground. The liquids inside spilled out and toppled the infiltrator. Oriana rolled over dead bodies and pieces of desks, silos, pipes, wires, and wood. She scrabbled along the slippery ground. The infiltrator grabbed her ankle and swung her into another silo, engulfed in flame. Oriana countered with a roundhouse kick that sent the infiltrator sliding across the Hexagon.


  She ran through the maze of silos. She slid left, then right, right again, and spied the exit. The infiltrator shifted like a shadow, here and gone, as if it were part of the alloy and fire. She slipped between thinner silos separated by smoldering desks. She entered a clearing. The infiltrator reemerged atop the main containment unit and raised its arms. Disks escaped its forearms. Oriana took cover. The disks spun, splintered, and swept across the facility. Explosions rocked the ground, and she rolled into the sludge.


  And now all the silos, too many to count, exploded, unleashing a sea of genetic materials and liquids. Oriana floated through it, trying to stay atop the shrapnel and floating bodies.


  She swam through the murky mess.


  Finding a curved slab, a silo’s massive plating, she pulled her body on board as if it were a Jurinarian raft.


  She lost her balance when the infiltrator landed, but she didn’t fall.


  The flames were extinguished, but the smoke still swirled.


  The infiltrator sprinted to her and, anticipating Oriana’s tactics, swiped, swung, and swiveled around her. She ducked and locked her arm over the infiltrator’s. They grappled and spun on the raft. She kicked its torso, and it splashed into the muck.


  Oriana dashed down the slab and dove off it into the murky water, toward the entrance.


  She emerged in the hallway and shifted to standard view.


  Bits of scientists and soldiers floated among alloyed plates and wires.


  Oriana didn’t want to imagine what the place smelled like. She thanked the gods for her synsuit and the purified atmosphere it created.


  Orange lights blinked overhead. Alloy dripped down the walls in places. The structure could not withstand the heat.


  She extended her consciousness and engaged Hengill Laboratory’s artificial intelligence program.


   


  
    LOCUST INITIATED

  


   


  Oriana executed algorithms to determine alternate routes through the laboratory. The program directed her to the region labeled METAMORPHOSIS, but the encryption was unfamiliar, similar to the type that shielded the Reassortment Strain data. Now the water drained beneath her, and she felt the ground beneath her feet. She retracted her consciousness, shifted her viewer to ultraviolet, and searched for movement. None.


  Did the infiltrator disappear? Or did it complete its mission?


  She reengaged with the Hengill Metamorphosis Program. Her practiced methods to break through the primitive z-wall didn’t work. The facility was transforming, and she couldn’t stop it; and the facility was under attack, though she didn’t know from whom, or what. The Eastern Hegemony attack? Or was this Antosha’s work?


  The Hexagon’s walls still melted, like a glacier, and the inferno reignited. The heat must be so extreme as to render the Metamorphosis Program ineffective, something called the Exile Sequence was canceled. What was the Exile Sequence? What substance could melt an impenetrable structure? Why did Heywood do such a poor job in his preparation for the mission? Why would he send the team back to year zero, at the time of the Eastern Hegemony attack, rather than to 2 BR, which was part of the mission protocols? Or was it that Ruiner erred in his calculations with the exotic matter and superluminal matter? Shrader’s attack also might’ve led them to a different time, different place; he could’ve been the infiltrator.


  These and more musings rowed through Oriana’s mind until a red hue overtook the three-dimensional readout, and now Oriana understood why she stood alone in the depths of Iceland:


   


  
    100,000 TERAJOULES

  


  
    TIME TO DETONATION

  


  
    29:59 … 29:58 … 29:57 … 29:56 …

  


   


  The soldiers and scientists knew, or this was part of their protocol. Either way, it represented yet another oversight from Heywood; disarming nuclear bombs wasn’t part of her training.


  Oriana dashed down the hallways and grabbed the banisters at the end of every curve until an explosion worse than any so far rocked the Hexagon.


  The melting wall exploded, throwing her into darkness.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Farino City


   


  Farino, Underground North


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Connor roused awake, violently.


  Sweat drenched his tunic. He’d dreamed of the eels again, rising over the islands, eating the prisoners.


  He rolled over, facing Pirro’s island. He still slept, or so it seemed, curled near a row of stalagmites.


  Connor exhaled, letting his unease escape. He wondered when they’d take him and Pirro. Both men had been asleep when the Janzers had apprehended Aera and Nero and Charlene and many others. Where they took his comrades, he did not know. His last memory of Aera was her sleeping body curled over a stone upon her island, her chest rising and falling. She looked like a starved child, about to die.


  Connor closed his eyes. He sensed something different, something … changed. What was it? Was it something in the musty air or on the walls or islands, or was it … the silence? Yes, that was it. The water had stopped flowing along the prison’s perimeter. He looked down. The eels didn’t emit as many pulses. Connor had assumed this was a biological capacity, but perhaps it wasn’t entirely.


  “Electricity’s out,” Pirro said softly. He knelt against the stone. The bioluminescence from the glowworms seemed brighter over him.


  Connor didn’t realize how much of the prison’s light and movement was generated by electric current. He pressed his hand to his neck and felt the Converse Collar—it was lifeless.


  He accessed the ZPF and shielded his mind from Marstone. He heard and saw all in the prison.


  The outage wasn’t confined to Farino.


  This had to be his father’s doing.


  But can they raise the lake without power? Connor wondered. Could he risk the lives of those who remained on the islands?


  Thousands and thousands of Janzers circled the islands upon their rocketcycles. Connor put his arms out at his sides and saw through their eyes, heard through their ears—their connection with the chancellor had been severed. By what, he did not know.


  “My boy, what’re you doing?” Pirro said.


  Connor clasped his hands together and bowed.


  A Janzer flew to his island and stepped off his rocketcycle. He unlocked Connor’s collar, and it dropped to the limestone ground.


  The remaining Janzers ascended above the islands upon their rocketcycles and raised what looked like pulse rifles. The prisoners screamed.


  “Connor?” Pirro said. “What’s going on?”


  The Janzers pulled the triggers, over and over and over.


  And darts, darts filled with uficilin and sustenance, wisped into the nearest prisoners, primarily BP dissidents. The Janzers landed upon the islands, stepped off their rocketcycles, and unlatched the prisoners’ collars.


  Without Marstone’s interference, Connor transmitted to the prisoners: Take their weapons and their rocketcycles and follow me to the entrance platform.


  Connor stepped on the rocketcycle and flew to Pirro’s island, then helped him aboard. They circled the islands with the survivors and made pass after pass to the crescent-shaped platform at the prison’s entrance. Connor couldn’t free all the prisoners of war, not yet. But seven thousand two hundred thirty-three was a start.


  After the last drop-off, he looked back.


  The Janzers stood upon the towerlike islands where prisoners had once lived. They raised their pulse rifles, the tips glowing blue, pointed at one another—


  “My boy,” Pirro said.


  Connor turned. The prisoners, women with hair down past their waists and men with hair and beards as long as Connor’s, stood upon the platform, their mouths agape.


  “You are your father’s son,” Pirro said. He looked like a walking skeleton with skin stretched over his bones and dark circles around his bloodshot eyes. Yet his voice was clear and strong.


  “Now you need to decide which son you’re going to be.” Pirro put his hand on Connor’s shoulder. “Are you going to be Hans? Will you show a lesser foe mercy?” He inclined his head. “Or are you going to act like Zorian?”


  “The Janzers aren’t blameless.”


  “They have no more control over their consciousness than machines—”


  “They set the eels on us—”


  “You should’ve been patient, you should’ve listened to Nero.”


  Connor lowered his head. The Janzers lowered their weapons. “Father gave us this chance,” Connor said, moving away from Pirro’s grasp. When Pirro twisted his lips, Connor continued, “Can’t you tell? The time has arrived, my friend.” He raised his arms the way his father did and balled his hands into fists. “We must strike the iron fist—”


  “Not like this,” Pirro said.


  Connor dropped his arms and turned.


  Pirro shook his head and, speaking softly, said, “What would your mother think?”


  Connor slapped him.


  “You mock her memory.”


  “No, my boy,” Pirro rubbed his cheek, “you do.”


  Connor didn’t respond.


  He bowed his head and telekinetically sent the rocketcycles back to the Janzers, who returned to the crescent platform and used drills shaped like heart-shaped boxes to remove their synsuits. When they finished, Connor sent them back to the islands in their dark bodysuits and recalled the rocketcycles.


  “I’m not Zorian.” Connor lifted one of the Janzer’s drills. “I’m not Hans.” He pushed his forefinger through the bioluminescent falls beside the prison’s entrance, the only source of light in the area. He swiped the colorful bacteria in an S-shape upon his forehead.


  “I’m Cornelius Selendia,” he leaned next to Pirro’s swollen ear, “and now I’m going to the great city.”


  Pirro pulled back and bit his lower lip. He moved his head side to side. Connor couldn’t tell if it was pride in his expression, or fear.


  “My friend, are you with me?”


  “Do you remember what I told you when we first met?”


  Connor did recall. “You said, ‘Call me Pirro. Pirro Koliner, at your command.’”


  “To the end,” Pirro said.


  Connor nodded, then turned to the thousands of BP who stood with him on the platform. Many were swiping the bioluminescent bacteria across their foreheads in an S-shape. He raised his voice. “Beyond these doors awaits the prison’s innards. There will be many more Janzer foes to come. I’ll do what I can, as I’ve done here. But if the chancellor should regain control, I will likely lose my hold over them.” He looked to Pirro, who blinked and moved his chin up and down. “I’m not going to lie to you.”


  Connor paused, gaining strength from the hope he sensed within his people. “I’m leading us to the great city to bring an end to this forever war,” he said loudly. “We cannot use the transport system. We’re going to have to travel through the North.” The one region in the commonwealth where his father no longer recruited transhumans to the Front’s cause, the cities and villages with transhumans the most hostile to the Beimeni Polemon. Discreetly, Connor connected to his people’s consciousness. They’re with me, he thought. “We may all return to the gods,” Connor added, “in this, our final Polemon operation—”


  “We’ll follow you!” one woman shouted. Her tunic looked like it’d been dragged through the sewer, her skin and hair no better. She knelt and placed her hand over her heart. Others voiced their agreement, and before long all the thousands and thousands of BP on the platform knelt, while others on the prison islands cheered. The chants echoed throughout the prehistoric cavern.


   


  
    SEL-EN-DIA! SEL-EN-DIA!

  


  
    SEL-EN-DIA! SEL-EN-DIA!

  


   


  Connor looked out to the millions of towerlike islands in Farino Prison, then back to his army before him. Could they achieve the impossible? Might they end the war? Yes, Connor thought, they could, and he felt a swell of pride unlike anything he’d ever known. The surge inside him extinguished when he thought about the journey ahead of them, a trek through the North. He felt a shiver down his back. With more than twenty million Beimenians in Farino City, Xerean City, and all the villages between and beyond to Phanes, the Janzers weren’t the only threat.


  Connor leaned over the side of the platform, looking down toward the eels. Their pulses remained dim.


  “What’s your plan?” Pirro said after the chants softened. He pushed his head toward the islands where the Janzers stood in bodysuits, hands on their hips. “You have to assume that they sent distress signals to their comrades,” and he turned toward the carbyne entrance, “my guess is you have no less than fifteen thousand Janzers on the other side.”


  “Then we’ll have fifteen thousand more POWs on our side.” Connor closed his eyes, focusing his energy in the ZPF. He pushed his consciousness outward into the prison. “Far more than that.” He opened his eyes slowly. He’d gone too far to turn back now. He reached for the Janzers’ consciousnesses within the ZPF. “I still have control.”


  “Something must be wrong with the chancellor,” Pirro said.


  “He’s … dead.”


  “My boy, how do you know?”


  “I can sense it. Marstone is awaiting new orders from a new chancellor, as are the Janzers.”


  “Then Antosha’s coup is underway. Time is against us.”


  Connor agreed. He forced the Janzers on the other side of the entrance to stand aside, then he telekinetically opened the massive entrance from the center. The innards of Farino Prison opened before him. He stepped forward, cautiously.


  The power was still out; the only light in the prison shone from bioluminescent bacteria in the streams and from glowworms upon the stalactites. He’d forgotten how vast and far the prison stretched. Granite pillars, wide at the top and the bottom with carbyne watchtowers built in the center, stretched so far those upon the horizon looked like insects. Tens of thousands of Janzers stood and rode upon rocketcycles with their pulse rifles aimed at the entrance, at Connor.


  He rolled his hand through the air, sending quantum waves with his consciousness through the ZPF. The Janzers dropped their weaponry and dismounted from their rocketcycles. Connor forced them forward and commanded them to remove their synsuits, carry their brethren to the islands, and set free the POWs. He forced the Janzers to reattach the synsuits to the BP.


  The Janzers responded with the efficiency and swiftness Connor knew well. He soon stood ahead of a robust BP army all clad in synthetic diamond armor that made them look like Janzers. They marched around the granite pillars and watchtowers—disabled from the electrical outage—and along carbyne bridges built over streams. Along the way, they disarmed and stripped the armor from all the Janzers they encountered and liberated more prisoners from the islands.


  Finally, they arrived at Carina Falls and Aza Bridge, which led into the passages and caverns beneath the city center.


  “Farino City, my boy,” Pirro said when he and Connor stepped upon the bridge. “The achromatic city.” The city stood one hundred meters above them, atop a man-made granite plateau, while Beimeni River rushed two hundred meters below. Far from them, water from the commonwealth’s coolant system streaked down the arced granite cliffs. The falls sent steam rising.


  Connor looked up. The Granville sky did not function, but if it did, it would appear bright white with hues of gray, much like the rest of the city above them. Instead, emergency white light within tubes along the sides of buildings provided the city with light. It looked just as hideous as when Connor had arrived, alloy and carbyne spires angled and connected by plastic skywalks, intercut by transport tubes, shrouded in endless mist from waterfalls that stretched for kilometer after kilometer.


  The BP advanced across the two-kilometer bridge to a polished gemstone promenade. They arrived at the two-way ramp—which led to the city above and the river below—and descended through a tunnel wide enough to fit a hundred of them side by side. They met less resistance than Connor feared, for the Farinoans they passed parted like sand for a snake. Connor sensed their confusion in the ZPF but didn’t speak to any of them; the longer the Northerners believed he and his army were Janzers, the better the chances he could invade Phanes undetected.


  Finally, they arrived at the lowermost level and to the white sands of Orion Wharf. Connor knew that Beimeni River flowed from here to Xerean City and to Phanes Lake and Beimeni City. He turned. Pirro stood beside him, and behind them, the BP army.


  We will march over the water, he sent to them. He sensed their trepidation in the ZPF. He connected to the field in the way he remembered Murray had when they escaped from Beimeni City, earlier this year. He took a cautious step toward the birch wood wharf.


  Pirro grabbed his forearm. “Are you sure about this, my boy?”


  Connor did not at first respond. He wanted to tell Pirro he wasn’t sure he could adjust matter on the quantum level—superimpose solid matter over a liquid river—for the one-thousand-five hundred-kilometer trek to Beimeni City; that he wasn’t confident in his army’s stamina and capabilities given their long and grueling prison sentence; that he didn’t fear entering Santonian Village, the largest and likely best-protected village along their journey, but didn’t look forward to entering Xerean City, whose minister’s disdain for the BP was well known; that he didn’t know if he could handle a quantum field generated by Antosha Zereoue, or conquer Lady Isabelle the way Hans could not. Instead, he calmed his nerves and emotions the way Aera taught him, and said: “Give me liberty or give me death.”


  Pirro grinned and released Connor’s arm.


  Connor turned and made his way to the water. He tapped his toe to the river, cautiously yet confidently. Beimeni River felt as solid and sturdy as granite.


  He took more steps and, without looking back, hand-signaled his army. Fifty thousand BP flooded out of the earth, trudged through the white sands, and marched over the wooden wharf and solidified river top behind Cornelius Selendia to war.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Verena Iglehart


  Hydra Hollow


   


  300 meters deep


   


   


  Foolish child, brave child, Verena thought. Her heart thumped faster than it had during the attack.


  Jocelyn slithered up a trench in the Hollow’s cliffs, less than a meter wide and lined with jagged limestone. Verena stealthily moved out of their nook and crawled through the trench with her. She could hear the terror birds chewing bodies, and every time they shrieked she thought she might go mad. She used her forefingers to clog her ears and peeked through a slit in the trench. Some Janzers stormed the Hollow’s tunnels, while others returned with commonwealth weapons and sacks full of BP benaris, goods, and supplies, all strewn along the limestone ground for Lady Isabelle’s review.


  Verena debated her next move. Her and Jocelyn’s time was limited. She’d never taken the trench where Jocelyn had escaped. She didn’t know the way. She shook when the terror birds screamed, but it was when their screams subsided she knew the end would arrive—the Janzers would destroy the BP stronghold—and she and Jocelyn would be entombed forever, along with any other survivors, though Verena saw none.


  She squeezed through the trench and slipped, and her hand pushed into a sharp limestone spike. Its bloodied tip poked through her hand. She bit her other fist. Her heart raced, and sweat poured down her face. She felt light-headed. She grasped her wounded hand and removed it from the stone, wincing, then leaned against the limestone wall and breathed heavily.


  Her blood streamed down a slit in the trench.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Verena ripped off a piece of her military fatigues and wrapped her hand.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  The terror bird’s cry felled Verena, forcing her to cover her ears, and her blood rushed down her hair, face, and neck.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  The prehistoric bird found a drop of blood on the stone below. Its comrades joined it in the search for the source. The birds pecked here and there and looked up and at each other. They wailed and squealed, that sound that vibrated Verena’s bones. She wanted to scream. Tears streaked down her face, the pain from her hand presently replaced by a severe headache.


  Verena glimpsed Jocelyn’s lilac eyes, so full of innocence and bravery and brilliance, eyes that gave Verena strength. She mouthed, Get down.


  Jocelyn crouched.


  A Janzer division moved in their attack formation, rotating with their backs toward each other to where the birds had swarmed. The terror birds fled and returned to the transhuman carcasses they’d been enjoying.


  Verena squirmed along the trench.


  A pulse blast shattered the rock. Shards of stone fell upon her. She covered her head and scrabbled faster.


  “I have movement,” she heard a Janzer say, “and I have a visual.”


  “Kill them,” Lady Isabelle said.


  Verena hunched and crawled up the trench to where Jocelyn hid. Pulse blasts landed all around her, and the terror birds howled. She threw herself over Jocelyn, into the dark limestone nook. When Verena raised her head, she realized the dark nook wasn’t an enclosure at all, but a passageway, one unfamiliar to her.


  “Take them down!” Isabelle said.


  Verena peeked through a slit in the cliffs. The Janzers were arranging a pulse launcher on a tripod. She grabbed Jocelyn’s hand and pulled her into the passageway.


  The wires fired into the limestone. The pulse blast struck the stalactites, and the passageway collapsed.


  Verena and Jocelyn choked from the dust.


  Darkness consumed them.


  “We have to keep moving,” Verena said. “They’ll conduct a search, then collapse Hydra Hollow.”


  Jocelyn sobbed. “Hey,” Verena said, “hey, all will be right.” She hugged the poor child, who held her so tightly Verena had trouble breathing. “I told you I’d never let anything happen to you.”


  Jocelyn pushed her away. “It’s … not … that.” She hiccupped and her breath gave out between sobs. “What that … lady … did to Jerry … what those … things … did … to … the Polemon … they’re gone, aren’t they? Gone to the gods?”


  “Yes, they’re with the gods, and I’m sorry about Jeremiah, and I’m sorry about your family and the commandos. I’m so sorry you had to witness all of that, and I’m sorry we didn’t protect you—”


  “I don’t blame you.” Jocelyn sniffled and wiped her nose. “What’s going to happen to us?”


  “I don’t know … but I’ll take care of you.” Verena felt along the wall for the indentations that would let her know how to traverse the passageway, but she didn’t feel them. The wall was smooth and dry, the air stale.


  “Sweet pie, do you know this passage?” Verena said.


  “Does a Polemon kill Janzers?”


  
    [image: ]

  


  They moved without light, Verena holding Jocelyn’s hand, Jocelyn feeling her way through the passageways, tunnels darker than the void. A decay tinged the air that Verena had last smelled in Portage City, distinguishable for the bitter taste it triggered upon her tongue, though not as bitter as Verena’s mood, for she couldn’t stop thinking how she could’ve led the remaining commandos out of the Hollow days ago. She could’ve saved thousands more lives.


  Why oh why wouldn’t Jeremiah just leave and allow the remaining Polemon to exit? she thought.


  The cloth over Verena’s injured hand was drenched with her blood, and though she held it across her chest, the current roped down her arm. She needed a cache and she needed it soon, for uficilin could heal, but it couldn’t revive.


  Jocelyn told her when to turn.


  Verena felt a swell of resentment for Jeremiah, stealing this child’s, and many others’, innocence in the name of survival, in the name of a war they couldn’t understand. And here she was, using the child the way Jeremiah did, for her selfish purpose, for her escape, for her survival.


  The thought made her cry, sounds that shattered the silence in the tunnel.


  “What’s wrong?” Jocelyn said. “Is it your hand?”


  “No, sweet pie, it’s not my hand.”


  “Is it the dark? I was afraid of the dark once. Not anymore.”


  “No, it’s not the dark.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “It’s nothing, sweet pie, I’m okay. Let’s keep moving.”


  Verena knew that word of Jeremiah’s death would travel far and quickly. She assumed Chancellor Masimovian, while not eager to trumpet the death of his brother-in-development, who was already officially deceased, would seek swift justice upon BP loyalists, including herself and Jocelyn.


  Jeremiah had never mentioned a command in Portage to her, certainly not at the citadel, though that didn’t mean anything. Often she would find out about BP sympathizers, such as Minister Nex of Natura or Minister Portia of Gaia—ministers she believed were most supportive of Chancellor Masimovian—through Beimenians along her travels, not Jeremiah. Why he had trusted her to lead his people throughout the commonwealth but not with tactical strategy and other information remained an enigma to Verena. But when she searched her heart, she found she did trust Jeremiah. So she would take Jocelyn to the rendezvous point.


  They traveled through the passageways for hours, at least, though it was easy to lose track. She could feel her body’s struggle. A spell of vertigo shook her. She kept thinking about Jocelyn.


  Can’t fall, Verena thought, must stay awake.


  She questioned why they hadn’t found a cache, for this was the longest (or it felt like the longest) time she’d ever traveled through the passageways to find one. The most likely scenario was the worst, and the one she knew was possible the entire trip: that Jocelyn, though confident and practiced in the Polemon passageways, was in fact looping through the same tunnels.


  The urges for Verena to feed her gut and heal her wound were also having an impact.


  Soon her light-headedness grew so bad it nearly prevented her movement. “Jocelyn,” she said, “are we close to a cache or the end of this passageway?”


  Jocelyn didn’t respond.


  Verena ripped a new piece of her fatigues and wrapped the cloth around her hand. She bit her other hand and concealed her agony.


  “Not far now,” Jocelyn said. “There’s a secret wall on the other end of this tunnel.”


  A few kilometers more, and Jocelyn and Verena found the cache. Verena injected Jocelyn and herself with uficilin. They emptied their bladders in the lavatory tanks and drank a few canteens filled with water. They chewed bars infused with sustenance synisms, all the supplies provided by Polemon spies, compliments of the RDD and Polemon scientists.


  Their strength rejuvenated and Verena’s hand healed, they continued on for kilometer after kilometer in the darkness, where Verena, who continuously felt the wall for indentations and was continuously annoyed at the lack of them, believed more and more that she and Jocelyn were entombed.


  She felt nauseated. The air thinned and she slowed.


  “Almost there,” Jocelyn said.


  Verena squeezed Jocelyn’s hand and marveled at how the child could so easily push aside her fear. She thought about where she had been at the biological equivalent to Jocelyn—in House Adao, safe, under development and enhanced, training, reaching for the precipice of transhuman capabilities—not participating in a guerilla war, not leading adults and children and elderly through a coffin labyrinth to safe houses.


  When next they turned, a waterfall ahead of them streamed down the limestone, colored in hues of red and yellow intermixed. It looked like lava. “Here’s the slide,” Jocelyn said excitedly. She pulled Verena.


  The strategist held the child in her arms as they plunged down and around, around and down, down, down, more than two thousand meters to the Beimeni zone. At last, they splashed in murky water that smelled like sulfur, then swam to the shore. They continued through sightless and soundless tunnels, on and on, turning left or right. Jocelyn moved assuredly through these Polemon passageways, also unfamiliar to Verena.


  Verena didn’t know how long they’d traveled in the Beimeni zone when Jocelyn stopped.


  “We’re here!” Jocelyn said softly.


  Shards of light broke through the limestone.


  “Where?”


  “Gaia City, in Gaia Hills to be precise, near the ministry buildings—”


  “I know where the hills are,” Verena said, exasperated. She couldn’t believe they’d traveled so far. She wondered whether Lady Isabelle’s forces could’ve traveled as quickly, or if they took a longer route.


  Verena and Jocelyn crawled through a gash in the limestone that led to bushes on the side of a trail in the hills. The sight of a Granville morning sky—broken with night by nonfunctioning panels—had never warmed Verena’s heart as it did now. They slunk around the bushes. Verena peered back and forth, then dashed across the trail and spied the city.


  In Earth Square, pocked with pits that curdled and fizzed, overlaid with mist from a massive geothermal vent, Janzers and terror birds marched in rows led by Lady Isabelle. Minister Portia awaited them with her Citadel Guardsmen, violet and aquamarine beads and jasmine flowers around her neck. The minister’s eyes seemed as if they were filled with earth and steam, but they didn’t reveal emotion. Her Citadel Guardsmen wore dark bodysuits and silk capes with diamond daggers and pulse guns holstered at their sides.


  A Janzer division turned to the hills and Verena ducked.


  “What is it?” Jocelyn said.


  “Down,” Verena said softly. She waited. Did the Janzers scan the hills, or were they focused upon the nearby ministry building, searching for snipers?


  Can’t back down now, Verena thought. She turned her head and, more stealthily, gazed upon the square, upon the Gaians (many of whom Verena knew were BP sympathizers) dressed in silk tunics and wooden slippers, who ambled here and there between the buildings and the shops and the merchants, all with eyes fixed to the square, on Isabelle and her raiders.


  “What’s happening?” Jocelyn said. “I can’t see.”


  “Shush,” Verena said.


  Minister Portia bowed to Lady Isabelle, and they exchanged words. Isabelle hand-signaled a Janzer, who brought over a dead body—Jeremiah Selendia’s bloodied body—and dropped it like a sack in front of Portia. The minister covered her mouth. Gasps echoed. Isabelle and Portia exchanged more words, until the minister bowed again and handed her a pouch that Verena assumed was filled with benaris. Isabelle hand-signaled the Janzers again and blew a whistle, silent to transhuman ears. The terror birds stood erect. They all followed Isabelle. The invader force moved in sync, flowing around the minister, her guards, and Jeremiah’s dead body. The Janzers raised their knees high when they strutted out of the square.


  One of the guards draped a cape over Jeremiah and rolled him into it, then lifted him over his shoulder. He followed Minister Portia, who sauntered up the green marble stairs lined with holographic fractal trees and into the ministry building. The Gaians turned away from the square, still milling about as if nothing happened, as if Jeremiah Selendia wasn’t slain, as if thousands of BP weren’t torn apart by terror birds or blown to bits by pulse weapons or sliced by shuriken—


  “We should keep moving,” Jocelyn said. She tugged on Verena’s bloodied and dirty fatigues. “Gaia Citadel isn’t far.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Middle Zone


   


  4,000 – 2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Brody wasn’t sure how long they’d traveled through the limestone pits and caverns and tunnels outside of Region 7’s containment, but he knew a Janzer’s synsuit wasn’t designed for prolonged exposure at these depths.


  And neither was the transhuman genome.


  He and Luke sealed their Janzer helmets, and climbed, crawled, and trudged through pressure sure to crush and kill Homo sapiens, the ancestors of Homo transition, and likely to end a transhuman life within an hour or two.


  Luke stopped lighting flares once they entered the alloyed corridor behind the mines, which led into a sewer system with carbyne pipes large enough to fit a Janzer division, side to side. From there, they climbed up through the limestone tunnels. Brody remembered the remnants of natural caverns in Palaestra that once stored fossil fuels, fuels developed hundreds of millions of years ago in forests that turned into lakes that turned into coal, but never had he experienced anything this extensive.


  At the third nook, they stopped and lifted uficilin and sustenance vials from their Janzer packs.


  Brody motioned with the handheld drill to remove his diamond glove to inject himself, but Luke stopped him.


  “Not here, bub, you’ll burn.”


  Luke injected the synisms into Brody’s forearm intake. Brody felt the synsuit’s needle penetrate a vein near his elbow. Warm fluids flowed through his arm.


  Luke did the same to himself.


  “How much farther?” Brody said. “These synsuits can’t hold much longer.”


  “We’ve traveled eight hundred meters so far.”


  “Our coolant systems won’t last to the commonwealth.”


  “They don’t need to,” Luke said. “In two hundred meters we’ll near the barrier of the Beimeni zone, where the piping systems will reduce the heat and pressure—”


  “But we still won’t be in the commonwealth.”


  “Captain, you have to trust me. I haven’t led you astray.” Luke ignited a flare, secured it to his wrist plate, and moved up the limestone tunnel. Brody followed close behind. The flare fizzled, but in its place, colorful lighting emerged. White bioluminescence streaked down the pit’s walls, around a tunnel, into a cavern.


  Brody entered at Luke’s side.


  They stepped between stalagmites, beneath stalactites shining with dark green and white hues. Through the filter, Brody inhaled a humid, mossy smell. Quartz walls wrapped around them, streaked with impurities that transformed parts into sapphires as blue as the sea. Farther in, the impurities turned the quartz into emeralds, and farther still, into rubies.


  At a clearing wider than the Infernus Sea, steam rose from vents surrounded with magma. Heat blurred the granite pillars. It reminded Brody of Planet Vigna.


  “We must cross,” Luke said.


  Brody gulped.


  They hopped from stone to stone, careful to avoid the magma across this burning plain.


  “Your movements are swift for someone exposed to the Lower Level for so long,” Luke said. “You’re really not like other captains, are you?”


  “I don’t know what I am anymore.” Brody sidestepped a magma stream and hopped onto a stone island. Luke helped him balance. “You came here from Beimeni?”


  Luke didn’t answer. Brody caught up to him. “Do you know what happened to my children?”


  “The commonwealth developed them, same as the others, to compete in the Harpoons.”


  For some reason, this didn’t give Brody relief. “And Antosha Zereoue, where was he when you left?” The smoke in this part of the cavern obscured their view. They fanned the air around their helmets and located the next slab of rock, then jumped. “Luke, I must know.”


  “He bid first for your daughter,” Luke said. Brody nearly fell into the magma. Luke held him upright. “Hey, bub, one false move down here and you’ll never see her again.”


  “She’s alive? You’re sure?”


  “Last I knew, she was on her way to the Neophyte Dormitories in the RDD, Madam Champion of the Harpoons.”


  Madam Champion, Brody thought. He wished he could’ve been there, wished he and Antosha hadn’t spread so far apart. He wished he weren’t here, in this underground cavern with its sinuous streams of magma and granite pillars, but with his daughter and son. “What about Pasha?”


  “Not sure, I departed before the Front received intel on the boy. What is it with you and Antosha? Why would he poison your strategist and your eternal partner?”


  They leaned against a spherical granite boulder.


  “Antosha Zereoue was my finest neophyte,” Brody said, “and a … close comrade. I loved him and Haleya Decca, his eternal partner, as much as I love … loved … Damy. We all worked on Regenesis and Reassortment for many years, but after we accidentally killed the scientists frozen near absolute zero, the chancellor’s patience thinned. He deployed us to Candor Chasma Central Command on Mars. He told us, ‘The time away from the commonwealth will serve you well.’


  “Antosha was convinced he meant to demote us all, send us out of the RDD for good, to the Lower Level, or even the surface. But that didn’t happen. Chancellor Masimovian named Supreme Scientist Nasha Ele custodian of the Ventureño Facility and the Reassortment project in Beimeni, and Antosha and my team focused on our Reassortment research and the ansible on Mars.”


  Luke nodded. They resumed their trek across the burning cavern.


  “Why didn’t they ever build an ansible on the Earth?” Luke said.


  “Earth’s magnetic field interferes with it. Mars’s core froze a long, long time ago, so the ansible functions there. Anyway, Antosha picked up signals from a distant world, from a species he suspected communicated across the cosmos, from an exoplanet with a magnetic field.”


  “Vigna,” Luke said.


  Brody agreed. “Antosha called the species the Lorum. He was obsessed. He probed the Lorum’s signals endlessly, convinced he’d deciphered its language, confident he could send his consciousness to Vigna.”


  “Why would he want to do that?”


  “To discover its genetic composition. If it was more advanced than Homo transition, Antosha thought he could reverse engineer pieces of its genome into ours and establish a genetic resistance to Reassortment.”


  “What happened?”


  “Antosha never transmigrated to Vigna, and Nasha made little progress on Reassortment. Chancellor Masimovian recalled us to Beimeni, and we continued our work on Regenesis and Reassortment in the RDD until that day on the island.” Brody paused, for the memory of Haleya Decca on the Island of Reverie stung almost as bad as his memory of Damy in the Dream Forest. Almost.


  He stopped. He couldn’t look at Luke. “I didn’t know she was down there …”


  “Where?”


  “Reassortment Hall.” Brody turned to Luke. “After Haleya Decca died on the Island of Reverie during a Jubilee, Antosha died—in a way—and so did our friendship. He blamed me for what happened. He’s been bent on revenge ever since.”


  They arrived at the limestone on the other side and climbed into a tunnel, where water trickled down walls lit by golden flecks. “Are these gemstones real,” Brody said, “or an illusion?”


  “The Janzers built the Lower Level near a mantle plume that brings the gemstones from places in the Earth transhumans couldn’t mine. Seems they missed this cache.”


  “Could the Janzers have dug into the mantle?”


  “Not likely, bub. It’s easier to develop a ship to plunge into the sun than it is to design one to travel to the center o’ the Earth.”


  Brody thought on this and his pact with the Lorum. He recalled their hunger, their desperation.


  He often hoped he’d imagined it all. He couldn’t fulfill the treaty anymore, even if he wanted to. And for all Brody knew, the last of the Lorum was now in Beimeni, in the orb he retrieved, the rest of it starved to death.


  Luke seemed well versed in science, and the commonwealth, but his accent wasn’t of the Northeast. Brody pondered who had sent him.


  “So, you’re not Palaestran?” Brody said.


  “I told you I’m Gaian, now and forever, bub.” Luke struck a new flare. “Come, we’re not far now.” He helped Brody up to the first ledge. They climbed upward.


  Sometime later, their synsuits malfunctioned. Luke removed Brody’s first, then Brody Luke’s. They slit their bodysuits at their knees and waists for ventilation and carried the Janzer packs over sweaty skin.


  It was an oppression, like walking through Luxor for days. Brody didn’t think he could finish the journey. “We should be dead,” Brody said. “There can’t be sufficient oxygen.”


  “We’re close enough to the commonwealth’s depths,” Luke said. “But I’d keep moving if I were you. If we stop now …”


  “We die,” Brody finished.


  If we stop, we die. Those were Brody’s words on the Impossible Stairs, and after surviving more trips over the stairs than he could remember, amid the smell of burning rock and death, it seemed possible he’d imagined his whole life in Beimeni. Perhaps this was how life had always been, and how it would end, in these claustrophobic tunnels where no Beimenian would ever tread.


  “You infiltrated the Lower Level for the BP?” Brody said. He scrabbled to the next cliff. Luke helped him up.


  “I followed orders, for Jeremiah Selendia.”


  “Did he … say why he sent you?”


  “Told me the commonwealth will need its captain in the final days o’ Masimovian’s rule.”


  The cavern tightened here, with limestone columns not much taller than they. Brody kept moving.


  “Did he tell you about Antosha?”


  “Oh yeah, he said he done you wrong. Antosha’s a different sort though, isn’t he? No ordinary telepath, kind of like you.”


  “Like me,” Brody agreed. “In some ways.”


  Luke lit another flare.


  The cavern opened, and the temperature cooled noticeably as carbyne piping from the commonwealth’s coolant system twisted and turned through the cave. This one was made of limestone, upward sloping, with stalactites, stalagmites, and fossils. Brody found he lacked the strength to talk, and Luke must’ve felt the same, for he no longer spoke.


  When Brody felt the burn in his muscles, as if he couldn’t move any longer, when his mouth felt so dry he thought his throat must be an oven, he heard the sound of water falling over stone.


  Luke sparked a new flare. “Here.”


  Brody cupped a handful of the warm underground stream. He threw it over his face and body. He drank and licked the wall. Its taste was metallic, delicious.


  Luke led him into a new tunnel. Sparks flew off the flare when he waved it. The round bulbs overhead hung dormant, as did the long bulbs behind glass upon the walls. They moved swiftly. Brody’s senses revived as his dread lessened.


  They reached a fork Brody recognized. “We’re going in circles.”


  Luke moved his hand over his sweaty face and drenched hair, swiping his mouth. “Hold this.” He handed Brody the flare and pulled a z-disk from his Janzer pack. His eyes lifted as he scanned the contents, then he lifted a scroll with schematics.


  Brody glanced at them, too. “Why didn’t you look at that before?”


  “Bub, I know my way through these Middle zone tunnels the way you know Beimeni City. They’ve changed something, or—”


  “Or our minds deteriorated during our journey through the underground.”


  Luke swatted his hand back and forth as if to dust a shelf. “I know the way.”


  “We’re lost.”


  “We’re not.”


  Luke pointed to the route on the right. They moved through the dark tunnel, and the ground softened, then filled with blue bioluminescent water, ankle deep.


  A buzzing noise filtered through the tunnel, and its lighting blinked and grew illuminated.


  A spark from the flare burned Luke’s hand. He winced and dropped it in the water.


  White lights streamed down the sides of the tube-shaped tunnel, as reflective as the gemstones they’d passed outside Region 7.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Luke and Brody knelt and covered their ears.


  Brody knew that cry.


  “Terror birds—” he said.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody’s ears rang. He turned, and there they stood, tall, dark, poking their beaks toward their prey.


  The birds loped toward them. Brody grabbed Luke, and they fled down the tunnel. The birds cried louder.


  Brody turned a corner and splashed through slime.


  They dashed into a polished tunnel with large, lofted pipes. Darkness mixed with the blue lighting at the far end.


  “We’re close to the elevators,” Luke said.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody covered his ears. Luke fell as if struck. Brody picked him up, and they staggered through the tunnel. At the end, another fork.


  “This way,” Luke said.


  They darted down the left path and around three more turns. There were so many interlocking tunnels, Brody was sure they were lost and done.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh. The birds’ calls echoed fiercely behind them.


  The tunnel went silent. Brody detected a redolence of sewage and salty water.


  Luke checked the map. “This way.”


  They entered a tunnel filled with electric light so bright it limited visibility to arm’s length.


  “This is good,” Luke said, “this means we’re—”


  The beak burst through the light, down on Luke’s neck and shoulder. He dropped a z-disk and his shuriken. His blood gushed and swirled around the bird that ripped at him.


  The Andalgalornis raised its head and stared at Brody with wide, red-streaked eyes—Damy’s legacy.


  Brody lifted the shuriken and spun, slicing the terror bird’s body and dislodging its thick wing. He gashed its underside with an uppercut, and its insides spurted. It cried so loudly Brody fell to his knees.


  He recovered and tore through the bird with the shuriken, his weapon and body covered with feathers and blood.


  “Bub,” Luke said weakly.


  Brody dropped the shuriken.


  Blood bubbled from Luke’s neck and soaked his bony chest. Brody pushed his fingers to Luke’s wound, but just like with Damy, he was helpless. It was too late.


  Luke tried to speak. His voice gurgled, and blood streaked down the side of his mouth. “Use … map … Turbulent Tunnel … elevator … Portage … Xylia … waiting for you …” Luke’s eyes remained open, but life had left them.


  Brody closed them with his forefingers.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody returned the cry. “You’ll have to fight for your meal!”


  The birds’ loping footsteps came from all around him.


  Brody turned backward, forward, and side to side, searching.


  A claw broke through the light, catching Brody’s leg. The beak came down for his head, but he clutched it with both hands. He and the bird fell to the ground. Its tongue flicked near his face, the cry so loud he thought he might die, its breath as foul as stale urine.


  The bird stuck its talon above Brody’s knee. Gasping and groaning, he shifted under the bird, and the talon dug deeper.


  He reached for the shuriken, grasped it, and slung his arm around, slicing the bird’s neck. Its blood flooded over him.


  Brody pulled the talon from his leg and bit his fist. He threw the bird aside, then sliced off a piece of his bodysuit and wrapped his bleeding knee.


  He kissed Luke’s forehead. “Rest in peace, brave Gaian.”


  Brody lifted his friend’s body over his back and carried him, just as he’d carried him along the Impossible Stairs.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody bellowed. It was like being struck with a Reassortment baton. The screeches halted, but the ringing in his ears prevented him from knowing if the footsteps he heard were near or far.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody collapsed into the wall and shook. The wails were so close now, the tremors traveled through the ground, into his feet and legs. He dropped Luke’s body and gasped. He lifted Luke by his arm and leaned in under his chest to get a better grip.


  If I stop, I die.


  He trudged through a tunnel with wind that gusted from vents on the sides, as fast as a hurricane, but he did not halt. He checked the map. He was on track.


  He arrived at the elevator Luke had described.


  Reeeeeeeeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh.


  Brody fell but slid along the ground with Luke’s body to the elevator. He activated it. The opaque entrance cleared. He dragged Luke inside and slammed his hand on the digital option: TRANSPORT CITY.


  The opaque entrance filled, and the elevator vibrated when birds slammed it with their beaks. Brody leaned against the polished Granville panel upon the wall, with Luke’s body strewn across the ground. And he laughed, so hard that he lost the feeling in his limbs. Then the laughter shifted to shouts, followed by sobs.


  The elevator shifted to a diagonal ascent, then horizontal again. It shifted and zigzagged upward.


  The panel on the other side ignited and rendered an image of a lake surface. A burning salamander swam through it, transforming into Damy. She knelt beside Brody. She put her hand beneath his chin, lifted it, and kissed him.


  Release your sorrow, she said, release this guilt that you feel, release yourself to free Beimeni.


  “I failed,” Brody said.


  The road hasn’t ended.


  “Don’t you understand? Everyone who gets close to me … dies.”


  Anyone who hasn’t been close to you hasn’t truly lived.


  “My mother died, my father died, Haleya died, you died in my arms, and now Luke. You were wrong about him …”


  No, you were, for he served his purpose, and you can still save Beimeni by serving the people. She stood. You are the People’s Captain, and you always will be.


  Brody rubbed his fingers over the burned T on his forearm, the scar left upon him by Lady Isabelle where his animated strike team tattoo once was. I still am Captain Barão, he thought. The elevator jolted to a halt. The entrance opened and Damy disappeared.


  Brody stood, then draped Luke over his shoulder and limped over the limestone path. The security gate lay dormant, unguarded. He passed through.


  He arrived at the precipice overlooking Transport City. The sprawling, flat radial city would normally be drenched by its silver Granville sun, filled with Portagens beneath massive carbyne canopies and the aromas of grilled beef, fried potatoes, curried chicken, broiled pork. Brody licked his lips at the thought. Instead, a single Granville panel hung above the city, emitting faint yellow light—the emergency panel over the city’s center.


  A tremor from the elevators shook him. He turned. Scarlet beams of light reformed a laser grid to block the restricted area from where he’d emerged.


  He turned back to the city and gasped.


  The Granville night had returned.


  Atop the carbyne that extended for kilometers, thousands of BP stood in tunics. A woman, unrecognizable at first, ascended to Brody from a limestone ramp.


  “Xylia,” he said, astonished, remembering Luke’s last words. “This cannot be.” He hadn’t seen her since the day his father had killed himself, when he was ten and she was twelve true years old. He’d assumed his entire developed life that she’d been sentenced to the Lower Level. She still had the freckled face he remembered from their childhood.


  “I knew you’d make it,” she said.


  Brody would have cried if his body weren’t so dry. He gazed down at himself, covered with his, Luke’s, and the terror birds’ blood. He saw it in Xylia’s eyes, too. He looked butchered.


  He eased Luke off his shoulder and laid him gently on the ground between them.


  “You sent him for me?”


  “Minister Kaspasparon, under direct order from Jeremiah Selendia.”


  Brody cringed and grabbed his leg. The wound near his knee opened, and blood oozed over the drenched cloth.


  “You’re hurt.” She helped him stand.


  “I’m fine.” Brody stared at Luke. “He sacrificed himself for me. He stopped the terror birds from killing me, and I couldn’t do anything for him. I couldn’t save him—”


  “You’re here, Captain, that’s all that matters. Luke fulfilled his role in this war.”


  She called out in a language unknown to Brody. Several men came to his side and pulled his arms over their shoulders and backs. “We’ll get you medical attention.”


  Xylia led the way down the carbyne ramp, which turned into a limestone ramp, grooved with bumps and silver bioluminescent fungus.


  Brody felt like he might pass out. “You’ve put … Portage … great … danger …”


  “Captain, has it been that long?” Xylia said. “Have you no memory?”


  When Brody didn’t respond, she said, “We’ve suffered here for far too long, living beneath a system thrown over us from Phanes, one that doesn’t understand how this empire was built, how it was constructed on the backs of middle-third Harpoon performers, not the top ten percent, not the scientists, or the teams, or the aristocracy.”


  “They … know,” Brody said, “they don’t … care …” His head dangled to the side. Xylia, her men, Luke, Transport City, and his people faded away.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Before Reassortment


   


  Hengill Laboratory


   


  Hengill, Iceland


   


   


  Oriana regained consciousness. Her synsuit had delivered smelling salts into the atmosphere in her helmet.


  The world was a blur. She rolled and sat against the wall. As sights and sounds returned to her senses, the remains of the inferno scattered around her; the laboratory’s sky-high wall melted or blown to bits; synism silos tipped over; dead transhumans; murky pools of genetic materials; twisted alloy. She’d never seen anything like it.


  She checked the time to detonation: less than twenty-five minutes.


  Oriana requested uficilin, fluids, and sustenance from her synsuit. She recovered and lifted herself to her feet. She passed beneath the archway exit she and Dr. Isaac Marshall had moved below before the scientist had been cut in half.


  She entered the Sequential Alley. Bright light filled it, limiting her view, so she shifted to ultraviolet vision. At the end of the alley, where there had once been ramps, there was now only stone. She pounded her fists against the newly created wall. Hengill Laboratory had transformed!


  Oriana extended her consciousness and entered Locust, but it didn’t respond to her queries. She heard a scrape behind her, flinched, and spun. She shifted between various views: organic, infrared, standard, and ultraviolet. No movement. The Sequential Alley shimmered with the sapphire hue of Oriana’s ultraviolet viewer.


  Still no movement.


  She shifted back to standard, to the bright light.


  Another noise, like an alloy door slamming shut.


  Oriana lifted her pulse gun, daring the infiltrator, or anything, to emerge.


  I’m so close, Oriana thought. I have the data. I must earn the Mark of Masimovian and free my father and his striker and Nathan and Pasha …


  She remembered the Timescape Theory, that she couldn’t alter this world, that all of these events assured the inevitable future: the end of man’s time on the surface. She backed away from the jagged wall. A solid substance blocked her view, and she requested a diagnostic from her synsuit. It indicated the wall contained limestone, granite, lead, and an unidentified alloy—a combination not consumable by the crushers. She couldn’t break down a wall with this composition using normal metabolic pathways; she’d instead require biostar material, which, while available in Beimeni, hadn’t been invented Before Reassortment.


  Oriana would have to innovate, somehow. She recalled her training in House Summerset. It’s sometimes easier to see what’s large rather than what’s important, Lady Parthenia had said. A weak eye sees, a strong one observes. Learn to observe the world as it exists in the ZPF and no one will defeat you.


  Oriana observed the barrier before her, not as it existed in the physical world, but as it did in the quantum one. She focused her consciousness in the ZPF, concentrating on the wall. Her heart pounded her chest like it never had before, her mouth felt as dry as volcanic rock, and her body vibrated.


  With all her strength concentrated in the physical and metaphysical realms, she punched the wall. She flew backward and the loudest sound she’d ever heard made her ears ring. She lifted swiftly off the ground and turned.


  The wall had shattered like glass. She transitioned through her views before she settled on standard vision. She dashed through the tunnel ahead of her, then slowed before she arrived at a cliff’s edge. She looked down.


  Scientists in biomats were either unaware of the attack or indifferent to it, for they rushed back and forth between desks topped with beakers, microscopes, and other laboratory gear.


  Oriana dropped into the room and requested a location indicator from Locust.


  Genetics.


  Around the room, hundreds of cages held animals—chimpanzees, cats, mice, rats, dogs, pigs, and birds, among others. There were thousands of species, some benign, some with claws.


  “Hello,” Oriana said.


  The scientists ignored her and injected the animals or reviewed data feeds in electronic screens or shifted boiling beakers.


  Oriana scanned the room—and gasped.


  A section of tanks contained transhuman specimens in curdling water with dark circles around their orifices and blisters and slits along their bodies. They listed in the tanks like jellyfish. There were rows upon rows upon rows of them.


  Are you seeing this, Oriana thought, or is this a Hengill trick? Keep moving. Must find the ramps.


  Less than twenty minutes to detonation.


  She looked back. A new wall had formed where Oriana dropped. When she turned, she no longer viewed the skeleton crew of scientists, who, it seemed, weren’t real. Instead she stood face-to-face with a black- and yellow-striped snake with eyes of liquid gold and a body the length of the Voltaire. It swung its tail and spit its tongue. It speared Oriana. She flew into the wall. The snake bit at her ankle, lifted her in the air, and spun her within its grasp. Its coils tightened.


  Oriana contorted her body and gripped a diamond dagger on the side of her synsuit. She cut through the snake. It hissed and writhed as she flipped backward.


  A second snake emerged, and she drew her sword. The snake reared its head back. When it struck, she dodged and severed its body.


  The other snake still writhed from Oriana’s salvo. She stabbed it through its golden eyes.


  Now many cages opened, and the contents emptied.


  Oriana searched for a way out.


  A howl, high-pitched and constant, ripped through her head before her synsuit adjusted for volume. She fell to her knees and dropped her sword.


  Tanks exploded, and water gushed along the ground. The transhuman specimens spilled out, some with parts of their faces and bodies missing. The hungriest animals tore at their flesh and limbs. Others hopped on desks and ran or fought.


  One of the animals, hairy and muscular—humanlike with fiery green eyes and an alloyed rod through its mouth—clutched Oriana’s leg and swung her across the room into a tank that shattered and collapsed.


  Oriana scrabbled along the ground. The animal staggered. She sliced her sword clean through its torso to its skull. Oriana charged the creatures like an aera. She swung, kicked, stabbed, and slashed. When she finished, they all lay dead.


  She cleaned her blade.


  She accessed Locust.


  Less than fifteen minutes to detonation.


  The ramps were a half kilometer northeast. She examined the walls in Genetics, which were made of a different composition, one digestible for the mineral crushers. She activated ultraviolet vision, plotted a course, aimed her fist, and fired the crushers, then sprinted up the newly created tunnel.


  Orange lights and ramps awaited on the far side. Oriana darted over the first one and hopped over the copper wall, climbing upward.


  She rushed up the ramps and sprinted through another corridor, this one with smooth walls and an unfinished floor. She slowed, overcome with thirst and hunger, and requested sustenance from her synsuit. The needles penetrated her wrists. Cool liquids streamed up her arms.


  She arrived at Aquatics.


  A wall composed of an unknown alloy, indigestible for crushers, blocked her entrance to the crystalline archway. Oriana spied a card slot with a retinal reader beside an outline for a human hand. She adjusted her synsuit’s genetic signature to match Shrader’s and put her gloved hand in the void, her helmet near the reader.


  “Welcome, Dr. Shrader,” a voice said.


  The doorway opened.


  Silver and sapphire light flooded the corridor.


  My gods, she thought, it’s bigger than the Hexagon.


  She stood before an underground sea, dark and murky, with a beachhead of creamy, velvety sand. The nearby walls consisted of an endless slab of polished quartzite, lined with screens, like Granville panels but not as large. Oriana peered to the horizon. She wondered how they could rotate something so massive. She extended her consciousness, entered Locust, and accessed the map. Aquatics was the labyrinth’s center of mass, meaning everything else, the ramps, the tunnels, the facilities, all rotated around it.


  She shifted the map and located Triple Drop Cave. She would need to cross through Aquatics and traverse several sets of ramps and corridors on the other side.


  Oriana waded cautiously into the water, pushed it around with her boot, and requested a diagnostic from her synsuit. She viewed the composition in her extended consciousness—chloride, sodium, sulfate, magnesium, calcium, potassium, bicarbonate, bromide, borate, strontium, fluoride, and dihydrogen oxide: poisonous salt water. It could kill an exposed transhuman.


  She submerged chest deep and was about to push off when something wrapped around her leg, a feeler, a grasp not unlike what she had encountered on Ceres during the Harpoons.


  It pulled her under.


  She struggled, her body swarmed by alloy feelers that tugged and pushed with sharpened edges. Their failure to rip her apart didn’t deter them. They pulled her down into the abyss. Streaks of alloy and red lights passed by her like meteors.


  The sapphire and silver light disappeared from her view above, replaced by red phosphorescence from the feelers below.


  She couldn’t kick or swing, but a sensation around her, a charge within the ZPF, suggested the feelers were electrically powered. She requested an electromagnetic pulse from her synsuit.


  The sea filled with light, and when it cleared, the red lights flickered and disappeared.


  Aquatic weapons sank all around her. They resembled living creatures much less now that they were still.


  Oriana swam freestyle to the wall and climbed its jagged stone face. She analyzed it and this composition was consumable. She set the crushers and held her fist to the wall. They burrowed a tunnel, which she climbed through. Hopping down to a crescent-shaped cavern filled with five sets of ramps, she brought up the view of the crescent in her extended consciousness.


  The layout had changed, again. Locust was working against her, as Heywood had assured them it would.


  Less than ten minutes to detonation.


  Oriana’s breath grew shallow. After all her effort, after surviving Shrader’s attack in the shuttle, the descent with Dr. Marshall, and the fight with the Eastern Hegemony’s infiltrator, would it would be this maze that ended her?


  The Fifteenth Precept rowed through her mind: A commonwealth mission is honorable. Beimenians who fail to uphold such missions are dishonorable.


  She pushed aside her forbidden thoughts and emotions. Everything she wanted—clemency for her father, Nero, and Nathan, the leverage to force Antosha to awaken Pasha—was still in reach. This was just a puzzle, not so different from the Harpoons. The laboratory understood it was under attack. It knew she had the Reassortment data, so it wouldn’t end its adjustments until it believed she was no longer a threat.


  I must continue with the mission, I must succeed, she thought.


  Oriana blocked access to her neurochip, the way she would to prevent Pasha from hearing her thoughts. She extended her consciousness and entered Locust and communicated as if she were Dr. Shrader.


  Error 1062. Duplicate entry, Locust replied.


  Operation Preservation, Oriana thought, of course. The doctor and his colleagues would be sequestered in Livelle Laboratory by now, frozen near absolute zero. She had returned to the year zero, rather than 2 BR, as she’d feared.


  Less than eight minutes to detonation.


  Oriana assumed the identity of Dr. Isaac Marshall.


  The system gave her clearance to view the Metamorphosis Program, unencrypted.


  She overrode the safeguards with algorithms designed to maintain the integrity of Hengill Laboratory. She proved to Locust that the Reassortment Strain’s synthesis wasn’t stolen, as it believed, which is what she thought was driving the adjustments inside the laboratory.


  Now Oriana refigured the map and found Triple Drop Cave. She requested ramp alignment. The facility reconfigured around her, and she sprinted up the ramps, along a corridor, up another set of ramps, across another corridor, faster than she’d ever run, hundreds and thousands of meters.


  Less than six minutes to detonation.


  The yellow lighting turned ash gray. Ahead, she saw the shimmering hues of Triple Drop Cave. The other end seemed as far away as Ceres, with three pits before her. She reached the first drop.


  There was no way to cross.


  Oriana shifted from organic to infrared vision and settled finally on ultraviolet. She found the invisible bridge over the pit, which appeared bottomless, from what she could tell.


  With a ballerina’s grace, she swept across the invisible bridge to the mossy limestone ledge that lined the second pit. Hundreds of alloy chains hung from the stone, but whatever platform they might have connected to wasn’t present. She lunged for the first and slipped to the bottom of the chain. She hung paralyzed for a moment, then steadied and pulled herself up.


  She swung from one chain to the next, across the second drop.


  A thin ledge stretched across the third pit, which was deeper and longer than the other two. She shifted to standard vision and tiptoed across. There were no handholds, but she breathed and balanced like it was a Harpoon exercise. Finally, she arrived at the stone cliffs that led to the exit.


  Less than four minutes to detonation.


  Bright rays streamed over her. She shielded her eyes.


  The mission was supposed to conclude well prior to daybreak. She must have been in the lab longer than she thought. Oriana pressed her boots to the stones, ignoring the protestations of her tired legs, and made for the cave’s entrance.


  The light from outside shifted. She looked up, spied a humanoid’s movement. The infiltrator, she thought, not daybreak.


  The light shifted again. A silhouette emerged, then swirling colors, dark blue and gray camouflage, and finally the form of Dr. Shrader. The Lorum synsuit spun counterclockwise and clockwise over his scowling face. Had he been the Eastern Hegemony Infiltrator, all along?


  The doctor smashed his forehead into hers. She fell back into the cave and tumbled down the incline into a pool of spring water.


  Not the infiltrator, she thought, for the doctor’s speed and power were nothing like the thing she’d encountered in the lab, or anywhere else.


  She stood in the water. Doctor! You’re not acting like yourself! she sent. I don’t know what Antosha did or said, but he’s deceived you.


  “He showed me the failed Regenesis procedure. The rest I found on my own.” His voice, synthesized by the Lorum, sounded nothing like the educated man with blue-green eyes she’d met not long ago. “Your father—”


  “Erred in his judgment,” she said.


  “Killed Luella. And now you’ve taken her from me again! You will die, too, like all the rest.”


  Oriana drew her diamond sword just in time to meet Shrader’s Lorum blade. She spun and kicked, kicked and swung, but the doctor parried her strikes. Oriana grounded herself and swung again, this time making contact with his skin, but her sword slid down it with a flash, like metal upon metal. His sword met her synsuit, rattling her bones. She fell and rolled in the spring.


  She glanced at a readout that flashed in her extended consciousness. Less than two minutes to detonation.


  On the doctor’s next thrust, she grabbed his wrist with her good arm and broke the Lorum blade out of his hand. It landed in the water and swirled up and around his leg.


  She leapt up to the cliff and stones that led up to the exit, but Shrader grabbed her foot and pulled her back into the spring. She twisted and dodged his Lorum dagger, then dealt him a roundhouse kick. He blocked her, spun, and elbowed her helmet. Oriana crashed into the stone.


  The doctor pressed his forearm against her neck.


  “Luella’s gone,” he said.


  Oriana couldn’t breathe, but she pushed against his forearm, even as she felt the life drain out of her.


  “All you had to do was fall out of the shuttle, but you wouldn’t go, wouldn’t let me help the West achieve victory with the Reassortment Strain, wouldn’t leave me to my Luella! And now she’s dead … and now you’re dead.”


  Oriana turned her attention inward. She searched in the ZPF for that place she’d accessed with Antosha when he kissed her, when he took her to Candor Chasma, and when he connected with Shrader, the part of the ZPF she’d accessed with Minister Furongielle. When she found the quantum waves and felt the energy flow through her, she wrapped the field around herself like a cape. She spun her consciousness around Dr. Shrader …


  … And she now stood barefoot on a braided rope as wide as a Beimeni transport, dressed in a silk nightgown that matched her pajamas during development.


  Was this her afterlife?


  The rope bridge led to a castle. Its black stone towers sat atop a wide slab of limestone that floated in midair, twisting down into a cone below. Ravens circled overhead, near a crescent moon. A murky sea curdled far below. A bridge with arches extended over a sinuous river, far away from her and into the horizon. Red lightning danced among the clouds.


  Oriana stepped forward. She felt a sense of urgency at remembering the bombs, but something told her time moved differently here. At the castle, the drawbridge lowered. Gusts of wind that smelled of death twisted her gown around her body. She crossed into a courtyard filled with the skeletal remains of transhumans, birds, foxes, and hounds. There were maggots, rats, ravens, a tree in the center, hollowed and dead, pulsating with electric blue lines. She gasped.


  This was her nightmare.


  Had she seen the future? She had no control here, no more than she had that day in her suite when her Granville panel created similar sights and smells.


  Shrader appeared on the bridge’s far end, in the Lorum synsuit. “You have great courage bringing me here,” he said.


  Oriana closed her eyes, raised her arms, and let her mind fill with energy from the ZPF.


  Guide me, she thought, show me what’s necessary.


  The doctor sprinted toward her.


  She put up her hands and threw her head back. “Kole Shrader, you have no place here.” She clapped her palms together, and an invisible force sprang over the courtyard, like a seismic wave through the Earth. “I separate you from the Lorum.”


  A gale-force wind rushed over her, this one smelling of mountains. “I prevent you from doing harm unto yourself or others.” Rain poured from the sky, and red lightning crashed around her. “I separate the Lorum from you and bind your mind forever.”


  The clouds swirled and descended around the doctor, who guffawed in a manner more like Antosha’s than his own. A chasm opened between Oriana’s legs. She hopped to Shrader’s side.


  How can I have so little control? she wondered. Is this not my own mind?


  She concentrated. The clouds hardened around Shrader, but shards of silver phosphorescent light broke through the encasing and it burst. The doctor raised his arms and pulled in the light. The castle disappeared with the moon, and Oriana lay against the mossy stone, half in the water, half out, blood dripping from her nose.


  Less than one minute to detonation.


  Shrader stood in the spring, blended with its colors and the moss. He released signals, sounds similar to those he’d used in the shuttle when he had attacked her and Ruiner. High-pitched, piercing as it disrupted the waves in the ZPF. The world came and went, the pain in Oriana’s head as if Reassortment twisted in her brain.


  She felt him reach into her mind and steal the synthesis of the Reassortment Strain.


  She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t stop him.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Cornelius Selendia


  Beimeni River Tunnel


   


  Xerean, Underground North


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “Xerean City,” Connor said, reading the fiery bioluminescent signage on the side of the river tunnel, “the sunstone city.”


  Beneath the city and its moniker, the sign also said 10 KILOMETERS and beneath that, MINISTER MUERINITI WELCOMES YOU. Small chance for that, Connor thought, for the minister’s crackdown on the BP was among the fiercest in all the Great Commonwealth. He turned to Pirro, striding at his side across the top of Beimeni River. “How do you think my father’s sister-in-development will react when I ask for her surrender?”


  Pirro knew of whom he spoke; they’d talked about the powerful Northern minister at length along the way. “My boy, she’s more likely to cut off your balls and feed them to her giant ground sloths than she is to let you pass. I told you in Santonian—”


  “Yes, yes, I recall,” Connor said, trying his best to keep that unwanted image out of his head, “and I reminded you the Megatherium eats leaves and grass, not testicles.” They learned in Santonian Village that the minister had put in a request to Supreme Scientist Calamites for an order of the Megatherium, giant ground sloths, along with other prehistoric fauna. The previous supreme scientist of Project Silkscape, Damosel Rhea, had apparently refused the minister’s repeated requests, citing budgetary and timing issues. Connor hoped his studies of history proved true and that the prehistoric animal was, in fact, herbivorous. Then he thought about the minister’s predilection against the BP.


  “Do you believe it will come to battle?” Connor asked.


  “I can’t say for sure. We’ll be exposed. Xerean City is highly elevated.”


  Connor nodded gravely, looking back to his army. He sensed their dread in the ZPF. He couldn’t blame them. The first of their comrades had begun to drop dead from exhaustion prior to their entry to Santonian Village. The village, known as an entertainment and replenishment center for travelers along the river to and from Farino City and Xerean City, was populated by far more Farinoans than Xereanans. It was built into the granite cliffs on either side of the river tunnel, and though its emergency light had provided scant views, Connor had felt the glares of the villagers who dwelled there. They had looked warily upon his army, queer in its appearance as it marched over the river as far as the transhuman eye could see. The villagers also disliked the impediment the BP had placed on economic production, for the BP advance blocked shipping traffic in both directions on the river.


  When the BP had arrived at the village’s main shipping wharf, Connor had halted his army. With his control over the Janzers intact, he forced those who protected the village to take him to visit the village executive. Inside his lavish residence, Maurice Yealoronoaros, Executive of Santonian Village, had sat upon a long diamond bench with his legs crossed. He wore dark green mascara and a wig shaped like twisted phoenix feathers. Four Jurinarian migrant women surrounded him. They wore silk pants and no shoes. Above their waists, animated tattoos of penguins and snowflakes and glaciers danced over their naked skin as they vigorously fanned the executive with long blue-colored fern leaves.


  Connor had also felt the sweat budding on his own brow. Though the village’s coolant system relied on gravity, rather than electricity, it wasn’t as robust as Farino City’s had been. He also felt the strain from maintaining a solid layer atop Beimeni River; he didn’t realize how exhausted it had made him until he’d entered the executive’s residence.


  “What do you want?” the executive had asked in a thick Farinoan accent, waving his painted nails. “Sustenance for an army of fifty thousand, my boy,” Pirro had replied, and when the executive spouted off obscenities, Connor added, “And your silence.” The executive had made a clicking sound with his tongue and uncrossed his legs. “Why shouldn’t I kill you BP traitors right now?” Yealoronoaros eyed his guards, who stepped into the shivering light provided by torches scattered about. They held pulse rifles, the tips glowing blue, ready to fire.


  Connor looked up. He telekinetically lifted the pulse rifles from the guardsmen’s hands and reversed them in midair. Pirro and Connor exchanged a glance, then they both looked at the executive. Pirro raised his brow. “You were saying?”


  Over the next few hours, as the blackout had lingered, Connor’s army weaved into the village’s sinuous pathways and rationed sustenance, with the neediest given priority. Connor welcomed the respite in the march. He’d toured the village, greeting many. He’d shaken their hands and kissed their cheeks, disproving all the unfounded rumors about the BP spread over decades by Lady Isabelle and the commonwealth. The Santonians confirmed what Connor had known in Farino Prison: Chancellor Masimovian was, indeed, dead, gunned down, purportedly, by the Beimeni Polemon. Connor had found that last bit hard to believe but held his tongue. He dared not either insult his hosts or attempt to contact the BP, lest he give away his position to the commonwealth.


  Connor had placed his faith in the executive, who telepathically ordered his people to provide aid and comfort to Connor’s army. They slept in the streets and alleys and along the shores of Beimeni River. Connor had lain on the sand and closed his eyes but couldn’t sleep, for while he could influence Janzers, he couldn’t hope to subdue the thoughts of two hundred thousand residents. Even if they didn’t contact the commonwealth’s agents in Beimeni City, Marstone might still pick up their musings about the BP army.


  More troubling was the news that Prime Minister Carillon Decca had also been executed in Luxor City. “That puts Antosha in Masimovian Tower, my boy,” Pirro had told Connor. Connor learned that Antosha had already announced an inaugural ceremony in Beimeni City, which suggested he didn’t plan on holding on to his “designate” title for very long.


  Now Connor turned to Pirro. “If Antosha were to find out about our escape from Farino and our march through the North, do you suppose he’d send Minister Mueriniti provisions, or would he secure his power in Phanes first?”


  “That’s the million benari question, my boy,” Pirro said. “Your telekinetic abilities made the difference in Santonian Village. But Yealoronoaros isn’t a skilled telepath. The minister is as talented as your father with the ZPF.”


  Connor couldn’t concern himself about a skilled telepath like Mueriniti, not if he were to take on the best of them all: Lady Isabelle and Antosha Zereoue. “I’m prepared for battle,” he said, “but will rely on you to keep our army organized.”


  “They and I are yours to command,” Pirro said.


  The BP marched for a while, seeing nothing, smelling moss and humidity, listening to the faint movement of water at the river tunnel’s edges, where Connor didn’t solidify it. He knew that water from the commonwealth’s coolant system ran off into the rivers, so if he’d kept the entire width of the river tunnel solid, the top would soon flood.


  By the time they arrived at the border of Xerean City, electrical power had returned to the territory. Connor looked up and noticed, as with other parts of the commonwealth he’d visited over the last year, not all the Granville sky panels in Xerean had ignited. He swiveled his head. The wards they marched between lay on the city’s border but weren’t shanty wards. They were built into the granite, not unlike Santonian Village. But unlike Santonian Village, or any other village Connor had seen, the apartment units here were faced with glass and garnet, lined with diamond and sunstone. He closed his eyes, pushing his vision outward, into the ZPF.


  Pirro seemed to know Connor had expanded his consciousness. “What does it look like, my boy?”


  Connor opened his eyes and observed the sprawling city from above and beyond. “It’s beautiful. The river is wider and has a rougher current here than in Farino City, snaking between canyons of stone, beneath archways within the aqueducts, three in all, built in concentric circles.” The city, he realized, wasn’t so much organized as a singular place hollowed into the earth, as most Beimenian cities were, as it was five separate ones, built into mountains of granite. Or at least they looked like mountains to Connor.


  Xerean, the place of sculptures, he thought.


  At the north, south, east, and west sides of the city, the mountains were chiseled, as if part of an elaborate sculpture, with the pointed tops and parts of the sides left unsmoothed, but with much of it artfully hollowed into buildings and apartment units, all with tall windows lined with sunstone. The outer and middle aqueducts were built through the mountains of granite, while the inner aqueduct surrounded the central mountain. Water streamed down all the mountainside cliffs into the rushing rapids of Beimeni River. The top of the city center looked like a terraformed plateau, covered with colorful flora—


  “Cornelius?” Pirro said.


  Connor found his voice. “I see where we have to go,” he said. “The citadel and acropolis are on the plateau in the city center. The stairs leading to the citadel are lined with guardsmen and … the minister.” She looked like a boar standing upon the citadel’s main terrace, gazing in Connor’s direction. Her reddish-orange eyes looked upon him ominously and her fat face twisted into a hideous scowl. He felt a sting in his head, as if diamond daggers twisted in his eyes.


  “I’ve lost my connection to the ZPF,” he said. He lost sight of the city’s innards. “She knows we’re here.”


  Connor put up his hand and gave the stop signal. His army halted behind him.


  “Here they come,” Pirro said.


  Connor sensed the nearing transhuman presence as well, though he couldn’t see them. Four specs in the distance soon materialized, flying closer, closer. Connor broke apart slabs of granite from the cliffs on either side of him and brought them over his army’s vanguard. He tried to reach the approaching transhumans in the ZPF but was blocked. He suspected the minister hindered his connection. Finally, four guardsmen of Xerean Citadel arrived, hovering upon rocketcycles.


  “Cornelius Selendia,” one of them said, and when Connor nodded, “you are denied passage through Xerean City.”


  “On whose authority?”


  “Minister Nataya Mueriniti.”


  Not Antosha Zereoue, Connor thought. “I will speak with her in person.”


  The guards looked at each other, hesitant to decide. Then Connor sensed their communications in the ZPF, though he couldn’t discern what they said, or to whom they spoke.


  “We will escort you to Xerean Citadel,” a different guard said.


  Connor looked to Pirro, who nodded. In his head, Connor heard Pirro’s voice: If she’s willing to speak with you, my boy, there’s a chance.


  Connor moved the granite slabs away from the vanguard, leaning them against the river banks. A guard descended to Connor and turned the rocketcycle around, Connor assumed, for him to hop on the back.


  “I can’t keep the river top solid and go with you,” Connor said. He’d need his full concentration in Mueriniti’s presence. “My army must be allowed to shelter in the city. You have my word they will not harm any Xereanan.”


  Again, the guards looked at each other and communicated through the ZPF. One of them said, “The army will remain at the base of Mount Lilien.”


  Connor led his army over the river, beneath the outer, middle, and inner aqueducts, into the city center and Mount Lilien, topped by the terraformed plateau, citadel, and acropolis. A thin sheet of waterfalls fell over the wharf, which surrounded the cylindrical granite mount. It was so wide that from where Connor stood he couldn’t see the other end where it curved. Parts of it contained archways through which Xereanans lingered. They dressed in bodysuits and lab coats, primarily, though some wore tunics. All had bronze skin that looked taut and vibrant.


  Connor kept the river’s top layer solid until all his army made it safely to the sands, the wharf, and the carved-out base of Mount Lilien. They lifted off their Janzer visors and helmets and mingled with the crowd. Connor unfroze the river top and stepped over the sands, following the guards.


  “He can’t come with you,” one of them said to Pirro.


  Pirro put his hand on Connor’s shoulder. “He’s not going anywhere without me, my boy.”


  “Then neither of you will meet with Minister Mueriniti.” The guard pushed his head towards the army. “And they’re all under arrest.”


  Connor exhaled deeply. He didn’t come this far to be stopped by these guardsmen or their minister. “Pirro, stay here with our men and women.” And he sent: If I’m betrayed, you must lead them out of here to the great city and finish it.


  Reluctantly, Pirro turned away, and Connor began the schlep up a long staircase to the middle of Mount Lilien, where hundreds of cylindrical elevators stood in wait. He and the guards took one that zigzagged through the stone.


  When the alloy door spun open, the citadel, prehistoric fauna, Beimenian flora, twenty more guardsmen, and the minister awaited them. The ancient animals grazed in grasslands on either side of the citadel, while a creature of a different sort awaited Connor’s arrival. The minister’s layers and layers of silk robes and sashes in her long, wavy hair flowed in the strong artificial gusts. She wasn’t alluring in the way her city was, but the way she stood with one foot in front of the other, her head slightly turned, her lips lifted in a crooked smile that might’ve been a sneer, held an elegance Connor didn’t expect.


  He looked up beyond her to the glass dome of Xerean Citadel shimmering under the territory’s red Granville sun. The Flags of Beimeni and Xerean Territory flapped from carbyne poles in the autumn-scented winds.


  He turned back to the stairs and took cautious steps. His escorts rejoined their comrades, who stood in formation on either side. Though their arms were bare, they wore carbyne armor and helmets, with slits in front of their eyes, noses, and mouths, flecked with sunstone. They held their diamond swords with both hands on the hilts, the points on the ground. Connor felt all their eyes upon him as he ascended to the dais where Minister Mueriniti stood.


  She looked him over suspiciously, flapping her long eyelashes in a way that made her cheeks jiggle. She took a fisherman’s grip of his chin, moved his face to one side, then the other, examining him. Connor’s heart pounded and his mind raced. He sensed the minister searching his consciousness. Had he erred in bringing his army to Mount Lilien? Should he have found another way to Beimeni City?


  “My, my, so it is true,” Mueriniti said.” She released him. Connor rubbed his jaw. “Jeremiah Selendia has a second son.”


  “He had three sons,” Connor corrected. He didn’t feel a need to lie to the minister, given her telepathic reach. “My brother Hans died in a Jubilee and my brother Zorian is … estranged.”


  “Is he?” The minister inclined her head and lifted her lips, then looked toward her guardsmen on the stairs.


  Animated tattoos of sea life. Connor was so distracted during his ascent that he’d missed them. “Zorian?” he said, wondering if this were some trick, some illusion the commonwealth was using against him.


  “It’s no trick,” the minister said, as if she knew his thoughts. She hand-signaled the man with the tattoos.


  He sheathed his sword and removed his helmet, letting it clank and roll down the stairs. Zorian Selendia took several steps before three guards cut him off, pointing their swords at him in the front and at his sides. He gave the minister the grin that Connor knew so well, so confident, so cunning, so dangerous.


  Zorian held up his hands. “We’re all friends here, aren’t we?”


  “What’re you doing here?” Connor asked. He thought about all the BP from Blackeye Cavern who had died and were dying presently upon the islands in Farino Prison. “Do you understand what you’ve done to our people?”


  The minister spoke in a language Connor didn’t understand. Her guards lowered their swords and retook their positions on the stairs.


  Connor turned to the minister and bowed deeply. “With your permission, Minister, I’d like to speak to my brother for one hour, alone.”


  The minister raised her brow, then twisted toward Xerean Acropolis behind her, beyond the colorful fields. “You have one hour.” She glared at Connor, then turned back to Zorian. “After that the boy and I shall continue our negotiations.”


  The boy, Connor thought, seething. He pursed his lips, trying his best not to insult the minister. His army, and his Polemon operation to end the war, depended on him controlling his emotions.


  “You’d best be careful, Minister,” Zorian said, looking at his little brother, “he’s not the Cornelius I knew in Piscator any longer. He might bring more pain to you than you might to him.”


  Mueriniti chuckled, her three chins jiggling, then hand-signaled her guards. In a movement unseen, one unlatched a Reassortment baton and rapped it into Zorian’s neck. He screamed violently and dropped, overcome by spasms. The animals that surrounded the citadel, grazing in the fields, took breaks from feasting to bellow in various prehistoric tones.


  Connor knelt to Zorian, who still shook from the dosage of E. agony.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Connor said. “Why can’t you fight back?”


  Zorian raised a shaking finger to his temple and tapped it.


  Connor looked at Mueriniti with rage in his eyes. “What have you done to him?”


  “Your traitorous brother has annoyed everyone, it seems. The commonwealth has put a bounty on him as large as the one on you.”


  Connor moved to unsheathe his diamond sword but stopped when the minister waved her forefinger.


  “My, my, you’re not as bright as Lutetia assured me.”


  For half a heartbeat, Connor felt something that might’ve been fear, until he quelled it. “Whose side are you on?”


  “Much has changed since your little jailbreak.” The minister hand-signaled her guards again, and this time they helped Zorian to his feet. “Your traitorous brother is my hostage to ensure the BP holds up their end of the bargain.” She frowned at Zorian. “Poor boy here wants to please his daddy, who also, for a time, wanted him imprisoned.” She turned to Connor. “Chancellor Masimovian is dead and Antosha Zereoue has recalled all Janzers to the inner territories and Palaestra.”


  The minister turned and eyed the Flag of Xerean, flying just a bit higher than the Flag of Beimeni, Connor now realized.


  “Who’s to suggest we Beimenians are one?” the minister continued. “The precepts? Who’s precepts? A dead chancellor’s?”


  “You’re going to … break away?”


  “My, my, maybe you are a fast one. Perhaps Lutetia was right.” Mueriniti raised her chin defiantly. “The lesser territories have seceded. Why shouldn’t the North?” Connor tried to speak, but the minister spoke over him. “They fucked us,” she added, “fucked us for so long we lost our dignity.” She leaned closer to Connor. “I’m done being fucked.”


  The minister swept her massive arm out as if to brush it across the universe. “For decades that wench Lutetia set the Janzers upon our territories. Oh, she thought she was so smart, blowing up our supply lines, turning our people against Jeremiah and his Beimeni Polemon. I sent them traitors as required, yet the attacks continued. All the while they placed the blame on the BP, and I went along with their little game. And here we are, the chancellor is dead and that bitch is going to seize more control with Antosha than she ever had with Masimovian.” The minister raised her voice. “He took his Janzers from my territory, and they will return over my fat fucking dead body.”


  With that she rumbled down the stairs, silk and hair floating behind her. “You have one hour, boy!” She continued her raucous descent. The guards rushed down the stairs behind her. “One hour! Then you, your brother, and your army are mine!”


  Zorian had recovered from the baton jab, though a bruise had begun to crop out on his neck. He rubbed it. He wasn’t as muscular as Connor remembered.


  “You once asked me what a barracuda looks like, little brother,” Zorian said. He pushed his head down toward the minister’s party, which weaved over a walkway to a separate entrance into the citadel. “There’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen.” He cracked his neck.


  Connor laughed. “The minister implied we should go to the acropolis.”


  “After you.”


  Silently, they treaded across the sunstone slab through the open part of the citadel to the other side and down the steps, then made their way along a winding cobblestone path between colorful trees and prehistoric fauna, the Megatherium with their bulbous salt-and-pepper tails, dark fur and three claws, and Megaloceros, the elk with antlers the width of a transhuman, and Glypotodon, the domed turtle-like giants that Connor knew weighed more than one thousand kilograms. The fields smelled like burning firewood, and Connor remembered his nightmare, the one on the Island of Reverie in the forest, when Hans and he were swept away by a rising tide.


  “Murray told me you abandoned us in Beimeni City,” Connor said.


  Zorian said nothing and revealed nothing in either his expression or in the ZPF. They moved between the sunstone pillars of the acropolis and stepped onto its polished surface. Connor grabbed Zorian by the arm and turned him so that they looked upon each other face-to-face. “Brother,” he yelled, “why didn’t you help us escape the capital?”


  Zorian broke free, then grabbed Connor by the throat and squeezed. “You touch me like that again and I’ll throw you off this cliff.”


  Connor calmed his emotions and focused his energy in the ZPF. He overpowered Zorian’s connection to the quantum universe and slowly, methodically unfurled Zorian’s fingers from his throat, then lifted his eldest brother in the air.


  “Connor?” Zorian said.


  Connor didn’t reply. He blocked Zorian’s quantum connection, lifting him higher off the ground, and moved with him to the edge of the acropolis, to the end of Mount Lilien. He held Zorian airborne above the white rapids of Beimeni River, rushing one hundred fifty meters below.


  “You will tell me,” Connor said, “or I will drop you.”


  Zorian laughed, softly then uncontrollably. “Ah, if Father could see you now, little brother, how angry he’d be … that you’ve turned into me.”


  Connor pulled Zorian back to him and threw him on the acropolis’s stone ground.


  From his hands and knees, Zorian eyed his brother with contempt. “You want to know the truth?”


  “I want to know why you turned on your family.”


  “I love my family.” Zorian stood and wiped his arms.


  “You have a very strange way of showing it.”


  “You think because you have a superior connection to the ZPF you understand more than the rest of society.” His voice turned cruel. “You think because Hans treated you with E. evolution and Aera and Father taught you how to control your connection to the cosmos you’re unstoppable. Well let me explain something to you, little brother, I fought for my family for decades before you were even born. I killed commonwealth agents, I killed so easily and quickly I was once the synbio thief, supplying the BP with all our resources until Aera took my place.”


  “So that’s it, you’re jealous of anyone who’s better than you, like Hans?”


  Zorian bared his teeth, then oddly, he began to sob. “There’s no end to the cycle, no end to the death. We kill and they kill, and around and around it goes. Our mother …”


  “Died to save my life, the way any sane mother would.”


  “Died because our father wouldn’t do what was necessary and kill Chancellor Masimovian, and they wouldn’t let me kill him, and now it doesn’t even matter. Mother is dead. Hans is dead. Masimovian is dead—”


  “Our people in Blackeye Cavern are also dead, Zorian. Because of what you did—”


  “There you go again, moving your mouth and sounding like Father. I saved more lives by forcing them out. Father in his haste to create homelands rather than extinguish the commonwealth’s iron fist once and for all by killing his brother-in-development put us all at risk to Reassortment exposure. It was a miracle it lasted as long as it did! Those people were about to die in agonizing pain—”


  Boom!


  A pulse blast raced across the acropolis and smashed into Zorian, and though his armor protected his body, the momentum from the shock wave sent him airborne. It all happened so fast.


  Connor rushed to the edge of the acropolis and looked down.


  Zorian splashed into the river.


  Connor turned.


  Pirro stood beside one of the pillars, holding a pulse gun, from the tip of which smoke curled.


  “Why?” Connor demanded. “He was on our side!”


  Pirro dropped the pulse gun and put his head down. When he looked up, he said, “He gave the commonwealth the Hollow.”


  Connor heard Pirro’s thoughts. He fell to his knees.


  Pirro said, “Our great father is dead.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Before Reassortment


   


  Triple Drop Cave


   


  Hengill, Iceland


   


   


  I can’t give up, Oriana thought, not now.


  She rose and chased Dr. Shrader. He stood at the cave’s entrance, looking out, still emitting his strange signals though now they sounded almost like a high-pitched flute. When she got close enough to feel his mind in the ZPF, she tried to retrieve the data he’d stolen. He blocked her, not even bothering to turn around.


  Oriana was exhausted. Less than thirty seconds remained to detonation.


  Either the doctor sensed the imminent destruction of Hengill Laboratory, or something else drew his attention. The signals he’d been emitting ceased. Oriana collapsed, and he dashed out of the cave.


  She willed herself up the incline, crawling over the slippery stones up to the entrance.


  The blasts of the geothermal vents shook the ridge. The ground vibrated. Steam and lava erupted.


  The bombs, Oriana thought.


  She leaned against the mossy stone, injecting herself with uficilin. The relief it spread through her didn’t feel as good as it normally did—the mission had not gone as planned. Surely, the Reassortment Strain had escaped containment by now. Oriana wondered how long it would take for the strain to mutate into the killer of transhumankind. She didn’t plan to find out.


  She descended the ridge and knelt and took cover as she neared the lake. Stealth helicopters, at least fifteen, flew through the fog over Lake Thingvallavatn. Thousands of Hengill Guard barricaded the shoreline—and the island and the portal.


  Two shadows moved through the mist. I’m trapped, Oriana thought.


  She reached for her sword and pulse gun but found neither. She must have lost them in Triple Drop Cave. Oriana stood and shifted her weight to her left leg, ready to give the last of her energy to a fierce roundhouse kick.


  The arctic fox and another of its pack emerged. Oriana straightened. She connected to them through the ZPF and opened the compartment on her synsuit, revealing hundreds of sucrose rations. She held them out, then sent images of the lakeshore to the foxes, hoping they would understand she wanted them to swarm it.


  The foxes hopped over sinuous lava streams and disappeared into the ridge.


  Oriana smiled. Gods be with you, she thought, then jogged between the hissing vents to higher ground.


  A sound, a loud squawk this time, spread over the ridge. Again, it carried the Lorum’s alien signals.


  Whatever frequency they used, it was crippling. Oriana pressed her hands to her helmet near her ears and knelt. Her eyes watered involuntarily.


  Above, the helicopters crashed in a cacophony of scraping alloy and bursting engines, influenced, it seemed, by Shrader’s attack. The night filled with gunfire and missiles.


  When the signals ceased, she ran toward the lake. The doctor’s rampage, downing the Western Hegemony Guard, might’ve allowed his access to the portal, but it also allowed her freedom to roam through the ridge.


  Upon her approach, hundreds of foxes rushed down the ridge, through the smoke, hopping over streams of lava and water.


  On the lakeshore and the small island, the Western Hegemony Guard lay unconscious or dead, she couldn’t tell. Shrader stood beyond them. His arms were raised. What was he doing? Oriana hid behind a boulder.


  The foxes drew closer to Oriana, drawing Shrader’s attention. He manipulated the mist, revealing their onslaught and Oriana’s position.


  Shards of dark blue phosphorescent light swirled around Shrader and the time portal.


  She sensed his presence in the ZPF. He’d learned from Ruiner, it seemed, for he was altering the portal, manipulating the exotic matter, connecting the particles to another place, another time.


  Suddenly Shrader turned and raised his fist. The boulder that shielded Oriana burst, the shock wave blowing her back as easily as a phoenix feather.


  The foxes moved away from her, howling, running, dying.


  Oriana rolled and found her footing. She rushed through the ridge, staying low, picking her way to the lake’s shore, avoiding the lava streams, hiding behind shards of stone and moss, left, then right, closer, closer. By the time she got there, Shrader was no longer visible on the island. Dead foxes lay scattered about with the Western Hegemony Guard, who were, in fact, dead.


  Oriana bit back tears. She peered back over what was left of Hengill. Thick smoke billowed up and snaked over the ridge. A black rain began to fall, mixing with the fog, covering Oriana with sooty drops.


  She swam to the island. Though it wasn’t far, the strokes felt as if they drained all her energy. She was without the Reassortment Strain, stuck in the past at the time of the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, and only the gods knew what Shrader planned next.


  Oriana knelt near the icy, fiery portal, its bluish tentacles swirling here and there in the mist.


  Shrader thought he could alter the timescape. Where, or when, might he go?


  Oriana pushed her hand into the feelers. She connected to the ZPF and the exotic matter.


  He’s gone back to Beimeni.


  Her eyes widened when she ascertained the potential point the particles opened in the timescape: 327 AR.


  Of course. The year when Shrader’s wife died in stasis—on her father’s watch.


  She used the ZPF to manipulate the exotic matter, similar to the way Ruiner and Shrader had. She slipped into the portal, following Shrader through space and time …


  … and when she exited, the portal illuminated a hallway in the Ventureño Facility. Oriana rushed through the labyrinth, turning right, left, right, left, right, left, left, right, to what she assumed was the Janzer checkpoint at the Reassortment Research Center, but which was instead labeled CRYO ROOM.


  She rounded the desk. The Janzer division that should’ve been standing guard lay upon the ground in pools of blood, their visors gashed.


  Oriana shifted her likeness into that of a Janzer.


  At the sound of screams, she hid beside an archway. Scientists in biomat suits rushed past her.


  When the way was clear again, she entered the Cryo Room, which was more the size of a great hall, lined with 335 stasis tanks, each resembling the one Dr. Shrader had emerged from in Faraway Hall. She stood on a skywalk, overlooking the many rows.


  The overhead lighting had malfunctioned. Green emergency lights still illuminated the stasis tanks.


  Oriana sensed Shrader in the ZPF, and, more troubling, she also sensed Antosha. Had she leapt forward to 368 AR by mistake? Was this new Cryo Room Antosha’s doing? Did he alter the Ventureño Facility when she left?


  A scream echoed through the Cryo Room. Oriana rushed around the skywalk and down the stairs to the room’s base level, searching. She weaved between the stasis tanks, drawn to the scream and the sounds of diamond upon metal.


  At the stasis tank that held Shrader, Oriana stopped. He looked so much the way she remembered him, lanky and peaceful, not the menace he’d become. So this was 327 AR, then. And somewhere in this room, Luella Shrader was still alive. But why had she sensed Antosha? Where was he? What was he doing here, in this time?


  She heard a man speaking. She was too far away to make out the words, but his voice sounded familiar from her development in House Summerset.


  Lord Nero Silvana, she thought.


  This spurred her to move faster. She weaved around the stasis tanks, looking for nooks or adjoining rooms. Where were they? She could only see twenty meters ahead in the dim green light.


  Oriana heard a woman’s voice, also familiar, the same one she’d heard sing to Antosha: Haleya Decca.


  “Antosha,” she screamed, “help us!”


  When Oriana rounded the next stasis tank, she found four Janzers lying upon the ground, their visors shattered, blood streaming.


  Antosha, in a biomat, stood between her father and Shrader, defending Broden.


  Father …


  Oriana had dreamed of meeting her parents in House Summerset. Not like this.


  She took controlled breaths, calming her emotions the way Lady Parthenia had taught her and turned to Antosha. Although she recognized his energy signature, he looked nothing like the man she knew. The scowl that seemed built into his face was absent, and he had a clear bronze complexion; somehow, even with the present circumstance, he looked less stressed than she’d ever seen him in the future. Nor was he acting like himself, risking his life for her father’s.


  Who was this man?


  And what did Dr. Shrader plan to do here in 327? Did he really think he could change the future, save his wife, and go back to a time any one of them would recognize?


  Part of her hoped Shrader would kill Antosha, save her the effort. Then another thought struck her. Shrader wasn’t here to kill Antosha. He’d arrived to kill her father, thinking that would save Luella.


  The doctor charged Antosha and her father. Why didn’t Antosha stop him, she wondered, through the ZPF? Was he not yet powerful?


  Luckily, I am, Oriana thought. She connected to the ZPF, just as Antosha would, seeing Shrader not as a man covered with the Lorum synsuit in a shade of pure silver, but as his pure energy in the universe.


  She took control of Shrader’s mind and body. He halted and twisted his neck at an odd angle, then collapsed to the ground.


  Gods, oh gods, what have I done? Oriana tried to connect to Shrader through the ZPF, but there was no bridge to cross, no signals to be found. She’d killed the Legend—and lost the data he’d stolen from her.


  Part of her wanted to cry out louder than the Lorum, but there wasn’t time. The exotic matter in the portal would soon dissipate, and the connection between past and present would disappear.


  “Well done,” her father said.


  “I didn’t do this,” Antosha said. He furrowed his brow and stepped forward, as if to examine the silver assassin, who lay on the ground.


  “I will handle the traitor,” Oriana said. She sounded like a Janzer. The real ones would arrive soon, she knew.


  Antosha turned, and Oriana saw her chance. His loyalty toward her father did give her pause, but then she remembered what Antosha would do later on and steadied herself. Here stood the man who’d tricked her parents and murdered her mother, more vulnerable than she’d ever seen him. Whether or not she could change the future, justice was hers to deliver if she acted now.


  She approached him, slyly grasping her diamond dagger, inching it out of her belt. A woman cut in front of her.


  Haleya Decca hugged Oriana. “We thank you for your service.” She looked stunning, even in a biomat, a small mole next to her lips, colorful mascara upon her lashes, the curves to her body that would make her fit to be one of Masimovian’s maidens. She smiled in a way that made Oriana despise her, for the joy in it was something she’d not known since her early days of development. And surely, this woman who still, even after her death, could stir Antosha’s heart, must not have understood then what he’d later become.


  As fast as the impulse to cut Antosha came to Oriana, it escaped. Tears welled in her eyes. She blinked them away and sheathed the dagger, all the while shielding her mind from the ZPF and Marstone. Oddly, she didn’t feel Antosha, or her father, try to breach her field in the quantum universe. Perhaps they didn’t notice her drawing the dagger or her other strange behavior. Janzers usually traveled in groups, or pairs, though Shrader killed many of them; it provided her cover, for now. But her moment had passed in any case. She’d do well now to escape with her life, her trespass in this time unnoticed.


  Oriana bowed to Haleya. She made eye contact with Antosha, Heywood, her father, his striker, and his strategist. Then Damy stepped forward. She smiled and held out her hand. Oriana averted her gaze. It was too much to take in, meeting her mother here, for the first time. More than anything she wanted to run to her and hug her, despite Damy’s many mistakes and flaws which Noria had described. Here stood her mother, alive, beautiful, and clearly in love with her father, by the way she twined her left hand with his.


  What could she do? Might she warn Damy and save her in the future? As much as Oriana desired this, she wondered whether her actions might harm her loved ones later on in ways she couldn’t fathom. Might she save her mother from the events of the Bicentennial only to witness Antosha kill her in some other way? And if the portal closed before Oriana could escape, would she trigger some unknown paradox that might destroy them all? Had she already broken the rules?


  No, she concluded, for she still stood here, and Shrader, it seemed, still lay dead. Her attempt on Antosha’s life had been easily thwarted. So many scientists in the Huelel Facility insisted that they couldn’t change the past, and maybe they were right.


  Oriana shook her mother’s hand.


  “Please remove the traitor,” Damy said. She spoke with the authority of a supreme scientist, though she wasn’t one yet. “We have important work to finish today.”


  The failed Regenesis procedure, Oriana thought. She had to warn them, at least about this. Or did she?


  The Timescape will be unaltered, Mariner had assured them, and Heywood had agreed.


  Oriana found her voice. “Yes, ma’am.” She knelt and lifted Shrader in her arms, then left the Cryo Room, traversing the labyrinth.


  Minutes later, Oriana sat near the portal, its bluish tentacles swirling here and there in the darkness. She pressed her helmet to Shrader’s chest, just to be sure. There was no breath, no pulse, no neural activity. He was gone, and the data with him. She bit her lip. She wouldn’t cry, not now, at the end.


  Oriana let her likeness shift back into her own and wrapped a loop of rappelling wire from her synsuit around her and Shrader.


  “Dr. Shrader, if you can hear me,” she said, “I don’t know what Antosha did to you, but I won’t allow your death to go unpunished, or be forgotten …”


  She manipulated the portal with the ZPF, closed her eyes and fell backward, forward through space and time.


  Part IV:
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    After Reassortment (AR)

  


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Portage City


   


  Portage, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Brody screamed for his twins and thrashed and threw the sheets. He pulled them over his body and sent the holographic vitals next to his gurney into a frenzied spin. Red lights flashed, and warnings blared.


  “Stop this,” a woman said, “you’re safe.”


  Was she real? Her tone wasn’t Damy’s but it was familiar, so familiar …


  She pulled the sheet from his face.


  Brody breathed heavily. “Get away from me.”


  She reached for him. He pulled back and turned away, and saw long sprawling drapes, wooden chandeliers, and silver sconces upon the walls around him. Granville holographic artwork showed a Portagen scene with transports stopped along the city’s clay trenches. There was a rug ringed with dragon’s tails, an oak table and chairs. It smelled of orchards in autumn. What was this place? Was he late for his shift?


  “You’re in Portage Citadel,” the woman said, “in the medical quarters of Minister Kaspasparon.”


  She wore a loose-fitting head wrap and cape, dark yellow with a black-and-white border, like a butterfly. Brody looked around the room. He began to remember: the trip through the tunnels, his escape, and Luke, poor Luke. Was he really in Portage? He had visited the citadel before the Bicentennial and learned then that the minister was allied with the Liberation Front. But where was the minister? Where was Xylia?


  The woman pulled the head scarf down.


  “Gwendolyn,” Brody said.


  She nodded. She didn’t appear at all how he remembered. Her eyes were violet instead of vermillion and silver, her hair golden, her formerly voluptuous figure replaced by one lean and chiseled, yet she reminded him even more of Damy than when he’d met Gwen in the RDD. He remembered his time with her, their visits to the cafés, their discussions about the commonwealth and Reassortment and man’s place in the world, her dreams and her desire to help him find a cure.


  All lies. He gritted his teeth. Then he felt a sensation he hadn’t known in a long time, a tingle, like insects stepping down his spine, a burst of electromagnetic energy, a connection with the ZPF.


  They had reinstalled his neurochip.


  The gods brought you to me, Brody thought. Praise them, I will see justice done, beginning with you.


  He grabbed her throat and squeezed. When the color drained from her cheeks and her eyes turned glossy, he smiled.


  “I’m … no … threat …” she choked. She grasped his forearm. “See my … mind.”


  She guided him in her consciousness to the day in the RDD when Antosha had laid the foundation for their plans, when he had seduced her and used stories about Haleya to trick her. She showed him the plan to humiliate Brody at the Bicentennial.


  Gwen wasn’t aware of the murders to follow.


  Brody found the morning of the Bicentennial. Antosha sat upon an amber stool and played his deodar violin. When he finished, he set her foot across his naked thighs, massaged her toes, and said, “You’re the love of my life, my violin, and together we shall give the commonwealth a show they’ve never seen before.”


  Gwen mourned the deaths, cried and considered ending her own life, and though she didn’t cut open her wrists in her shower or eat a lethal dosage of synism pills, her life transformed. Brody saw the campaign, the fights with Ministers Charles, Kaspasparon, and Decca. He saw Marcel, sweet and mischievous Marcel whom Gwen had thrown over the ledge of his family’s farm in Vivo because Antosha had interfered with her mind.


  Gwen’s tears streamed over his forearm. They felt warm and less welcome than they might have minutes ago. He released his grip. His hands shook, and he swiped tears that flowed through him from Gwen, from his cheeks.


  “I’m a fool,” he said. “I should’ve known a neophyte’s not capable of what you did …”


  Brody peered back into Gwen’s soul, flipping back its pages, for he still didn’t understand why Chancellor Masimovian would’ve brought Antosha back from the Lower Level. Why would he allow a master of telepathy and mayhem, and one with ambition, anywhere near his power? And why did the chancellor grow distrustful of Brody, a strike team captain who had pledged his loyalty to the commonwealth and proved it over and over?


  “Lady Isabelle Lutetia is Antosha’s lover,” Gwen said. Brody couldn’t hide his surprise. “They’ve been planning a coup for many years. It’s underway.”


  “We were all his pawns,” Brody said. And then … then he remembered. “Haleya Decca knew, she knew about Lady Isabelle, and that’s why she—”


  “Killed herself,” Gwen finished.


  “Where’re my twins? Where’re Nero and Verena? Is the minister here? Is Portage Citadel in danger?”


  Gwen wet a cloth and placed it over Brody’s forehead. It felt as welcome as a warm blanket in a Borean ice hotel and smelled of lilies, like Damy. He eased back on the bed and calmed.


  “I’m your ally in this fight, Captain,” she said, “and you will have all the answers to your questions in time. For now, you rest. You’ll need your strength.”


  “For … what …”


  Gwen didn’t respond. She activated a holographic lever over a workstation, and fluids rushed through the intravenous line and short catheter inserted into the vein on his arm, and his world turned blank.


  Night turned to morning in Portage. When Brody awoke and stepped onto the balcony overlooking the lagoon in the citadel’s courtyard, he noted the lack of security below and lack of sky above. Worse than I expected, he thought. Even the stone and minerals on the citadel revealed wear, pieces missing or otherwise disfigured.


  Brody looked out on the labyrinth of clay buildings and skywalks beneath Portage’s silver sun. He felt the city’s fear. Portagens and migrants commuting on the skywalks thought about Chancellor Masimovian’s assassination, about the return of the People’s Captain and the Liberation Front. They thought about the impending inauguration of Antosha Zereoue and the inevitable invasion.


  Brody blocked his mind from theirs, but he couldn’t block his destiny, his chosen destiny. I must lead them now, he thought, lead the Great Commonwealth back from oblivion, and I must find my babies …


  Minister Kaspasparon was accused of housing an enemy of the state, and all Janzer divisions, including those in Portage, were redeployed with a focus on Phanes, Nexirenna, Ope, Vivo, and Palaestra. The minister had spoken with Brody that morning and asked him not to agonize over the chancellor-designate’s actions, for they were inevitable. “He seeks to consolidate and justify his power,” Kaspasparon said, “but he will not succeed. We must act swiftly and decisively if we are to end this war.”


  The Controller had contacted Antosha and informed him of the chaos during the blackout, and of his suspicion that the Middle zone elevators—designed to allow for smooth transfer of Janzers to the Lower Level’s supply chutes—had been commandeered by the BP. When Minister Kaspasparon’s assurances of loyalty had fallen upon deaf ears, he sent a Communiqué of Separation to the Office of the Chancellor. The minister felt sure Antosha would make examples of the secessionist territories—Portage, Gaia, Yeuron, Piscator, Jurinar, Haurachesa, Reanaearo, and Navita—in short order.


  That afternoon, Brody joined the minister, along with Gwen, Xylia, Xylia’s eternal partner, Breccan, and the rest of the BP Leadership who survived, in Ministry Hall. They stood in a circle around a holographic pad that rendered an image of Artemis Square.


  “We have reached the end,” Minister Kaspasparon said.


  He appeared and moved as a working man of Portage, like Brody’s father, with taut skin, athanasized but with a toughness not present in much of the wealthier territories of the Northeast. His medium-blue hair was slicked back and fell to his shoulders, over which lay a hoodless silk cape.


  “I’ve heard worse from the BP in the past,” Brody said, “from a man who isn’t here.” He paused. “Tell me, where is Jeremiah?”


  “You don’t know?” Brooklyn said. “How could you be a skilled telepath and not know—”


  “Just because I can hear doesn’t mean that I choose to listen.”


  “He gave his life to save yours,” Gage said.


  “The Lady Isabelle invaded our western enclave and killed him, along with everyone else who remained,” Zoey said.


  Brody looked down. The news both saddened and relieved him. He would never reconcile with his former mentor, nor would he have to confront him. Jeremiah had often assured Brody the gods preserved the deepest and hottest pits of hell for deceivers.


  He wondered if Jeremiah found peace in that hell. Brody had certainly found none in his, down below.


  A popping noise sounded from the doorway. Brody turned.


  The crystalline entrance to the Ministry Hall cleared.


  Did the gods hear me? Brody thought.


  Verena and Jocelyn entered. Verena looked exhausted, her hair matted, dark circles beneath her dark violet eyes, rimmed with wrinkles. Or was it cuts? The child’s face was even worse, covered with dirty sweat.


  “Ah, Lady Verena,” Kaspasparon said. “I trust you’ve met my friends in Gaia.”


  “Minister Portia sends her regards.” Verena massaged her shoulder. “Next time, I hope you’ll arrange for more comfortable transport. I thought I was going to have to use the suicidal z-disk she gave me.”


  “We came here in boxes,” Jocelyn said, grinning.


  “The merchants of Transport City smuggle precious cargo, indeed.” Minister Kaspasparon turned to Jocelyn. “I’m sorry to say that children are not permitted here, young one.”


  “I’m not a child,” Jocelyn said, wagging her finger, the remains of her sausage curls bobbing. “I swept the Polemon passageways, took anyone Jerry gave me, made my way in the darkness, alone! Sometimes afraid, though not of the dark, nope! But that didn’t matter; I helped Lady Verena take our friends along the Underground Passage! And that makes me as much a Polemon as anyone else here.” She set her hands on her hips.


  Jeremiah’s Leadership, the minister, and Brody were confounded. Kaspasparon said, “I suppose an exception can be made for a child with such … eloquent speech … at such a youthful age …”


  “Who are you?” Zoey said.


  “I’m Verena Iglehart, and this is Jocelyn Vertulli, and we were smuggled here on orders from Jeremiah Selendia.”


  “You’re alive,” Brody said. The last time he’d been with her, she had been lying on a gurney in a medically induced coma because of Antosha’s genetic strike.


  Verena grinned and ran to him. They hugged tightly. “Captain,” she said, “please, accept my apology.”


  “No need for that,” Brody said. He held her at arm’s length. It was so good to see her up and about again. “You’re here, I’m here, and—”


  “The flow of time is against us,” Kaspasparon interrupted. He swept around the holograms, his cape slipping over the ground. “The parameters of our predicament are as follows.” He adjusted the renditions, shifting it to Farino Territory and Reassortment Hall. “First, if word over the Underground Passage is correct, a group of prisoners in Farino were transferred to Reassortment Hall, where they await what we assume will be multiple transhuman trials in the coming days, or something worse.”


  Kaspasparon raised his hand, altering the view before them to Beimeni City, the Fountain of Youth, and Masimovian Tower. “Secondly, Antosha’s inauguration nears, and this may be our only opportunity to strike, with the enemy weak, his defenses and his hold on the commonwealth in disarray—”


  “The people presently stand with him,” Xander said.


  “They mourn Chancellor Masimovian,” Zoey said, shaking her fist, nodding, “and ever-savvy is the young chancellor-to-be. He awed the commonwealth with his Regenesis presentation, but won the hearts and minds of a tired, failing commonwealth with his declaration of thirty days and nights of holiday, games, and performances in Hammerton Hall, all complimentary, in honor of the late chancellor.”


  “You can’t mean to act so soon after Masimovian’s death,” Isaiah said.


  “Please, be at ease,” Kaspasparon said. He pushed out his palms. He knew these people in ways Brody did not. “The crowd is fickle. One day they are in love with Masimovian, the next with his murderer.”


  “But they don’t know Antosha is the culprit,” Brooklyn said, “and neither do we. We’ve no proof. Theories aren’t proof.”


  “I think we do,” Kaspasparon said. He turned to Gwen. “Isn’t that right?”


  “What’s she doing here?” Verena said. The whites of her eyes expanded. She reached for her side as if she searched for a pulse gun. “She’ll lead him directly to us! If she hasn’t already …”


  “Calm down, Verena,” Brody said. He pushed Verena’s arms down and held her back.


  “You of all people should know what she’s capable of! And what she did for Antosha after Masimovian sent you away—”


  “Not by choice!” Gwen said.


  Verena calmed, for there was only truth in Gwen’s voice. Brody released her.


  “And as for Damy, I didn’t know.” Gwen looked to Brody, then back to Verena. “I swear it. I didn’t willingly campaign for Antosha or kill my own brother-in-development. I loved him, and I’ll never forget who tricked me. I’m with you to the end.”


  “Ah, the end,” Kaspasparon said. “The end is here, Captain, and what your people require is a viable contingency plan to raid Phanes and Reassortment Hall, simultaneously, in a manner that cannot be repelled.”


  “I suppose every man, woman, and child in the Liberation Front is prepared to die,” Verena said. She brushed a layer of dust away from her chest.


  “They are,” Kaspasparon said.


  In the days that followed, Minister Kaspasparon dispatched his messengers along what remained of the Underground Passage. Word spread that the People’s Captain awaited all able-bodied men and women who sought to confront the new chancellor in Phanes—a suicidal operation if there ever was one.


  The smugglers gathered a force tens of thousands strong, traveling by river, stream, supply line, and sewer—an unprecedented consolidation of the Liberation Front.


  The Leadership also learned the identities of the prisoners transferred from Farino Prison to Reassortment Hall, Nero among them. This revelation led Verena to designate herself for the rescue operation. Brody didn’t argue. They also learned that a huge BP contingent had escaped from Farino Prison, but as yet, neither the commonwealth nor the Front knew their whereabouts.


  “Surely in this time of mourning and healing,” Breccan said, “the new chancellor doesn’t plan Jubilees.”


  “I don’t know what his plan is for the prisoners,” Brody said.


  He manipulated the holograms over a Granville sphere in Portage Citadel’s great hall, rendering visible the Volano Gates. They were made of carbyne and led to the transport tubes that led to Reassortment Hall. Under normal circumstances, fifty Janzer divisions guarded the gates, and could flood it to stop any attempt to pass through.


  Brody turned to Breccan. “You and Xylia will accompany Verena to Volano. We cannot leave our comrades to whatever devilry Antosha has planned.”


  “Agreed,” Kaspasparon said. He looked at Verena. “I have no doubt Jeremiah’s son, Connor, is responsible for the unprecedented escape from Farino Prison.”


  “I’ve not felt his presence in the ZPF,” Brody said.


  “That doesn’t mean anything,” Verena said. “He’d grown powerful before his capture. He could be concealing himself, and his people, through the ZPF.”


  “But he was overwhelmed by Antosha before,” Brody said. “Can we trust him to do what’s necessary now?”


  “I don’t know,” Verena said, “but I suspect we will need his talent before the end.”
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  “They’ve been waiting for you,” Minister Kaspasparon said.


  The minister stood among the Leadership. The BP, including Brody, wore chameleon fatigues and carbyne body armor streaked with strips of white phosphorescent light on the sides.


  Gwen also stood with the BP. “We’re all with you, Captain,” she said, nodding. She’d put her hair into a bun. Around her neck, an animated tattoo swirled in the shape of a rose. It swayed gently as if caught in a breeze upon her skin. Gwen’s way, Brody assumed, of showing solidarity with the BP, which was founded in the South.


  Brody moved out to the terrace upon Portage Citadel’s main level. His shaved face gleamed with sweat, while his trimmed hair peaked to a ridge near his forehead, like a striker. He scanned his army, spread over thousands of skywalks and limestone, alloy, and clay rooftops: growers from Vivo, electrical engineers from Gaia, Granville panel operators from Cineris, musicians from Marshlands, fishermen from Piscator, sailors from Jurinar, submarine operators from Haurachesa, bakers from Reanaearo, entrepreneurs from Yeuron, traders from Navita, men and women who carried weapons they’d never used. Brody lifted and lowered his chin. Despite their shortcomings, he believed this army could achieve the impossible, for he felt their determination, their hatred for Antosha and the system that brought him to power.


  “The question,” Kaspasparon said as he leaned over, placing his hands upon the balustrade, “is this: Are you ready to lead them?”


  Brody looked up to the minister. “He knows we’re coming.”


  “If that’s true,” Brooklyn said from behind them, “then why hasn’t he called off the inauguration?”


  Brody turned. “Antosha Zereoue fears no one. He holds the inauguration because he must, because he sees himself as invincible.”


  “Is he?” Gage said.


  “He’s still transhuman.”


  “Don’t underestimate him,” Gwen said. She raised her head and tilted it. “During the Regenesis procedure, he coordinated the counterstrike in the Inaccessible Region of the West and manipulated my and Connor’s minds, to perfection.”


  “I understand,” Brody said. She has no idea what I’m capable of, he thought, no idea that I taught him, I created him, and I alone can undo him.


  His thoughts moved to his twins, held in Phanes. The army that stood here, ready to die for him, didn’t matter. His feelings of anger and fear didn’t matter. Reassortment didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Pasha and Oriana lived.


  Papa’s coming, he thought.


  He stepped closer to the balustrade and raised his arms. The BP roared. He threw his head back, closed his eyes, and extended his mind over them, like a blanket over a baby. The BP slipped into Brody’s past on Venus.


  They glanced here and there, to the smoky geysers, flowing lava, and swirling orange-red clouds overhead.


  “Follow me now,” Brody said. “See through my eyes, hear through my ears, live through my body, past, present, and future.”


  The BP shifted their attention to Brody and ignored the searing heat, deadly air, and vibrating ground, which trembled beneath their feet.


  “Follow me now,” he repeated.


  The Venusian groundswell disappeared.


  The BP hung in the void of outer space with Brody, between Earth and the moon, between past and present. The Polemon raised their arms to shield their eyes from the sun’s violent light.


  “I’ve seen the other end of the galaxy, I’ve seen the surface of the Earth, I’ve seen the center of Vigna, I’ve seen advanced life, life at depths transhumans never thought possible. Now you’ve all seen what I can do, the skills that lie behind the true reasoning for my exile from the commonwealth.


  “Trust me when I tell you that when Antosha Zereoue slaps your minds with his telepathic onslaught, I will defend you with all that I am.


  “Trust me when I tell you that when I create a world to unite our consciousness as one, Antosha Zereoue will seek to split us apart.


  “When the way seems blocked, I will set you free. Trust me.”


  The Earth spun, blackness shifted to day, and the BP floated through clouds, over trees, beyond oceans and mountains, down to a clearing on the Island of Reverie.


  “Follow me now.”


  The green grass glistened with dew. Birds, foxes, rabbits, and chipmunks filled the air with chirping and barking sounds. The air was fresh enough to heal the soul.


  “Our escape from inside the Earth, a phantom of the Earth shaped by men and women and synisms as a potter crafts a slab of clay, is the ultimate goal of our effort.


  “Never forget this.


  “We do not seek vengeance for loved ones lost.


  “We seek justice upon those who dirtied our world.


  “Follow me now!”


  The Polemon shouted and waved their weapons.


  Brody waited for silence.


  “We seek to set the commonwealth on a sustainable path that will see us live in peace and harmony, with each other, and the planet we all love.


  “Follow me now!”


  Brody brought his people back to Portage City. The BP stared to and fro in astonishment.


  They believe, Brody thought. He raised his diamond sword and yelled, “ON TO PHANES!”


  “ON TO PHANES!”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Area 55


   


  Boreas, Underground North


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana awoke from her usual nightmare, though this time it ended with the Lorum synsuit covering Pasha’s flesh. She sat up on a suspended gurney. She moved, but not far. Something held her in place. Clamps pierced into her wrists, drawing blood. She gasped.


  “Aha, she’s awake!” said a medical bot labeled DOROTHY.


  Oriana’s vision cleared and blurred. The bot disappeared. Now its eye slit glowed, its arm waved, and the infirmary took shape around her—a line of suspended gurneys, medical bots, and workstations topped by a rendition of the Reassortment Strain next to her vitals. She looked down. Tubes and wires circled her arms and legs.


  Antosha swayed into view. He eased beside her. A large pendant hung around his neck, shimmering over his liquid silver synsuit. Antosha tsked when Oriana struggled. “Now, now,” he rubbed the blood that trickled down her hand and spread it between his thumb and forefinger, “look at the mess you’ve made.”


  She bristled and struggled, and the clamps dug further into her wrists. Her blood flow quickened. Medical bots rushed to Dorothy’s aid, holding Oriana to the gurney, adjusting holographic levers above the workstation from the side on which uficilin and tranquilizer descended from suspended bags into Oriana’s arm.


  Antosha wiped his face and hands with a wet towel.


  Oriana’s wrists healed. She calmed and eased onto her pillow, holding back tears. Her hair lay matted over her face. A dribble of snot ran over her lips. Dorothy wiped Oriana’s wrists and mouth and set her hair behind her head.


  “How’d I end up here?” she said. “I was just … in the jungle … on the beach … with Pasha … with—” Nathan, she didn’t say, too sad and unsure to speak his name, too angry at the Lorum, and Antosha. “The Lorum re-formed into a transhuman,” she added, “and it killed Pasha, and it killed me—”


  “You’ve been dreaming,” Antosha said, overly friendly as far as Oriana was concerned. “Though that’s understandable with all you’ve been through.” A bot handed him a wet towel to clean Oriana’s blood from his fingers. “You missed the big events. Your father’s friends have had a bit of fun over the last twenty days.”


  Her father’s friends? Twenty days? How long had she been out?


  “What’s going on?” she said.


  “The BP took down most of the commonwealth’s supply lines, cut off its electricity.” Antosha looked to Dorothy, and the bot lowered its head as if in mourning. “Well, lucky for you, Area 55 has a separate power source, and even more fortuitous for you, Mintel and Dahlia conducted a search and rescue for their captain.”


  “Ruiner!” Oriana said. Suddenly she remembered it all, the attack in the Voltaire, Dr. Shrader, Hengill, her arctic foxes, Triple Drop Cave, Cryo Room. “I didn’t mean to …”


  “Kill the Legend?” Antosha said. “Gods no, but this treasonous act of violence—”


  “You did something to him! He thought my father killed—”


  “I know it’s hard to admit your father’s follies, his obsession with advancement, and those he killed along his way to the top.” Antosha rubbed the back of his hand over Oriana’s sweaty head, and she cringed. “Poor thing, I suspect it’s your blindness to the truth that holds you back in the zeropoint field. You’ve only just begun to understand what you’re capable of, and I look forward to mentoring you further.”


  “I’d die before I’d work again with you.”


  “Ah, perhaps so, but then you’d miss your brother.” Oriana sat taller. She scanned the room.


  “Would you like to see him?”


  When Oriana didn’t respond, he added, “I assumed you would.”


  He smiled and said something to Dorothy that Oriana couldn’t hear. Dorothy ordered the other medical bots to detach the workstation, and they removed the tubes and wires from her body, then threw a fur blanket over her. Dorothy pulled a bar from beneath the hovering gurney and pushed Oriana through the room. Antosha meandered beside her, his hand on its edge.


  He tapped his forefingers as he would upon his violin’s neck.


  They moved down a cold hall, through an archway.


   


  
    NIGHTINGALE FOREST

  


   


  Oriana shivered.


  Ruiner had told stories about Nightingale Forest and the spirits that wandered through it. She never believed him, but now as she entered, she did feel different. White rose petals lay upon the ground. White tree trunks extended to the icy ceiling. Branches arched together and intertwined to form a gnarled canopy. Was it something foreign? Something in the minty air? Or was it her hatred for Antosha manifesting this out-of-body sensation, like leaves grazing her neck?


  She grew gooseflesh.


  She heard laughter, and several scientists emerged, as if from a parallel universe. A tall, handsome man held the hand of a woman with curly hair that bounced upon her fur-lined lab coat.


  “Hullo,” Oriana said. They floated past her, smelling like peppermint, as if free of cares and not part of her world. She wished she could join them. Antosha glanced at her and grinned but said nothing, while Dorothy’s eye slit glowed bright, then dimmed.


  “Yes,” Dorothy said, “did you need anything, Madam Champion?”


  “No … I thought …”


  “Don’t mind the ghosts of Boreas,” Antosha said, “and they won’t mind you.”


  Oriana looked back. The scientists were gone. She shook her head, regretting having spoken to Antosha at all, though she was content to cooperate, for he was taking her to see Pasha. She didn’t trust him, but the fact remained that the commonwealth held her loved ones captive only because the chancellor believed them traitorous. Oriana would meet with Chancellor Masimovian and show him the truth.


  They passed through the forest and entered Changhsingian Station, empty but for a gibbous moon that loomed in the Granville dusk, and Oriana realized that Antosha meant to take her away from Boreas.


   


   


  Beimeni City


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  The transport eased into Tortonia Station, and Dorothy pushed Oriana through the exit. When scientists streamed past Antosha and the Janzers, they bowed.


  What’s going on? Oriana thought. Why is he so kind to me, and why do the Janzers listen to his commands, and why do they treat him like he’s the—


  “Welcome, Chancellor,” said a medical bot labeled DENNIS.


  “Chancellor-designate,” Antosha corrected, “but thank you.”


  Oriana stared at the pendant on Antosha’s neck. No, she thought, it couldn’t be.


  “You seem troubled, my dear.” Antosha tapped his fingers along the edge of her gurney. “Speak your mind. I don’t seek harm to you. On the contrary—”


  “Where’s Chancellor Masimovian?”


  Dorothy’s eye slit dimmed.


  “A tragic end for our dear leader,” Antosha said, “gunned down by the BP at the Autumn Gala.” He rubbed his chin. “You have been out for some time, haven’t you? This must all be very shocking.”


  Dorothy stopped pushing Oriana at Antosha’s command.


  He leaned over her bed.


  “Your father’s friends are cunning, like you, but where my predecessor failed, I will not.”


  “You, you …” Oriana said.


  “Chancellor Masimovian knew for decades the fever festered beneath the surface. The disease, easy to detect, difficult to extinguish, soon spread like gangrene, and the smell, the rot engulfed what was once the Great Commonwealth.” Antosha straightened and nodded to Dorothy, who pushed the gurney forward slowly. “My rule shall be superior in all dimensions. Where my predecessor put off open war with the BP, I will not. I will see to its utter and complete destruction.”


  Oriana had never heard of the BP, now repeatedly mentioned by Antosha. Nor did she understand why it would’ve harmed the chancellor. “You killed him,” she said.


  Antosha snapped his head toward her. “Watch your tongue, young fool. Everyone knows I loved the chancellor as a son loves a father. As your chancellor, I’ll ignore your traitorous comment and your desperate plea for attention.”


  “You’re …” Oriana had no words. She was utterly unprepared for this.


  “In this time of mourning, in this time of great rebuilding, I shall hold the people to my bosom, and traitorous wenches like you and traitorous bastards like your father will fall in line.”


  She looked up. “What about my father? Where does he fit in your new commonwealth?”


  Antosha sneered and didn’t offer a response.


  Father lives, she thought, and Antosha doesn’t have him.


  “What about Nero? What about Nathan, Pasha? Are we still going to see him?”


  Antosha raised the edges of his lips. His nose twitched, but he didn’t speak.


  They reached Medical Center One. The glass doors parted.


  Dorothy pushed Oriana through carbyne corridors that reeked like chlorine. They passed more medical bots that bowed to Antosha and greeted him as chancellor, until they arrived at the medical bays. At the back of an enormous room, surrounded by bots and a Janzer division, attached to hundreds of wires and tubes, Pasha lay on a suspended gurney.


  He was unconscious, though the vitals, visible above three workstations, indicated he lived.


  Next to her twin brother stood Dr. Kole Shrader!


  She turned to Antosha. “Shrader’s alive? How? What’ve you done to him?”


  “Behold, the Legend fulfilled,” Antosha said. He bowed deeply.


  Shrader shifted the tubes around Pasha but did not say a word.


  “Man’s metamorphosis to Homo transition took less than a century,” Antosha said. “From our superior strength and enhanced regenerative capabilities to our mind-body-cosmos interface and communications over the zeropoint field, the Marstone overseer, our present capabilities far outstretch those of Homo sapiens, mere mortals.”


  He paused. Oriana’s stomach felt queasier by the minute. “What if we could shed the parts of our being that make us delicate and prone to weakness,” he continued, “even in transhuman form, and alter our consciousness to an even higher level?”


  “Then we truly wouldn’t be human at all,” Oriana said. Antosha had her gaze now, but all she was thinking about was Pasha—and Dr. Shrader. How was he here? What was he doing to her brother?


  Antosha grinned. “Ah, yes, you and the doctor performed magnificently.” Dorothy wiped the sweat that trickled down Oriana’s face.


  Antosha exhaled and looked upon Granville panels that lined the wall near them. “We sent your father to Vigna in our gambit with perfection, and he resolved the chancellor’s Warning when he returned with the Lorum orb. This you know.”


  Oriana agreed. “My father also enacted an agreement, a treaty, and the true chancellor decreed the treaty active with his Mission to Earth’s Core, a mission you prevented when you reassigned the Holcombe Strike Team—”


  “I cannot be held responsible for all your father’s mistakes, can I? What you don’t know is that I’ve been working on a maximal, master genome, a genome you helped me to complete.”


  Oriana crumpled her brow.


  Antosha rendered images of the molecular structures of Homo transition next to Homo sapiens. Then he rendered the raw Reassortment Strain’s genome and placed it across from the Lorum’s.


  “Gods,” Oriana said.


  “Oh, my dear, gods is right. Humans, transhumans, Before Reassortment, believed that in order to end their Second Hundred Years’ War they would evolve further, evolve completely, evolve into posthuman, Homo evolutis, the penultimate end of our evolutionary chain, the end made possible by the maximal genome.


  “Though the Western Hegemony didn’t know it, couldn’t know it, the Lorum, an impregnable living liquid metal with a superior quantum connection to the cosmos, was always their missing link in the Reassortment Strain.”


  “Why speed the evolutionary processes?”


  “You don’t need to fight a war over asteroid mines or clean water or viable land if you don’t need air to breathe, if you don’t need sustenance to live, if you don’t need to build shelter or bridges to connect peoples and landmasses. With a mere thought, you could travel thousands of light-years across the galaxy.


  “With mere thoughts, you could be full of food and water, flood the body with warmth or hormones, pleasure or pain, and be content.”


  “But the strain killed everyone instead.” Oriana looked at Shrader, then Antosha. “He stole the data from me, that means you have it, that means you can cure—”


  “The only cure for Reassortment is rapid evolution and managed natural selection. Those who survive exposure to the strain shall form a new society upon the surface—”


  Oriana bared her teeth. “You are a monster.”


  Antosha tsked. “Traitorous words have never harmed me, even from your venomous tongue.” He leaned closer to her. His mountainous scent sickened her. “I’m logical, realistic—”


  “Everyone might die, just like during the Death Wave! You said you’d find a cure!”


  “No,” Antosha said, softly, intensely, “you’re mistaken about Reassortment, Shrader, and much else.”


  Antosha backed away from Oriana and orbited her gurney, glaring at her. “When the League of Scientists failed to discover the maximal genome, they shifted the research on Reassortment to weaponize it with the CRISPR system. Before the Eastern Hegemony infiltrator destroyed Hengill Laboratory, Shrader’s plan was to treat citizens of the Western Hegemony with gene therapies designed to alter their genomes in a manner in which Reassortment wouldn’t understand, then unleash it on the Eastern Hegemony, killing them all.”


  Oriana had never heard of the CRISPR system. She had never heard any of this, and she didn’t believe Shrader capable of hurting anyone before Antosha corrupted him.


  Then she recalled Dr. Marshall’s comment: Peace isn’t possible without the East’s demolition, isn’t that what you told me last time we met?


  Did Oriana misread the doctor’s intentions? Did Antosha change him, or did he unleash the Dr. Kole Shrader of Livelle Laboratory?


  No, she assured herself, this is all a distraction, a well-planned deception by Antosha. “If a transhuman designed Reassortment,” Oriana said assuredly, “then a transhuman should be able to solve it.”


  Antosha shook his head. “The strain reassorts parts of its genome on the quantum level, encrypting it in a way designed to thwart anyone using the CRISPR system. Even the most skilled transhuman, even the most advanced artificial intelligence in our world, Marstone, would require millions and millions of years to solve it, and as you know we don’t have that long.”


  “It’s designed to be incurable …” Oriana shuddered when Antosha nodded. She recalled the tables and doors puzzles from her development and the false stomachion inside Ceres. She never imagined the Reassortment enigma might also be unsolvable.


  Then she thought about the release of Reassortment, the Death Wave, and Shrader. “Something went wrong with Shrader’s plan.”


  “Yes.”


  “We attacked Hengill!”


  “No, and yes. Dr. Kole Shrader unknowingly gave the Eastern Hegemony’s Delta Division the access codes necessary to break into Hengill Laboratory. Your attack, as you say, your battle with the Eastern Hegemony infiltrator destroyed the Hexagon, but it was your use of crushers that allowed the strain access to the geothermal vents, releasing Reassortment into the atmosphere before the nuclear detonation.” Antosha leaned closer to her. “Nothing went wrong on that mission, my dear. Ruiner thought the adjustments to the exotic matter would create a portal to 2 BR, but,” and Antosha flashed his teeth, “I made sure he’d err and send you back to the year zero, testing you and Shrader in the field at the most dangerous part of the war.”


  Antosha raised his head, and his voice. “Releasing Reassortment was necessary to achieve hyperpower, the maximal genome. As we speak, a million Janzers are constructing the tunnel to Sky City upon the surface where the terradome of my design has been fortified with the Lorum genome.” Antosha brought the rendition of it to the Granville panels. Sky City formed. The brightness from sunrise on the surface stole even Shrader’s attention. The Janzers, conspicuously dressed in synsuits rather than biomats, were working furiously to complete the city. Shrader returned to his work.


  Antosha deactivated the panels and they turned taupe. “We are going back to the surface, Miss Oriana.”


  She didn’t want to believe him, for his deceptions knew no bounds. Still, she sensed he spoke truly to her, possibly for the first time since she’d met him. “Why did Dr. Shrader try to kill me?”


  Antosha laughed, a laugh that made her want to snap his neck, the same as she had the doctor’s in the Cryo Room.


  “The good doctor will fulfill his legend.”


  “Because I tamed him—”


  “Because you performed the way I knew you would, and in so doing, you gave him the raw Reassortment Strain, you gave him what he required to complete the maximal genome.


  “You, my dear, gave me control over the Earth’s first posthuman.”


  “No,” Oriana said. Again and again, she fell to his deceit. “You didn’t answer me.”


  Antosha shrugged. “Dr. Shrader thought if he could prevent the Reassortment Strain’s release, the League of Scientists wouldn’t have been frozen near absolute zero, that the Western Hegemony’s destruction would be prevented, and that he could return to a new future—”


  “Reunited with Luella Shrader—”


  “—where he wasn’t responsible for humanity’s near extinction.” Antosha looked at Shrader, then back to Oriana. “Yes, he also hoped to return to a future with Luella as well, poor thing. At least she died without pain. Not all of us are so fortunate.”


  Oriana shook her head. She felt hot, as if she’d melt through the gurney, through the Earth, through space and time. She eyed a Janzer’s sword.


  “I’d kill Pasha the moment you tried, young fool.”


  Oriana gasped. She’d let him in her mind, again. Damn him! She blocked his access.


  “I met you in the past, and you weren’t like this.” She looked him up and down. “You were … kind, and strong, and you protected my father from Shrader—”


  Antosha backhanded her.


  Shrader turned at the sound of his name. Antosha met the doctor’s gaze and smiled. “Ah, yes, of course, now I remember.” Shrader focused back on Pasha and his work. “Now it makes sense. Shrader must have altered the time portal so that he could travel forward through time, to 327 AR,” Antosha narrowed his eyes, “and you followed him, clever girl. You were the Janzer who rescued us all that day from a mysterious assassin. Your father assumed I was the one to crack Shrader’s neck, but I knew it was you, or the Janzer you were pretending to be. I always wondered if we had an imposter. But you left too soon, my dear, before your father decided he could connect to the scientists in the zeropoint field and force their regenesis with insufficient regenerative synisms. Your slut mother’s recommendation, even though I explained to them—”


  Oriana licked her bloody lips. “I saw plenty. I saw you, I saw who you truly are.”


  “We all evolve into who we truly are,” Antosha said. “You made me what I am, much as your father did. That little move snapping Shrader’s neck through the field made a big impression. It took me years to replicate it.


  “As for you, my dear, how does it feel to know your actions led to the deaths of twenty-five billion people, including your own mother?”


  “I missed one along the way.” Oriana bit back tears. Here she’d thought that by seizing the data in Hengill Laboratory, she could deceive Antosha, convince Chancellor Masimovian of his treachery, and free her loved ones.


  Did she instead ensure their deaths by not taking out Antosha when she had the chance?


  “In time, all will be clear,” Antosha said, “but first you will accompany me to my inauguration.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  “I will raze Portage and its secessionist allies and send your father to the most painful and public death imaginable. You have my word.”


   


   


  Artemis Square


   


  When the last of the ministry chariots departed, a Janzer guided Oriana to the Chariot of the Chancellor. She pondered the purpose of her designation to the highest-rated chariot in the procession. Antosha hadn’t appointed her to any official position. Far as she knew, she’d return to her work as strategist, be placed in a new team—though the more she thought about the plan for her in his administration, the less sense this made. She sought to end his rule, to end his life, and Antosha knew her thoughts, yet he drew her closer.


  Did he think she posed him no threat?


  “This way, Madam Champion,” a Janzer said.


  Madam Champion, she repeated to herself. She thought back to the day when she’d walked upon the marble stairs outside the Neophyte Dormitories, a freshly minted Champion of the Harpoons, bid for first among millions, eager to begin her life as an aera. It seemed so long ago.


  A keeper bot lifted the back of her cashmere gown, infused with synisms that rendered chartreuse clouds and golden eagles. Golden beads, parts of clips unseen in Oriana’s hair, dangled over her chest, surrounding the carnation tattoo she’d wear until Pasha awakened. She wore her hair braided up, with two braids trailing from the crest at the top of her forehead, over to one side and down her back. A thin golden tiara circled her forehead, with a phoenix feather extending high from the back. Like the Maidens of Masimovian, she wore synisms injected around her eyes. When she batted her lashes, colors bloomed beneath her skin and streamed across her face.


  Oriana’s Janzer escort opened the chariot. Tethys Charles, Supreme Prime Minister-designate of the Commonwealth, stood with Antosha, Lady Isabelle, a Courier of the Chancellor whose nametag read VALENTINE, General Arnao, and seven Maidens of Masimovian who attended in the former chancellor’s honor. (Oriana overheard Lady Isabelle mention she’d send the maidens to the surface during Jubilees after the commonwealth’s mourning ended.) Several carafes filled with Loverealan wine sat upon trays held by keeper bots. Three Janzers led the chariot, mounted on black horses with teal eyes and curled manes that draped down to white, furry hooves.


  “Welcome,” Lady Isabelle said, not unkindly. She extended her hand, wrapped with white gloves and amethyst gemstones. Oriana took it and bowed.


  “Madam Champion,” Valentine said. She bowed and extended her bare hand. She looked the way Oriana did mid-development, an adolescent girl who wore a maroon velvet gown with makeup on her face that made her look mature. Oriana accepted her hand and nodded.


  Arnao bowed deeply and welcomed her. He wore a dark suit with golden buttons down the left side, a Beimeni beret with a phoenix feather atop his head. She didn’t know this general, but he seemed loyal to Lady Isabelle and Antosha. Still, she remembered her courtesies and bowed slightly to him.


  “Welcome.” Antosha kissed Oriana’s hand tenderly. She mustered all her willpower not to snatch her fingers away from his and slap him for all the commonwealth to see.


  For my loved ones, Oriana thought, I will endure this day.


  She hoped her recaller protected her thoughts, but part of her no longer cared what Antosha did or did not know. She stared at him, still unbelieving. So many chains decorated his neck that she could barely see the Pendant of the Chancellor. It had never entered her mind that Chancellor Masimovian might die, yet here Antosha stood in the chancellor’s hoodless cape of gold-and-white silk. How he’d arranged this coup, Oriana didn’t know, but she had no doubt he was behind it.


  Antosha turned and ambled up the wooden steps to the chariot’s crest, with Lady Isabelle at his side. They waved to the crowd while the maidens orbited Oriana and cooed and touched and sniffed. Oriana could feel the heat from their nude bodies, over which colorful synthetic tattoos flowed in psychedelic patterns.


  Oriana felt nauseated. These women would be dead in short order. The chancellor used them for their bodies, just as Antosha used her skills. How long would Chancellor Zereoue have use for her?


  “That’s enough,” Tethys said, “let her be.”


  He forced his way to Oriana. The maidens pushed his cape—not nearly as extravagant as the chancellor’s—aside. Tethys kissed Oriana’s cheek, and she heard his voice in her mind without Marstone’s interference: As long as I live, I won’t allow them to harm you.


  Oriana didn’t react to the comment, even as his words eased her speeding heart. The prime minister was elected by the ministry, and next in line to the chancellorship; if he spoke true, he could be an important ally for her. She took Tethys’s hand in hers, bowed, and said, “Prime Minister, the pleasure is mine, thank you.” She sat beside him.


  Granville panels positioned on the First and Second Ward buildings now displayed Beimeni City’s sights. To the east, the Cherry Hills covered with white rose petals, to the north, the man-made Phanes Lake a perfect shade of aquamarine, to the west a sunset with a cornucopia of reds, violets, oranges, and blues above the Dunes of Phanes. In the square, the aristocracy and tourists filled the stands in the amphitheaters at the square’s corners, which faced the center. A seemingly infinite number of Janzers lined the square, the alleyways, and the rooftops in the First and Second Wards.


  Near the chariot’s massive wheels, Janzers scurried and sent hand signals to others across the square. The wheels creaked, and Oriana heard the crunch of alloy rolling over stone. They passed ice sculptures of Nexirennan pyramids, Palaestran gorges, Gallian hills, Portagen transports, and Piscatorian submarines, among others. They passed a white marble statue of Chancellor Masimovian in maroon Beimeni robes, his hand over his chest, eyes stargazing. Golden phosphorescence enveloped the statue, and red rose petals surrounded it, laid in the pattern of hearts. The Janzers ushered Beimenians around the memorial. They sobbed and dropped wreaths and white roses and trinkets and spoke softly in prayer.


  They rounded a fountain and palm trees specially organized in the square’s center. The fountain spewed cherry-colored water, and gold flakes dusted the palms. Closer to North Archway, Granville panels covered an enormous vase, fifty meters high, displaying events of the commonwealth’s past to warm the heart and please the eyes. Oriana watched the first expansion to the West, the creation of new territories in Central and the East, the first man and woman to reach two hundred and two hundred fifty years old, as youthful as neophytes. Colorful flowers of every type brimmed out of the top of the vase, and down below, a golden stage rimmed with red rubies held the twenty ministers from the twenty loyal territories stretched out to either side.


  Chief Justice Carmen awaited their arrival upon a stage, standing next to the Pedestal of the Chancellor, where the chancellor-designate and prime minister-designate Tethys Charles would take their oaths of office. The judge waved his enormous hand to the crowd. The strike teams, located around the stage’s base, now sprinted toward the center and formed an alleyway between the chariot and the stage, as was tradition, though no one had seen it done in two hundred years.


  The crowd cheered. Oriana couldn’t hear the maidens’ instructions. When the horses halted, the noise soared, the crowd eager to watch their new leader embark on the legendary Walk of the Chancellor. The strikers, aeras, captains, and strategists unsheathed their diamond swords.


  When Oriana passed Ruiner and Mintel and Dahlia, she simpered. They acknowledged her, though Oriana felt their discomfort, as if they too misunderstood why she accompanied the chancellor’s party.


  Valentine broke away to join the hundreds of couriers arranged in rows beside the stage. The maidens rushed ahead of the party and formed an arch atop the stage, posed like goddesses. Lady Isabelle, Oriana, and Tethys formed a triangle between Antosha and Carmen—


  Light flashed over Artemis Square, and for a heartbeat Oriana couldn’t see anything.


  She focused on the movement. Near Phanes Lake’s shore, far in the distance, white lights mixed with the sunset. The light encroached upon North Boardwalk, and Oriana distinguished the outlines of what looked like ghosts, glowing with white phosphorescent light, which made it impossible for her to determine how many neared. Was this part of the celebration?


  The ghosts slowed, and those in the rear caught up.


  Oriana extended her consciousness and zoomed in the way she had done during development.


  My gods, there must be thousands of them, Oriana thought. Two silhouettes broke free from the rest, and when the phosphorescence dimmed, a man stood at the square’s boundary with the boardwalk, a woman not far behind.


  She felt warm tears in her eyes. No. This isn’t real. This is another of Antosha’s deceits. A cruel deceit in which he’s forced my eyes to see my father.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  At the edge of North Boardwalk, Brody held up his fist, and his army halted. He sniffed, sensing the telepathic field that shielded Artemis Square. He blocked his mind from Marstone and connected to the ZPF. Indeed, Antosha had created a protective field around the square.


  He sent a telepathic wave over the ZPF. It washed over Antosha’s grid like sunlight over a glacier—glinting, reflective, and futile. He was unable to sever Antosha’s hold.


  Brody told his army, I have to go myself.


  He stepped onto the square.


  He felt a flutter in his head and spine. Antosha’s projection into the ZPF flowed through Brody’s body. The phosphorescence on the sides of his body armor dulled and revealed his face.


  A collective gasp rippled through the city.


  “The People’s Captain has returned,” screamed an aristocrat.


  “He’s a murderer, a traitor to our values,” another said.


  “Is this part of Chancellor Zereoue’s presentation?” said Minister Baltica of Phanes.


  Minister Carpathia of Dunamis raised her arms in disbelief. “Did Chancellor Zereoue rescind the captain’s sentence to the Lower Level?”


  “Oh, at last, my captain has returned to me,” Minister Furongielle of Marshlands said.


  “Zereoue the Great has proven to be Zereoue the Merciful,” said Minister Gorstian of Volano.


  Antosha rotated slowly. He grinned. He said something Brody couldn’t hear in the ZPF or discern from his lips. Antosha was blocking him. Lady Isabelle raised and lowered her head in agreement.


  Father, is it really you? Brody heard Oriana’s voice. When he connected to his daughter, he felt a swell of pride and sorrow—his little girl, Madam Champion, upon the inaugural stage next to the Pedestal of the Chancellor. Her beauty surpassed her mother’s, and again, even here, Brody was back at the viewing, behind glass, his twins on the other side.


  Where’s Pasha? Brody sent.


  “Not a word,” he heard Isabelle say to Oriana, her hand upon her sword’s hilt, not so hidden within her gown.


  Antosha moved down the steps and raised his hands. A wave through the ZPF stung Brody. He grimaced and lost his connection with his daughter.


  The crowd and Masimovian Tower and Oriana disappeared …


  … replaced by Candor Chasma.


  Brody recognized Mars’s rusty clay, its churned ridges, its cliffs perfectly carved, as if rivers flowed beneath the stone beside the Beimenian terradome, which turned part of the surface into a replica of the Earth, with grass and carbyne buildings. The ansible stood in the courtyard between the research centers. The moons, Phobos and Deimos, hung above the big-bellied mountains in the twilit sky, framed by cirrus clouds.


  Antosha, covered in his silver synsuit, dashed over clay so dark it seemed as if he moved through dirty puddles of water. When he neared Brody, he stopped. Brody moved left, foot over foot, and Antosha moved right, foot over foot. Their eyes fixed upon each other.


  “It’s time to bring this to an end,” Antosha said.


  “Let my son and daughter go,” Brody said. “Let everyone in Reassortment Hall go. This is between us, not them—”


  Antosha sprinted forward and raised his hand. Brody gasped. He felt Antosha penetrate his mind.


  You killed Haleya, he heard. You assassinated Chancellor Masimovian; you’re responsible for the madness of Homo transition; you’re responsible for the economic meltdown, and the attacks, and the explosions in the supply and electric lines, and the disappearance of hope.


  Brody felt light-headed. He couldn’t escape the Mars illusion or Antosha’s telekinetic choke hold. He envisioned Pasha and Oriana, and their essences in the ZPF gave him strength. He sent a wave along Candor Chasma, and Antosha stumbled backward. Brody hit him again, this time with the force of Mars’s gravity. Antosha flew far into the cliffs. Dust plumed.


  Brody gagged and grabbed his throat.


  Antosha emerged from the arid clouds. He soared into the air, and a diamond sword formed in his grasp. He swung it toward Brody. Brody rolled right, and the sword sparked along the dead ground. Antosha raised the sword perpendicular over his head. Chainless, weightless spiked orbs materialized, rotating around him like moons. Antosha shot them, rhythmically and rapidly, in oblong paths, guiding them with his sword.


  Brody somersaulted back and forth and spun to avoid the orbs. He slammed his fist into the ground. The tremor split Candor Chasma in half. Antosha lost his balance and his orbs. Brody distanced himself, then bowed and focused. He felt Antosha’s field inside the ZPF, manipulated it, and broke free.


  He looked around, confused. The illusion of Mars remained intact around him.


  Antosha teleported and reappeared behind Brody in midair. His foot barreled for Brody’s head, and upon impact, Brody slammed to the Martian surface with a thud. He rolled, and Antosha pounced and smashed Brody into the ground, screaming and howling. Brody crashed into the hard, cool surface. Antosha’s arms locked along his chest.


  “Pain,” Antosha said, spit flying from his mouth. He pushed Brody’s forearms beneath his chin, and Brody felt the needles of Reassortment in his brain and spine, pulsating out through his body. “Do you enjoy pain? Do you enjoy power? Do you enjoy dying?”


  Antosha released him.


  Brody folded on his stomach and held his throat. It was as if his own molecules were collapsing around and into him. He wanted to cough but couldn’t. He tried to break free from Antosha’s hold but couldn’t. He wanted to cry out but couldn’t. All he heard was, You’re a failure, you’re a failure, you’re a failure.


  Antosha gripped a telekinetic hammer, phosphorescent and covered with spikes, with both hands.


  Brody trembled. His eyes rolled to the back of his head.


  “For Haleya,” Antosha said softly. “Now you die.”


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Verena Iglehart


  Interterritory Transport Tunnel


   


  Nexirenna, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “Stop the transport,” Breccan said.


  His voice shook Verena, who folded her arms. There was nothing for her to say.


  Jocelyn had snuck aboard their transport.


  Jocelyn froze, her lilac eyes appearing less innocent presently. She’d emerged from beneath a floorboard when the transport crossed into Nexirenna. She wore a cape sprayed with chameleon synisms that matched the taupe Granville panels.


  “Halt the transport,” Xylia said.


  Verena knew neither Xylia’s stern tone nor Breccan’s owl eyes frightened Jocelyn, but she was concerned all the same. They didn’t create Janzer synsuits for Jocelyn’s dimensions.


  “We’ll never get through the gates with a child,” Breccan said.


  “I’m not a child!”


  Verena activated the holographic control panel.


  “No!” Jocelyn said. She tugged Verena. “We’ll make it work! I can help! I can sneak past the Janzer guards and activate the gates that extend the transport tubes to Reassortment Hall! By the time they realize what I’ve done, you’ll be gone! And we can still free our comrades.”


  “How does she know so much about the operation?” Breccan said. “How can we be sure Captain Barão concealed our plans from Antosha when he couldn’t even conceal them from a …” Jocelyn pushed her lips together and pouted. “… a Polemon spy,” Breccan said.


  Jocelyn grinned.


  The transport turned sharply to the left. They lost their balance and fell into the seats.


  “Hold on,” Verena said. She telepathically requested the transport to reduce its speed. “Jocelyn did the same in the Hollow with Jeremiah.”


  “There isn’t anywhere I can’t sneak,” Jocelyn said. “That should count for something.”


  Xylia rubbed her temples in circular motions. “We’re not leaving her in Nexirenna.”


  “What?” Breccan said.


  Xylia knelt to Jocelyn and tugged on her dirty tunic. “Are you ready to truly become a BP spy, my girl?”


  Jocelyn turned to Verena, a gloating look on her dirt-smeared face.


   


   


  Volano Gates


  Volano, Underground Northeast


   


  Three Janzer divisions guarded the gates, far fewer than usual, and even fewer than Verena expected. Antosha must have pulled more Janzers to Phanes for the inauguration than Brody or she had assumed.


  Verena heard a tap, tap, tap on her synsuit. “They’re watching the great city,” Jocelyn said. “They’re watching the inauguration.”


  “Quiet,” Verena whispered. “Get ready.” She shifted her Janzer visor to ultraviolet vision.


  “I am,” Jocelyn said.


  The Janzers’ attention was indeed fixed on the ceremony from Phanes, brought to life by the Granville panels that stretched from wall to wall, over and around the sixteen arced tunnels around the archway, leading to Volano City and the Phanes Beltway.


  “We’re a go,” Xylia said.


  Gods protect Jocelyn, Verena thought, and prove me wise in this decision.


  Jocelyn took off through the passages between the tunnels.


  A flash covered Artemis Square, lighting up the gates and the Janzers.


  Bright light obscured Verena’s vision. She switched to standard view. The gates dimmed. The Janzers rapidly hand-signaled each other. Verena wondered whether they should abort. I cannot use this child the way Jeremiah did, she thought. But Jocelyn understood how to avoid Janzers, and Verena couldn’t abandon Nero and Aera.


  The Janzers steadied.


  In the panels, Antosha strutted down the inaugural stage’s marble stairs, moving toward a fountain. From the other side of the square, Brody emerged.


  A haunting, singsong voice echoed through the tunnels.


   


  
    See balloons bouncing in the sky,

  


  
    And a moon and a sun kissing.

  


  
    Clouds and tree of life dusky,

  


  
    And I’m dreaming, dreaming, dreaming.

  


   


  Jocelyn’s song floated from all the tunnels at once, it seemed. She giggled. The Janzers activated their pulse rifles, the tips aglow.


  She burst out of one of the tunnels and whipped around into another, so fast that not even the Janzers reacted in time. Her sausage curls bounced out of sight.


  The Janzers waved their hands.


  The Granville panels turned taupe.


  One of the Janzers dashed down the same tunnel as Jocelyn had.


  Breccan stuck his sword through the Janzer’s visor.


  “Report,” a Janzer near the gates said. “Report!” he said louder.


  No response.


   


  
    See all the castles in the sky,

  


  
    And the chestnut planet hissing.

  


  
    They lay atop the stone faerie,

  


  
    And I’m dreaming, dreaming, dreaming.

  


   


  The melody drifted from tunnel to tunnel, along with Jocelyn’s giggles. The Janzers waved their pulse rifles, and one of the leaders ordered three of his division to split up into separate tunnels.


  A sword slashed through each of their visors.


  “Report,” said a Janzer near the gates.


  No response.


   


  
    See all the colors in the sky—

  


   


  The remaining Janzers fired their pulse weapons wildly, then stopped to reload.


  Verena yelled, “NOW!”


  She and Xylia and Breccan emerged from the shadowy tunnels.


  Breccan slung two shuriken to take out a Janzer pair.


  Xylia twisted another Janzer’s neck.


  Verena fired her pulse guns, and the blasts lit up a cavern filled with shattered stone.


  A full division remained intact.


  Too many, Verena thought.


  The division regrouped and rotated in their attack formation. They dodged the pulse blasts or, if they were struck, their synsuits protected them.


  The Janzers’ galaxy swung to Verena, and one dislodged and engaged her. She stabbed her sword at his head, but he ducked, then wrapped his arm around her, slamming her into the wall.


  Jocelyn screamed and swooped to Verena, and another Janzer moved out of the galaxy in perfect synchronization and roundhouse kicked Jocelyn into the stone. The child collapsed.


  Xylia and Breccan fired at the formation, but the Janzers moved in harmony, like piranhas in the sea.


  They rotated around Xylia and Breccan and slashed at their heads. When that approach failed, the Janzers targeted weak points in the synsuit plates on their bodies.


  Xylia’s shoulder plate popped off, and as fast as it flew, a Janzer’s sword punctured her skin and bones.


  Breccan punched the Janzer’s elbow, grabbed him, flipped him, and broke the Janzer’s visor. The Janzer groaned.


  Xylia, the sword still lodged through her shoulder, ended the Janzer’s life with a shuriken through his face.


  A pulse blast shot past Breccan’s helmet and crashed into a Granville panel.


  Verena sat up and grabbed her neck.


  She turned.


  Jocelyn lay on the ground. Blood dribbled from her mouth.


  Verena felt a rage build in her gut. She unleashed herself upon the Janzers, swung, twisted, flipped, and stabbed.


  She killed them all, with Breccan and Xylia by her side.


  When the last Janzer fell, a shuriken clean through his helmet, Verena sprinted to Jocelyn, slid across the ground, and lifted her head and body in a smooth motion. The child was as limp as a spring leaf after a storm.


  “I knew I shouldn’t have allowed this,” Verena said. She injected Jocelyn with uficilin. “Please, please, please, please …”


  Verena lifted the visor on her helmet so she could take deeper breaths. She pulled Jocelyn’s chest to the audio capture on her helmet, near her ear, and listened. She heard the metronome of life beating.


  “My gods, child,” Verena said, not believing her words, “you survived.”


  Jocelyn put her finger on Verena’s mouth.


  “Momma, I’m not a child,” she said weakly. “I’m a Polemon.”


  Verena nodded and kissed Jocelyn’s forehead and hugged her. Jocelyn wiped her own face with her forearm, smearing the blood from her nose. Verena kissed her nose and hugged her again.


  Xylia ripped the sword from her shoulder and screamed, then stabbed a dose of uficilin into the receiver on her forearm. The blood that had flowed freely down her torn bodysuit slowed and finally stopped.


  “You all right?” Breccan said.


  Xylia waved him off. She moaned and limped. To Verena, she said, “They’ll have sent a distress signal.”


  Verena didn’t respond. She was looking out at Artemis Square.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Oriana Barão


  Beimeni City


   


  Phanes, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  Oriana could feel Antosha’s presence in the ZPF, preventing her access. She wanted to run down the marble stairs and dart across the square to help her father. Antosha stood kilometers away from her father, his head bowed, his eyes closed. The distance didn’t matter, for it seemed he’d drawn Father into his mind, the same as he’d done with her in the RDD.


  Where Antosha took her father, she did not know, but she couldn’t let this connection continue unhindered. She eyed the lady’s sword, its hilt visible in the layers of her gown.


  “One move from you,” Lady Isabelle said, “and I’ll kill you.”


  Father fell to his knees.


  Oriana reached for the sword. Isabelle grabbed Oriana’s wrist and twisted. Oriana winced. She broke free and spun around Isabelle’s back, then pulled the sword from its sheath. When she turned, General Arnao put his sword beneath her chin.


  A wave in the ZPF spread over the surface of Phanes Lake, solidifying the top layer of it. Oriana squinted. She extended her consciousness. Far in the distance, where the lake narrowed into the northern part of Beimeni River, shadows moved over the lake. Was this another one of Antosha’s illusions?


  A blast, as from a pulse rifle, followed by screams, stole Oriana’s attention. The disturbance came from the side of the square near the intersection of the northwest districts and the First Ward.


  Antosha didn’t notice, it seemed. He raised his arms and threw back his head, while Father knelt.


  Something’s not right, Oriana thought. The air was tinged with the smell of burnt metal and clay, scents she remembered from when Antosha had brought her to Candor Chasma. Had he brought Father there too?


  Pulse blasts fired across Artemis Square, and the crowd panicked. One of the salvos struck Antosha and hurled him across the square, his cape on fire. Women screamed.


  Embers spread in his wake, like a meteor had skidded across the earth.


  The Janzers removed Antosha’s burning cape and surrounded him. They drew their swords.


  The crowd dispersed from where the assassin stood, his head hooded, his thick arms layered with tattoos that swayed in the shapes of seaweed and coral.


  The assassin strutted into the square.


  Father collapsed.


  “Zorian,” Lady Isabelle said.


  Oriana did not know a Zorian, but she liked him already. He bowed to Lady Isabelle. His hood pulled slowly back from his head, though his hands never moved. He had an S shape upon his forehead, sloppily scrolled within his light skin. He aimed his pulse rifle at Isabelle and pulled the trigger. A Janzer threw himself on top of her. The pulse blast shattered the marble steps upon the stage. Oriana smelled burning minerals.


  The crowd screamed.


  The ministers and couriers scattered.


  “Kill Zorian,” Antosha said from behind his Janzers. His face smoldered.


  The Janzers drew their swords and rushed. Oriana never saw a transhuman move as quickly as Zorian. He whirled into them, swung his sword, snapped their necks, threw shuriken, and fired his pulse gun. It seemed as if he had fifty hands instead of two. He killed twenty Janzers at least before they fell back and into formation.


  They came for Zorian in a whirlwind.


  Zorian held up his hand, and the Janzers’ necks began to snap of their own accord. They broke over him like water. The bodies piled up around him.


  His head turned sharply to the side and up with a sickening crack.


  The crowd gasped.


  Zorian fell.


  Antosha rose, his hair singed, his face burned, his body protected by the liquid synsuit. He shook his head at Zorian.


  “Brody!” a woman said. “Get out of there!”


  Antosha hand-signaled the Janzers, who reestablished order among the crowd.


  Oriana dashed toward her father. He was so far from her. His hands lay on his knees, his face red.


  “I’m … here,” she said, gasping. “I’ll help you.”


  Oriana felt Antosha’s consciousness in the ZPF, his mind connected to the Janzers and the teams and the crowd and, through Marstone, all the commonwealth.


  Listen to me, Beimeni, Antosha began, Captain Broden Barão, the fugitive from the Lower Level, disgraces Chancellor Masimovian’s memory by leading the same terrorists who ended our chancellor’s life in Luxor City to Artemis Square. Here and now, the disgraced captain and his Beimeni Polemon represent all the flaws in our society. They’re selfish, ruthless, and full of traitorous emotions. They ignore the importance of service and loyalty to the commonwealth, the importance of respect for tradition and of Chancellor Masimovian’s precepts, of delivering proper and significant conversions, the importance—


  This man has deceived us all, Father interrupted. His voice intermingled with Antosha’s until his took control. He stepped farther into the square, closer to the teams. The woman who’d arrived with Father, who looked, Oriana realized, so like Mother, started to run into the square. Father put up his hand. She halted.


  “Father,” Oriana said, “the longer we wait, the more time Antosha will have to turn the city against us.”


  Father nodded. Oriana heard his voice in her head. Don’t enter the square. He’s concentrated on me. I’ve contained him, but in here he still has control.


  He swiped his hand through the air and brought forward the woman’s consciousness for all Beimeni to view.


  Antosha scowled and sent waves over the ZPF.


  Father blocked him. The woman strutted into the square, tears falling down her cheeks, though she smiled. The scenes that filled every Granville panel in every unit, ward, and square of every territory were the ones Oriana had searched for since she’d learned about her father’s conviction.


  Scenes that could set him free.


  The woman wasn’t Oriana’s mother.


  She was Gwendolyn Horvearth.


  Madam Champion of the First Trimester Class of 368. Oriana had seen her hologram upon the Mantel of Champions for House Variscan.


  Three Harpoon Champions to end Antosha’s rule, Oriana thought. Yes, yes, yes, we must succeed.


  Antosha sent another wave, but Father repelled it. In the panels, Antosha held Gwen’s cheek in his palm and transferred visions and feelings from the day when Haleya Decca had succumbed to Reassortment.


  He is not who you believe he is, Gwen transmitted. He’s a master manipulator, a killer.


  Antosha twisted his face, and another wave passed over the square. Its tremors cracked the marble. The crowd screamed.


  Oriana sensed Gwen and Father in the ZPF, working together. Gwen kept her balance and her focus with Father, his connection to her strong.


  Gwen visibly shook when Father brought forward her memories from the Bicentennial.


  Antosha ordered her to weaken Father with a synism powder filled with sensory disrupting synisms designed to disrupt his connection to the ZPF.


  Gwen did as he requested.


  Oriana’s eyes grew wide. Gwen separated her mother from her father.


  She danced with him and kissed him!


  She helped Antosha kill my mother, Oriana thought.


  Gwen wiped her tears.


  The commonwealth heard Antosha’s words in Father’s head upon the Dream Forest: kill him, kill him, and Father, weakened from Gwen’s and Antosha’s poison, his vision in twos and threes, his body not his own, killed Vernon Lebrizzi.


  This is nothing but another deception from Captain Barão, Antosha sent, though he couldn’t halt the images.


  “You traitorous slut!” Antosha said to Gwen. She wiped her face again and laughed.


  The remnants of Antosha’s scalp still smoldered.


  “You were nothing without me! You wouldn’t have been bid for at all in the Harpoons.”


  Oriana took in a sharp breath. Antosha had helped Gwen in the Harpoons, like he had helped her?


  Antosha raised his arms. Beimeni, as your chancellor today, I beg you, hear me now. Broden Barão and Gwendolyn Horvearth deceive you, for they want what you have, what we all hold dear. Remember that it was I who was chosen by freely elected ministers to lead the commonwealth against Reassortment, I who developed the Lorum-infused shielding that enables safe passage through the underground and protects Sky City from above and below, and assures our civilization’s first unprotected return to the surface in nearly four centuries.


  Captain Broden Barão killed a fellow RDD scientist and failed for decades to cure us. My fellow Beimenians, never forget that he sent countless of your kin to their deaths in Jubilees and issued orders that would send countless more to the Lower Level, never to return.


  He is the one on whom we should lower the hammer—


  The Granville syntech, including that over the massive vase in Artemis Square, clouded. Father didn’t pull from Gwen’s and his mind any longer.


  He pulled from Antosha’s.


  The Granvilles showed conversations with Lady Isabelle, General Arnao, and Chairman Gallegos, tidings of revenge, false flag attacks in the North and Northeast, the plot to deceive and depose Chancellor Masimovian and to derail the Great Commonwealth’s unprecedented economic prosperity.


  I knew it, Oriana thought. She looked at Gwen. And I helped him, just like she did.


  Antosha told Gallegos to hold the pulse gun, aim it, and kill them, kill Chancellor Masimovian, kill Prime Minister Decca. Gallegos pulled the trigger twice in the darkness of the BP blackout, darkness Antosha had learned, through Lady Isabelle, would occur.


  The thoughts Oriana now heard around her, that she assumed Father and Gwen and Antosha heard as well, were traitorous thoughts, thoughts of justice, the crowd angered by Antosha’s arrogance, angered by his assassination of Chancellor Masimovian, angered by his present attempts to strike down the People’s Captain, whose life he ruined.


  Don’t believe any of this. For the first time since Oriana met him in her suite, Antosha sounded desperate.


  She smiled.


  They’re the traitors. They’re the deceivers whose guerilla war ended our Magnificent Masimovian. Antosha sneered. His charred face looked appalling.


  The crowd did not chant his name.


  He’s lost them, Oriana thought. She turned, extended her consciousness, and zoomed. The shadows she’d seen along Phanes Lake neared the center, where they sprinted over the water. Tens of thousands of them!


  Something else struck Oriana as odd. She scanned them. They wore Janzer synsuits, painted with a design—was it a snake?


  Now she recognized the forbidden image taught during the Harpoons, the Morelia spilota spilota, and beneath, the forbidden phrase:


   


  
    WE WILL STRIKE THE IRON FIST

  


  
    FROM IT THE BLOOD OF OUR KIN WILL FLOW

  


   


  They slowed. All but one of them drew diamond swords and pulse weapons. The one who didn’t draw a weapon stepped forward, raised his palm, and closed it into a fist. He twisted his hand.


  The Janzers in the square turned their weapons on Antosha, Lady Isabelle, and General Arnao.


  He is our ally, Oriana thought, but who could control the Janzers this way?


  Antosha rubbed the Pendant of the Chancellor and spoke words incomprehensible to Oriana.


  The Janzers turned their weapons toward the attackers, who now lined much of North Boardwalk near the tip of Artemis Square, and the teams, who formed ranks ahead of her father.


  SLAY THEM ALL!


  Antosha’s command went out through Marstone.


  ZPF Impulse Particles


  Beimeni Zone


   


  2,500 meters deep


  Particle 1: Broden Barão


  Antosha’s command echoed in the ZPF, and a chainless diamond-spiked orb, initially unseen, gashed kilometers across the square, into Gwen’s chest. She flew into the BP’s front lines.


  A new pair of orbs moved in elongated elliptical patterns toward Brody. Somewhere, possibly behind the stage, a Protector Prototype was locking on him. He timed his backflip, and the orbs crossed beneath him. They soared through the air and back near the vase behind the stage.


  The crowd screamed and ran for the city’s pedestrian paths.


  Lady Isabelle ripped off the bottom of her gown and hand-signaled the Janzers.


  “Rally to me!” Captain Ruiner Holcombe said.


  He and the teams braced for the Janzer onslaught. The commonwealth’s forces outnumbered them five thousand to one, by Brody’s count—and not all captains and strategists could fight the way he and Verena did. It had been nearly one hundred fifty years since the teams had been the true protectors of the underground.


  Brody searched for Oriana. He called out for her through the ZPF but got no response. Where did she go?


  More than two million Janzers charged one hundred fifty teams from all sides. Some of those stationed on rooftops rappelled down the walls, while others sprayed the square with pulse blasts from above.


  Brody’s army sprinted forward. He didn’t notice Gwen among them; he didn’t feel her presence in the ZPF.


  The sound of alloy on alloy filled the square. Pulse blasts passed over the square in a grid, blowing apart Janzers, BP, and statues alike. Fires broke out in the First and Second Wards. Limestone blew apart. Smoke billowed from all sides, testing the city’s ventilation system.


  One blast struck the newly erected fountain in memoriam for Chancellor Masimovian. Its main column exploded, raining water, bits of stone, and red rose petals.


  Brody tried to connect to Oriana through the ZPF again. He still couldn’t find her.


  A Janzer division rotated near him, but before they could strike, the first wave of his army streamed around him. Brody drew his sword and met a Janzer, swing for swing, until he stuck his sword into the Janzer’s visor, shattered it, and pierced the Janzer’s skull. He withdrew his sword, and the Janzer dropped. He matched swords with another Janzer until an aera twisted its neck. Brody took deep breaths of air that tasted like burnt flesh and death, not so dissimilar from the Lower Level.


  Where was Oriana? Was she safe?


  The Granville panels near the stage shifted and displayed Reassortment Hall, the glass cylinders enclosed around transhumans—how many, Brody couldn’t tell.


  Verena, Xylia, and Breccan were due to arrive at Reassortment Hall to free them. Where were they? And why was this site materializing? Would Antosha dare proceed with an impromptu Jubilee at his inauguration?


  Brody thought, I must find him. I must find Oriana.


  His army encircled what remained of the memorial fountain and mixed with the Janzers and the teams and snake-painted BP in the square’s center. The air hummed with swords, pulse blasts, Reassortment batons, shuriken, and spiked orbs, controlled by a Protector Prototype as lean as a Graka training bot, as quick as a Janzer, near the stage, near Oriana!


  Upon the stairs, in and out of the fog, Brody’s daughter fought Lady Isabelle. His little girl, now developed, swiped and swung her sword like an aera beat for beat with the Master of the Harpoons. But this wasn’t an even battle, for General Arnao now attacked.


  And Oriana now swung a second sword as easily as the first.


  She could not defeat them both, not alone.


  He ran over slippery stone, over bodies, pushed and cringed. The stage was so far away. A Janzer’s sword was slung across his body, and he fell sideways upon the square, rolled, and found his footing. He sprinted and shoved, but he couldn’t get to her, couldn’t stop Isabelle, who now held his baby’s neck while General Arnao poised himself to deal the killing blow.


  Brody couldn’t attack them through the ZPF. Antosha and Isabelle blocked him.


  After all this, his survival in the Lower Level, his escape, Luke’s death: his daughter was to be killed by Antosha’s allies.


  Antosha, burnt from the neck up but in his silver synsuit from the neck down, ascended the stairs flanked by his Janzers.


  He restrained General Arnao’s wrist and peered down the square. Through a mess of blood, black-and-blue phosphorescence, flashes of light, and fog, Antosha’s snowflake eyes found Brody. He grinned and brushed his fingers gently over Oriana’s eyes and ended her struggle.


  She hung unconscious (or dead?) in Isabelle’s arms.


  Brody screamed.


  Why was it taking so long? Why couldn’t he fly over them? Why couldn’t he access the ZPF near them? Another Janzer charged him. Brody flipped over him, felled him, twisted his neck, and rose. He caught sight of Oriana’s fluttering dress, wrapped around Isabelle, who carried his baby over one shoulder, down the stage’s backside.


  Particle 2: Cornelius Selendia


  “My boy,” Pirro said to Connor, “they have the Protector Prototype that defeated us in Underground West.”


  “So they do.”


  Connor didn’t journey hundreds of kilometers from Xerean City to Beimeni’s great square to be denied.


  He’d assured Minister Mueriniti he’d end Antosha’s rule and bring justice to Lady Isabelle, who wrought so much harm to her people over the decades. He’d found a surprising amount of support in the Northern villages on his way from Xerean City. Father had ceased recruitment in these villages, Pirro assured Connor, given their animosity towards the BP. But these same villagers lacked the sense of loyalty to Antosha that they had for Chancellor Masimovian. Indeed, many blamed Antosha for Masimovian’s death, and Connor had found more friends than foes.


  Connor suspected the BP would fall under Antosha’s rule if they didn’t act swiftly. Pirro suggested they move under cover of darkness across Phanes Lake and down to Portage City to recover from the journey before the attack. Connor decided against this. They would collect allies along the way and strike before the ceremony, though only those who could acquire Janzer synsuits were permitted entry to his host. He would neither risk lives needlessly nor hinder his Polemon army in battle with ill-trained recruits.


  It took more time than he’d anticipated, however, and now here they were, at the great city, like he’d promised. Only they’d arrived during the ceremony, rather than prior, and Antosha had fortified the city with more Janzers than Connor had ever seen.


  And he’d killed Zorian …


  The traitorous fish, Pirro had called Connor’s eldest brother. Our great father is dead. A part of Connor didn’t want to believe Zorian would lead the commonwealth to Hydra Hollow, and another part admitted his unstable brother capable of it and worse. He didn’t know if Zorian had survived the fall from Mount Lilien, (for no body had been recovered), but even if he had, Connor never expected he’d attack Antosha and Lady Isabelle at the inauguration.


  Nor did he expect Captain Barão’s arrival with a BP host. It made him uneasy, particularly because since their arrival, Connor couldn’t hear any of the BP’s thoughts. Captain Broden Barão, rather than Antosha, blocked him from them, as skilled with the ZPF as Father had assured him.


  Connor and Pirro now ascended the marble stone of Fortunia Wharf, behind North Boardwalk and Artemis Square, where smoke snaked up, some of it flowing out of the city through filtration piping hidden within the Granville sky.


  Connor extended his consciousness and pointed his sword. In the distance, Antosha, Lady Isabelle, and General Arnao moved with a hostage, someone of importance, Connor assumed. They trotted across and down the stage and through North Archway into Masimovian Center. Connor presumed they headed for Masimovian Tower.


  “The cowards retreat,” he said.


  “Or prepare for the final blow to the BP, my boy,” Pirro said.


  “There must be another way to enter the tower.”


  “Fountain Square will have been secured by now, and the pedestrian paths in the wards are clogged or burning. You must enter here.”


  Enter Antosha’s field. The thought turned Connor’s stomach. He believed his abilities with the ZPF strong enough to counter Antosha and Isabelle, but he’d thought the same in Faraway Hall, and lost.


  The fog thickened over Artemis Square, the consequence of shattered marble and stone and fire, blazes that raged throughout the wards and throughout the square. It limited Connor’s visibility. Could he challenge Antosha’s field? Could he succeed?


  Perhaps he didn’t need to face this threat alone.


  Captain Broden Barão, listen to me.


  Connor used the eyes of a Janzer in the square to focus on the captain.


  Captain Barão turned to the Janzer.


  The campaign continued. Around him, swords slashed and bodies fell. The fighting spread through North Archway.


  I am Jeremiah Selendia’s youngest son. We have a common enemy, and I need your help to end this war.


  Connor heard Captain Barão’s voice: They’re going to the tower. Find your way to the stage’s eastern side.


  When Connor entered Artemis Square, his heart quickened, for he felt the same sensation he had in Faraway Hall when last he’d encountered a quantum field created by Antosha Zereoue.


  It felt as if his body and mind weren’t his own.


  I can control this, Connor thought. I can maintain my place in the ZPF and in Artemis Square. I must end Lady Isabelle’s life.


  Connor, Pirro, and six Polemon sprinted through the fog of war, through the fire and smoke and diamond swords, the pulse blasts and spiked orbs that crisscrossed the massive square. Connor choked on the singed air. Though he couldn’t control these Janzers as readily as when he’d escaped Farino Prison, he could influence those nearby, disrupt their vision the way Hans had done, and he did so.


  His team arrived at Captain Barão’s position unscathed.


  He heard the captain’s voice in his head: The Protector is impervious to telepathic or telekinetic manipulation.


  Captain Barão pointed to the vase where their comrades pushed futilely against glass cylindrical containments upon platforms in Reassortment Hall. He nodded to the square, where the Janzers rotated through the mist in their attack formations, engaged with the teams and the BP.


  Connor and his team slipped behind the stage.


  The Protector’s spiked orbs floated around its body. It spun, kicked, spun, and punched, felling strikers and aeras and BP. All who neared it perished as quickly.


  Just like Nero and Aera and Pirro, Connor thought.


  A Janzer spotted them and led his division toward them.


  Connor slammed into the formation, the way Aera had taught him, and his Polemon engaged, slicing, twisting, dying. The Protector turned. Its weapons returned to its orbit. Its citrine eye slit glowed and narrowed. It opened its carbyne mouth as if to scream but didn’t. Its orbs, which rotated around it, instead moved in elliptical patterns.


  The distraction proved useful.


  An aera Connor didn’t know dashed for the Protector and tackled it. The orbs lost their center of gravity and flew into the stage, through North Archway, and toward the burning wards.


  More strikers and aeras lunged now, ripping the Protector apart, while Connor snapped the last Janzer’s neck.


  More Janzers moved through the swirling fog.


  “The tower,” Captain Barão said.


  The teams and BP converged and provided cover for the captain, Pirro, and Connor, who snaked through Masimovian Center and dashed up the stairs, into Masimovian Tower.


  Particle 3: Broden Barão


  They entered the Main Level, and though Brody could hear the thunder from the battle in Artemis Square and Masimovian Center, there was no trace of the bloodshed here. White satin curtains hung along marble pillars overlooking bioluminescent streams. Massive shards of light broke through windows, windows and light that seemed out of place to Brody, given the darkness outside. Where the elevators and the tower’s spiral staircase should have been, stairwells appeared, endless stairwells that reflected from the walls, and between, streams that bubbled and boiled. Brody knew then that what he viewed wasn’t Masimovian Tower.


  This was his Lower Level nightmare.


  Did Connor and Pirro see it too? Brody wondered. He didn’t feel Antosha in his head, certainly not the way he had when they fought upon his re-creation of Candor Chasma.


  “Father! Help me!”


  “Did you hear that?” Brody said.


  Pirro lifted an eyebrow. “All I hear is the fighting, my boy.”


  “He’s in your head, isn’t he?” Connor said.


  “There!” Brody sprinted to the stairwell. In the fourth or fifth layer of stairs and streams, Lady Isabelle carried Oriana. Synisms rushed around his daughter’s face. She looked like his daughter, and he wanted to go to her, but in a world created by Antosha, he could trust nothing and no one.


  Cautiously, Brody moved onto the stairs.


  Connor pulled him back. “Captain, where’re you going?”


  “He has my daughter,” Brody said.


  “He’s manipulating you.”


  “This labyrinth has replaced the tower’s main level. I must go in.”


  “We’ll not win, my boy, not on his terms, not that way.”


  “I will go alone, if I must.”


  Brody moved, and Connor and Pirro followed, up the white marble stairs, up and around, forever, it seemed. Oriana’s screams sounded as if she were shouting from a pit, another dimension, another time. Beyond the stairwell, streams rose, then the walls emitted sapphire bioluminescence, and in the hundreds of stairwells that reflected all around them, the Gemini emerged—Brody’s prehistoric likeness repeated and repeated.


  They declared in unison, “You’re a failure!”


  Then they hid.


  “What’s going on?” Connor said.


  “He’s in my mind,” Brody said, “digging where I cannot stop him.”


  The Gemini all repeated his words, “Digging where I cannot stop him, digging where I cannot stop him …”


  Brody ignored them.


  They continued upward, then upon stones across one of the rising streams, to a new set of stairwells.


  Oriana’s cries sounded closer, the Gemini farther.


  Brody heard a strange, irregular clicking noise. When he turned around the next stairwell, a dark stone wall appeared, shrouded in mist.


  Three dark horses with teal eyes galloped, closer and closer.


  “You’re a failure!” the Gemini said, hundreds and hundreds of Gemini who jumped up the wall and marched, poked their heads side to side, crouched, and waddled. “Failure!”


  “Get out of my head!” Brody tried to remember what he did, how he found his babies in his Lower Level nightmare.


  “Failure!”


  The horses and the wall and mist disappeared, replaced by stairs and Lady Isabelle’s cackle.


  “Show yourself!” Connor heard it too. He unsheathed his sword, his eyes wide.


  She burst through a waterfall, grabbed Connor, and pulled him down into a stream, where they disappeared.


  Pirro dove in after them.


  Brody rushed up the steps. When the stairwell ended, he jumped through a waterfall. The illusion gave way to the Gallery of the Chancellor, and the sounds of rushing water gave way to the inferno in Artemis Square and Masimovian Center.


  The slab of marble in the gallery, near where Brody had received his Mark of Masimovian, was replaced with two marble slabs, equidistant. Pasha sat on the left, Oriana on the right.


  They lay unconscious, or so Brody hoped.


  Dr. Shrader moved between Brody’s twins.


  Antosha emerged from behind the Vivoan sculpture of a grower’s hand, his eyebrows, eyelashes, and hair replaced by streaks of blood and blistered skin. His synsuit remained intact.


  He puffed out his chest.


  “There’s nothing like pain to remind transhumans that we live.” He grinned. “Don’t you agree?”


  The gallery’s Granville panels rendered Reassortment Hall visible, where Verena, Xylia, Breccan, (and a child?) manipulated workstations. They were trying to free their comrades, who struggled behind glass cylinders, emaciated, wearing nothing but white shorts, bones protruding from every part of their bodies.


  “Don’t send them to that island,” Brody said. “Send me. It’s me you want to suffer and die from Reassortment exposure, me who—”


  “Killed Haleya.”


  “Yes … you’re right … I see that now … her death was my fault … so release Oriana and Pasha and those people in Reassortment Hall, and send me to the surface without treatment—”


  “Who said anything about sending them to the surface?”


  Brody examined the panel. Water splashed and flowed down the hall’s inner walls.


  Antosha wasn’t preparing them for ascent to the Island of Reverie.


  He was flooding Reassortment Hall, with them inside.


  Particle 4: Cornelius Selendia


  Lady Isabelle threw Connor through the cedar doors upon the Pleasure Level, and his sword flew across the floor. Gusts of smoke from the battle outside spilled over the windows near the ceiling. Or was Masimovian Tower burning? Connor didn’t have time to find out.


  He dove for his sword.


  He couldn’t have said how he turned in time, but he met Isabelle’s downward thrust. Diamond sparked on diamond.


  Connor’s blood sang. He was careful to keep his mind closed. He felt her knocking.


  The waves in the ZPF closed upon him. He repelled her attack and swept her legs out, then rolled and lifted to his feet.


  Connor’s Janzer synsuit gave him an advantage, if incomplete, given his visor’s weak point. Isabelle’s skin lay exposed all over.


  But the supreme director was nothing if not tactical, as he knew too well. The swordplay was designed to tire his body and mind, eventually allowing her entry to his consciousness. From there, the lady could have her way with him, the way she had with Hans in the Department of Peace and with Father in Permutation Crypt.


  Isabelle’s face did not hide her intentions. She seemed pleased with his attempts to block her. Connor might have the immediate tactical advantage, but time was on her side.


  Upswing followed downswing followed sideswipe. Isabelle slung her sword with skill. In some ways, her technique reminded Connor of Aera, though Aera was far faster. You may not enter, he thought.


  The tango continued around a spa that bubbled with white rose petals, whose aroma mixed with the scents of death and smoke outside. Isabelle backpedaled, breathing heavily. She’s tired. Connor devised his strategy. She held her sword up, perpendicular over her head, her hair scattered, her face red. He heard her voice in his head, through Marstone.


  Give yourself to me the way your father did.


  Now she lied, for Father would never bow to her, not after what she had done.


  You may not enter.


  Pirro fought General Arnao on the level’s far side. He sprinted behind sculptures, spun, kicked, slid, and swiped. Diamond sparks flew in Connor’s peripheral vision.


  The spa solidified, and Isabelle projected her mind onto its reflective surface. Connor saw Hydra Hollow, the terror birds, the BP, and Father at the precipice, standing, speaking—dying when Isabelle thrust her sword into him and cracked his bones. She did kill him. Connor took control of the ZPF and removed her illusion.


  “You’ve grown powerful since the fever,” Isabelle said, “but you’re not my equal.”


  She sent a burst of quantum waves over him, and Connor fell backward. You may not enter.


  Part of him knew what she’d shown him was true, though he did not want to believe his father would give his life this way. He pushed those thoughts out of his mind.


  He stepped onto the spa, walking over the water as if it were solid ground. She followed him, as he knew she would, to get closer to his mind.


  Connor blocked her next burst. You may not enter.


  Her screams gave Connor strength, and when next she lunged, he dodged her and smashed the handle of his sword into her face. She fell, blood dripping from her nose. He swung his sword down, but she parried the strike. He flipped over her onto solid ground, turned, and split the solid layer beneath her. She fell through. He resealed it over her, then sheathed his sword and steadied himself.


  She fought him. He trembled as if lifting a Piscatorian submarine.


  He kept his palms flat over the spa and screamed, blood dribbling from his nose, tears falling reflexively from his eyes.


  Isabelle struggled beneath the surface, as if she pushed upon a sheet of ice.


  She thrashed, her hair tangled, reminding Connor of a lavender cephalopod in Piscator Reef.


  He sensed her death neared, felt her pain and fear …


  “Release her.” General Arnao held a pulse gun to Pirro’s head.


  I’m too close, Connor thought. Pirro wouldn’t want me to.


  Pirro did shake his head no, but Connor couldn’t let his comrade die. He unsealed the spa.


  Isabelle exploded out of the water, gasped, and grasped the ledge. Hot water and rose petals were slung over the marble.


  She coughed water out of her throat and laughed.


  “That a boy,” Arnao said. “I remember you.” He inclined his head. “I remember when I took you down in Gaia.” Arnao laughed while Pirro stealthily clutched a diamond dagger near the side of his knee, latched into the Janzer synsuit. “Your brother was so pathetic,” Arnao added. “He sobbed and begged for his life.”


  “You couldn’t break him,” Connor said, “and you can’t break me.”


  Lady Isabelle lifted a pulse gun, and Pirro slipped from Arnao’s grip and threw his dagger at Isabelle.


  She dodged the salvo, and Connor threw his sword through Arnao’s head, evading Isabelle’s pulse blast. He focused his mind in the ZPF, thrusting Isabelle’s sword through her chest, into her heart, and twisted it.


  Particle 5: Broden Barão


  Dr. Shrader telekinetically pushed a lever between Oriana’s and Pasha’s marble slabs, and a pillar elevated, covered with a glowing orb.


  The Lorum.


  Its gold, scarlet, black, silver, and yellow coloring twisted clockwise, then counterclockwise.


  In Reassortment Hall, the water was now waist high.


  An explosion in Masimovian Center shook the tower. A plume of fire and smoke danced beyond the terrace, lighting the hazy nighttime sky. Or was this explosion upon Masimovian Tower?


  “Do you know why we convinced Chancellor Masimovian to send you to Vigna?” Antosha said.


  Brody glanced at the twins and the Lorum. If he kept Antosha talking, perhaps he’d have time enough to determine his next move.


  “We lost contact with the Lorum,” Brody said, “though I suspect it was really to provide cover for your return from the Lower Level.”


  “Ah, first contact,” Antosha said. “Do you remember those days?”


  “I remember my friend who devoted himself to research, who cared about Beimeni, who loved his eternal partner, who respected his captain—”


  “And now I am the leader, the chancellor, and so it should be obvious to you, insipid as you are, that it was I who suggested we use the Warning, for I knew the Lorum hadn’t perished as some in Masimovian’s Administration hoped, and I knew you’d bring me the genome I required to create Earth’s first posthuman.”


  “A psychotic dream that turned you against those you loved.”


  “I fulfilled the dream; humanity shall return to the surface, for I’m connected to Dr. Shrader, and he to me, and soon I will provide the maximal genome to all the developers, and a new race of man will be born.”


  “Under your control, like the doctor, I suppose.” Brody paused. “Have you learned nothing?”


  Antosha didn’t respond, for the soft sounds of a deodar violin filled the room. When Brody and Antosha turned, they did not see Shrader, Oriana, Pasha, and the Lorum.


  They saw Haleya Decca.


  She danced, covered with moonflowers and amaranth silks, silks that streamed around her arms and back and chest and thighs, her skin as smooth as her voice, which Brody couldn’t help but savor.


  Haleya sang “The Fountain” and moved like a belly dancer, sensually and spiritually. She batted her eyelashes, and she enveloped Antosha, who held her in his arms, entranced, engrossed by her voice and movements as much as Brody amid the Fountain of Youth, rendered visible around them, complete with spicy aromas, flowing water and oils, marble pillars drenched with blue bioluminescence around a plinth …


  Particle 6: Oriana Barão


  … A flash, as from a dying star, and Oriana’s illusion gave way to the gallery, to her, with Antosha, her lips pressed to his, a diamond dagger through his jaw and skull, his brain pierced by her kiss. His blistered lips and face felt as hot as Mars. He smelled like a cooked pig.


  She pulled the dagger out, and he gagged on blood in his mouth. He, with Dr. Shrader, their minds as one, collapsed as one—and died.


  Oriana dropped the bloodied dagger, shaking.


  Her father ran to her and hugged her. “I thought I lost you.”


  “That was my first deception.” She turned to Antosha’s dead body, then studied her palms. “What is this darkness he unleashed inside me? Does this make me like him? Flawed?”


  “We all have flaws.” Her father kissed her forehead. “Darling daughter, neither any diamond nor any transhuman is perfect. You did what was necessary.”


  “Necessary?”


  Brody nodded. Oriana thought of her choice in the Cryo Room, not to kill Antosha, not to warn Mother and Father and the Regenesis team what lay ahead. In a sense, everything that had happened to the transhuman race, even Reassortment, all came back to that day in the Cryo Room, when she had snapped Dr. Shrader’s neck. What if Antosha had never learned to use the ZPF to kill? Could the world have been different?


  “What happened to Mother?” she said. “Was that necessary too?”


  Her father grabbed her and held her against his chest. He sobbed, harder than she’d ever seen any man cry. There was a violence to it that she didn’t understand, but she reached up and held him tight. After a while, something uncoiled inside her, all the hatred of Antosha and Lady Isabelle and her own flaws, even her own mother, for giving her up, for dying and leaving her alone. She’d been so confused, so tired, and so angry for so long. But it was easy to cry there, crushed against her father’s chest. They cried until they were both out of tears. Then they turned. Outside, the city burned.


  Then a silver phosphorescent flash overtook the gallery, emitted by the Lorum orb, followed by silence and darkness.


  “Hullo?” Oriana said.


  She and Father no longer stood in the Gallery of the Chancellor. Instead, they stood upon a dusty mountain crest, overlooking a bioluminescent river. On the other side of the river lay clouds, not in the sky, but inverted, covering a pit between the river basin and the massif, lit by Vigna’s three stars.


  The Lorum materialized in a cloudy humanoid form.


  “Captain Barão, you disappointed us …”


  Oriana also heard the Lorum’s synthesized voice in her head.


  “You lied to us, deceived us, mocked us …”


  “I didn’t!” her father said.


  “We gave you our being, and in return, you promised us sustenance, yet we sense no urgency, no action in your Mission to Earth’s Core …”


  “I vow to you we will fulfill the treaty terms. My son—”


  “Is ours, until you return with what was promised to us …”


  “No!” Oriana said, and her father bellowed beside her. Then they were back in the gallery, the war raging outside.


  “Lorum!” Brody said. “Don’t harm my son! I’ll do whatever it takes—”


  “What was that?” Oriana said. “What’s wrong?”


  “Antosha broke the treaty—”


  Swirls of matter of every color emerged from the Lorum orb and spread around Pasha.


  Oriana ran to him and held his limp hand. She touched his arm and torso and shoulders, feeling vibrations and energy, like tremors in the Earth.


  She turned to her father, too shocked to speak.


  Pasha’s body heated and glowed.


  Brody raced to her side. She felt him gather his energies, but Pasha’s body continued to change. “I can’t stop them,” Brody said, his eyes wide, filled with dread.


  Oriana pushed her consciousness into the ZPF like she’d never done before, not even when she’d deceived Antosha. I might not be able to change the past, she thought, but I can change the future. She found the Lorum’s connection to the ZPF, inside the tower.


  “Lorum!” she said. “You know who I am. You felt my presence when my opponent seized my mind in Hengill. You have my genome. Take me instead—”


  “No, Oriana!”


  She blocked out her father’s voice. Please, Lorum, she sent, take me, not Pasha, take me …


  The swirling light spread from Pasha’s body through his arm and his hand to her fingers, up her arm, heating her body, enveloping her essence in the ZPF.


  The sensations were not unpleasant, even as she lost control of her arms, and her consciousness, her connection to the ZPF, to her body, came undone. Time seemed to slow.


  Her father frantically screamed, holding her limp body, but she was not a part of this, not like before.


  Pasha’s consciousness reconnected to his body.


  Let him wake, Oriana sent. Let him live, and I won’t fight you. She wondered if she even could fight the Lorum’s pull or power in the ZPF. They’ll keep my body alive, they’ll send you the extremophiles. Take me, take me, take me …


  Oriana’s consciousness pushed through the Earth’s crust, faster, to the surface; higher, to the blooming plains; slower, through the clouds; lower, until she looked upon the Earth and its moon and sun, and farther still, past Mars and the asteroid belt, Ceres, Jupiter, and Saturn. They all focused in her mind’s eye.


  Then they all disappeared.


  Let him live. Oriana wouldn’t repeat the mistakes of the past, hers or her lineage’s. She would willingly remain a ward of the Lorum unless and until the treaty’s terms were fulfilled. I won’t fight you. They won’t let my body die.


  Would her brother survive the war? Would her father?


  No, she told herself, don’t lose hope.


  If she did, she would truly turn into Antosha, for it wasn’t the Lorum’s power or the loss of Haleya Decca that transformed him; it was the decay around his consciousness, down to his core.


  At last, she understood. Her lessons in House Summerset, and Before Reassortment, had all prepared her for this. Maybe she could alter the past in the present. Maybe she changed it even now.


  She might never again hear Pasha’s voice, or see her father, or hold Nathan in her arms. She might never become an aera. But she could do more out here to break the cycle of deception and death that enslaved them than she could on Earth.


  She let her consciousness soar through the Milky Way Galaxy, through the void, to Vigna, floating with its three moons and stars.


  It was so stunning to behold she wished the Lorum would let her stay up here forever …


  Particle 7: Broden Barão


  Brody looked into his daughter’s eyes brimming with the Lorum’s energy. She collapsed into his arms. He knelt on the ground with her limp body. “My gods—”


  Boom!


  Masimovian Center Building #7 collapsed and sent a plume of smoke over the terrace.


  The water level in Reassortment Hall had ascended to chest level. Verena held Jocelyn in her arms. Xylia and Breccan submerged and reemerged as if they searched for a way out or a way to release the water. Other BP, Nero and Aera included, kept their heads above the water, but more BP drowned, too short to breathe, too tired to swim. Encapsulated within the platforms, they dangled like dead fish.


  CAPTAIN!


  It was Verena, through Marstone.


  If you’re out there, help us, help us or we’ll all BE dead. Do you hear me, Brody? We will all be dead!


  Gently, Brody set Oriana on the ground and dashed to Antosha’s body, to where the Pendant of the Chancellor lay upon his bloodied synsuit.


  He lifted the chain and pushed his head through the loop. The pendant dangled down his neck. He connected to the ZPF and to Marstone. The pendant glowed.


  Marstone, I am the supreme chancellor of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni. There is no contamination in Reassortment Hall. Halt the containment mechanism and drain the facility.


  Janzers, I am the supreme chancellor of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, and I order you to lay down your weapons.


  The ceiling in the gallery shivered, and pieces of marble fell with the statues.


  “Father? Is that you?” Brody knew his son’s voice, even though he’d not heard him since he had been born. He turned.


  Pasha stood with Oriana draped across his arms, tears dripping down his face. “What’s going on?” He looked down at Oriana, then back to Brody. “What’s wrong with her?”


  A carbyne beam fell on top of the commonwealth statues representing Palaestra, Volano, and Dunamis.


  “Can you carry her?” Brody said.


  “I think so,” Pasha said.


  “Son, we have to get out of here.”


  Pasha carried Oriana, following Brody, who carried Antosha, down the spiral marble steps.


  They crashed into the walls with the tremors, and Brody suspected the tower had but minutes before it would collapse.


  Closer to the first level, they ran into Pirro and Connor.


  “Is she …?” Pirro said, his stare focused on Oriana’s limp body.


  “No time,” Brody said.


  Together, they rushed down the stairs, through the smoke, through the rubble of Masimovian Center. They dashed with the Janzers and the BP and the teams toward North Archway.


  Fires had engulfed the districts and departments, the wards smoldered.


  Brody lost his connection with Marstone.


  He ran beneath the archway’s marble stone, Antosha still in his arms.


  He turned.


  The walls, pillars, and spires of Masimovian Tower shattered as the building collapsed.


  ZPF Impulse Wave: Broden Barão


  Portage City


   


  Portage, Underground Central


   


  2,500 meters deep


   


   


  “The war is over,” Minister Kaspasparon said. He pushed aside the long sprawling drapes that lined one of the windows of his medical quarters, looking out on Wuchiaping Square.


  Brody and Pasha sat beside Oriana, each holding one of her hands. Neither of them responded.


  “Captain,” Kaspasparon let the drapes go, “the people will expect you to lead them now from Phanes.”


  “I have much to do, Minister.” Brody worried about his daughter since the Battle for Beimeni City, as the Portagen historians were calling it, but another important thought also weighed heavily on his mind: the millions of transhumans trapped in the Lower Level. He tried to contact the Janzers and the Controller in the Lower Level through the ZPF, hoping to order them to raise the oxygen level to a livable concentration, but he received no response. The uprising must’ve claimed their lives. Brody wondered often if any of the exiles had survived, or if millions more transhumans were dead.


  Now his eyes searched Oriana’s. She looked lost in space-time. She’d opened her eyes as Pasha carried her during their journey atop Beimeni River down to Portage City, but she didn’t speak. Medical bots had strapped her to a legless, levitated gurney in a seated position.


  Kaspasparon, as always, sensed Brody’s troubles. “The people are praying for her swift recovery, as am I.”


  “There’s only one way to bring her back,” Brody said.


  “The extremophiles,” Pasha said. He let go of Oriana’s hand and stood. Soot still covered his sweaty face. He’d refused to bathe or change out of his ripped bodysuit since they’d arrived in the city, days ago. He never left Oriana’s side. Even with the developmental enhancements and alterations to his physical appearance, he reminded Brody much of Damy with his curly dark blue hair and sharp tongue.


  “Do you believe you can travel to the Earth’s core?” Kaspasparon asked.


  “I do,” Brody said assuredly, though he had his doubts. While he’d been pulled to the center of Vigna by the Lorum, that exoplanet was their home world, where they’d mastered their planetary machine. Before Reassortment, transhumans had mined much of the Earth’s crust but neither they nor Livellans nor Beimenians had penetrated the mantle, much less the outer or inner cores.


  “How?” Kaspasparon wanted to know.


  “The Lorum will guide us,” Pasha said.


  Brody had learned about Antosha’s experimentation with the Lorum orb on his son and Dr. Shrader. “The Lorum may not be what they seem, son.”


  “I agree,” Kaspasparon said, “do you think we can truly trust the Lorum?” The minister took long strides across the thick rug ringed by dragon’s tails. He looked down to Oriana and scrunched his brow. “We’ve seen what they can do.”


  Brody leaned over his daughter and pushed her long hair away from her face, placing it behind her ear. The thought that his baby had saved them all had filled him with joy, never more so than when the people chanted her name upon their arrival to Portage City. He held her hand, and though it felt warm and alive to his touch, Brody didn’t truly know whether she still lived the way a transhuman should—with a consciousness and free will. Nor did he know if ever her body and mind could be reunited.


  “You’re right,” Pasha said. “We’ll have to speak with her.” He turned to his father. “Captain Holcombe and his strike team served at Candor Chasma on Mars before they returned to the Earth. He told us he communicated with the Lorum through the ansible. We should—”


  “The problem is that Antosha recalled all the teams in the solar system to the commonwealth for his inauguration. It’ll take some time before we could redeploy to Mars, given the damage caused by the BP—”


  “That’s not good enough!” Pasha said. He stood abruptly and put his hand on his forehead.


  Much of his mother in him, Brody thought. He sighed. “Pasha, look at me.” His son turned, bristling. “Heywood intercepted the signals sent by the Lorum through the ZPF during the battle.” Brody learned that Antosha had enhanced the z-wall that he’d installed around the Lorum orb after the Mark ceremony. The Lorum broke through it and transmigrated to the Earth after Antosha perished. “He thinks he can replicate their methodology.”


  “You’ve lost me, Captain,” Kaspasparon said.


  Pasha’s expression brightened. “Heywood believes he can reverse engineer an ansible capable of instantaneous communication from the Earth.” He looked at Oriana and smiled sadly. “The Lorum did this to her,” he said. He spoke louder. “I want her back, I want to lead the Mission to the Earth’s Core.” He turned to his father. “When will this new ansible be ready?”


  Brody thought his son now sounded much like himself and Nero after development, brash, confident, and oblivious to the dangers surrounding them: a commonwealth in disrepair; an imminent, unsustainable population explosion; dissension in Underground North, South, East, and West; a capital city destroyed; millions and millions of refugees; and most alarming of all—Reassortment seepage near the Beimeni zone.


  It was enough to make Brody’s head explode.


  He looked out the window nearest him as if he’d find the solutions to the dilemmas facing his people and his family in the Portagen horizon. He wished he had all the answers to their problems, to the Reassortment Strain, to the extremophiles, the treaty with the Lorum, and to his daughter’s transmigration back to the Earth.


  “Father?” Pasha said.


  Brody found his voice. “The Earth-based ansible should be ready by the first trimester next year.”


  “The Lorum will die before then,” Pasha insisted, “and take Oriana to the grave with them.”


  “I’ll go to Huelel myself to oversee Heywood’s progress,” Brody said.


  “No,” Kaspasparon said, looking at Pasha, “your son should go. He’s familiar with the Lorum’s transmissions.” Kaspasparon paused, stepping closer to Brody. “The commonwealth will turn to you now, they’ll seek your leadership in reconstruction of their country below and aboveground. The ministry and board will be voting this afternoon to reinstate you to Supreme Scientist of Reassortment, which by Beimeni law would make you the chancellor-designate.”


  “What about Tethys?” Brody asked. “Wasn’t he appointed the next prime minister?”


  “Aye,” Kaspasparon admitted, “but he didn’t take his oath of office. I expect the ministry to again confirm his designation but the line of succession will be maintained. You will become the chancellor-designate and, I expect, the second Chancellor of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.”


  Brody licked his dried lips, nodding. “It sounds like we all have a lot to do, best get to it.” There wasn’t anything more he could do for Oriana by her side, and Kaspasparon was right; his people needed him, none more so than those trapped in the Lower Level.


  Brody left the citadel and Portage City in a synsuit. He traveled to Farino Prison with more than a million Janzers, survivors of the Battle for Beimeni City, who carried enough synsuits and Vitex to liberate the Lower Level exiles. They took the same elevators Brody had traveled in not long ago, going deeper into the Earth. They arrived at the edge of the Infernus Sea. They sailed on the carbyne vessel across the churning magma, and when they arrived at the other end, Brody rushed through the registration area. He took another elevator down into the Lower Level and Region 7 and searched. Dead bodies were strewn about. Where could they be? Then Brody rushed to the elevator to the mine. When the doors opened, he dashed out. He stopped. He gasped.


  Millions and millions of exiles had gathered in Black Square!


  The survivors startled at first when the hoard of Janzers poured into the mine. Many of them scattered. Others screamed. All distrusted the Janzer host until Brody declared, “My people, you have nothing to fear. We’re all going home!”


  The exiles soon calmed and Brody ordered the Janzers to inject them all with Vitex. He learned that they’d stormed the High Castle of the Controller and killed the overseer of the Lower Level. Part of Brody was relieved the Controller received justice, but another part of him was disappointed he didn’t deliver it himself. He watched as the Janzers fit the survivors into synsuits, then brought them back to the Beimeni zone in trip after trip after trip across the Infernus Sea.


  That’s one, Brody thought, when the last of the exiles emerged in Farino Prison. They, along with the prisoners on the islands who survived the war, were sent to refugee camps spread about Zereaux, Farino, and Xerean Territories.


  Next, Brody changed into a white bodysuit with the mark of the strike teams woven over his chest. He took several transports until he arrived at the Outer Boundary Village where he’d attend the Selendia funeral. By the time he arrived, he learned from Minister Kaspasparon that the ministry had reinstated him as Supreme Scientist of Reassortment, which by design made him chancellor-designate. Brody prayed he’d be the leader the people deserved, the leader he’d wished Chancellor Masimovian would’ve been, fair, reasonable, and wise.


  He entered Mission Control, where Nero, Verena, Aera, and Jocelyn greeted him at the top layer of the conical-shaped room. They also wore white bodysuits with the mark of the strike teams woven over their chests, even the little girl. Brody knelt to her.


  “I remember you from the Spa of Delphi,” he said, “and Portage Citadel.” He flicked one of Jocelyn’s sausage curls. “I heard what you did at the Volano Gates, tricking the Janzers.” He hugged her. “I’m glad you survived the war, Miss Jocelyn.”


  “So am I,” Jocelyn said.


  When Brody stood, Verena embraced him and asked, “How is Oriana?”


  “She’s breathing,” Brody said. He stepped back, holding Verena at arm’s length. “Her body’s here.” He looked up, then to his former strategist. “Her consciousness is with the Lorum inside Vigna, I hope.”


  We’ll get her back, Brodes,” Nero said, pulling his captain away from Verena, holding him close. “I promise.”


  “I know,” Brody said. He cupped Nero’s cheek and jaw with his hand. “I knew you’d find a way to survive.”


  “Likewise.”


  “I also heard about your parents. I’m so sorry. I’ll help you find your biological father, with all the resources I have.”


  Nero swiped his nose. “Fair enough.” Whether it was anguish or anger in Nero’s face, Brody couldn’t tell. He knew his brother-in-development hated his parents for abandoning him. But now that Nero had learned the truth—that his mother saved him from his stepfather’s wrath—did that change how he felt about them?


  Brody turned to Aera. She gave him a slight bow. She looked thinner than he remembered when he’d seen her in Blackeye Cavern, but not as sickly as he’d heard she’d become in Farino Prison; the Janzers had been ordered by Lady Isabelle to starve the First Aera to weaken her.


  “Will you rejoin the teams?” Brody asked.


  “I never left them,” Aera said.


  Brody gave her a slight smile, then peered down into Mission Control’s conical room. The strike teams lined layer after layer of it, all the captains, strategists, strikers, and aeras who had survived the Battle for Beimeni City. Connor stood at the bottommost layer next to General Mariner and the fossilized remains of his family, which lay in a half-opened missile casket. The boy no longer looked like the underdeveloped Polemon whom Brody had first met in Blackeye Cavern. Instead, he appeared much like Jeremiah, with a trimmed beard that swooped from ear to ear, sharp facial features, a crested hairline, long uncombed hair, leather boots tied at his ankles and knees, and a tanned fur-lined cape.


  Nero put his hand on Brody’s shoulder. “After you, Cap …” Nero hesitated. “Chancellor.”


  It was odd for Brody to hear that word uttered for him, even from his former striker’s lips. He moved swiftly down the stairs with his former strike team beside him. When he arrived at the bottommost layer, he greeted Connor, who said, “My chancellor, you honor my family with a burial worthy of the strike teams.”


  Brody glanced down at the fossilized remains of Jeremiah Selendia, Solstice Rupel, Johann Selendia, Maribel Hunter, and Zorian Selendia, their arms draped over one another. Brody had ordered the Janzers to retrieve Solstice’s and Maribel’s bodies from a graveyard in Piscator, Jeremiah’s from Gaia, and Zorian’s from Artemis Square. The Janzers sent them all to quarantine in Area 55, where Johann’s body remained interred. Undertaker bots in quarantine first exposed Johann’s body to gamma radiation to destroy any trace of Reassortment, then placed his body with the others in sediment. By adjusting the heat and pressure surrounding the bodies, the bots quickened the fossilization processes, turning them into external molds.


  “We were wrong about your father,” Brody said. “I hope you can forgive us.” Connor nodded, his eyes glossy. Brody inclined his head, staring at the teams. He sensed their unease with this ceremony. “Jeremiah Selendia atoned for any wrong the teams hold against him.” Brody paused. “For those of you who were privileged to know our last commander, Vastar Alalia, I don’t have to tell you he’d also approve of what we’re doing for the Selendia family.


  “For those of you born after his death, you should know that Vastar was the kindest, gentlest, toughest man I ever knew, a man who would’ve viewed the ultimate sacrifices made by this family worthy of the strike teams and our ultimate cause, to protect the people of the underground.” Many of the teams, including the Holcombe Strike Team, moved their chins up and down.


  Brody telekinetically lifted a z-disk from his belt and handed it to Connor, who looked upon it in wonderment. Connor activated the z-disk, and its signals sent instructions for E. pigmentation into his neurochip and skin cells. He rolled up his sleeve and smiled. The mark of the strike teams soon formed in his skin, decorating his forearm.


  Brody raised his voice. “The Selendia family gave their lives so that we can stand here today, free to think, free to let our emotions control us rather than us feigning our thoughts and emotions, knowing that if we failed to do so, we might be sent to the Lower Level, or worse … the surface.”


  Brody looked at Connor, who stared at the fossilized indentation of Hans, then turned back to the strike teams. “For their service to transhumankind we will send this great family to the Twin Gods of the Cosmos, the way we’ve done for all our fallen comrades in the past and,” Brody put his hand upon Connor’s forearm, over the mark, “name Cornelius Selendia an honorary strike team member.” Applause echoed throughout the room.


  A carbyne cylinder rotated around the fossilized bodies, closing the missile casket. General Mariner hand-signaled his engineers on the bottommost layer, who operated six workstations, and the casket moved forward, as did Brody and Connor, their elbows locked.


  “I shall never forget this, my chancellor,” Connor said. “I’m at the commonwealth’s service for as long as I live.”


  Brody patted Connor’s arm. “We owe you more than you could ever give.”


  The missile casket entered the silo, then lifted perpendicular to the launchpad. The sounds of rotating carbyne sheets echoed throughout Mission Control as each layer in the silo opened and as the launchpad moved up, up, up to the surface of the Earth. Granville panels in all the territories where they functioned displayed the launch as the fuel ignited and smoke billowed above the launchpad.


  The missile took off, flying into the clouds to the edge of the Earth’s atmosphere and finally, outer space, where the commonwealth’s satellites picked it up.


  “Goodbye, Mother, Father, Mari, and my brothers,” Connor said. A tear streaked down his cheek. “You will be missed.” The rocket disappeared from view as it sailed into the void.


  That’s two, Brody thought. He spent the rest of the evening catching up with the strike team survivors, and at the end of night he agreed the Comb Cove should be reopened. Verena, Nero, and Aera would make sure it happened in all haste. That’s three.


   


   


  Livelle City


  Natura, Underground West


   


  The next morning, Brody and a Janzer division took an interterritory transport to Livelle City, then an intracity transport to Livelle Cemetery, where Antosha’s body had been prepared for burial. It didn’t surprise him that no one else attended. The Janzers carried a canoe with Antosha’s body inside. Together with Brody they descended the cliffs beside the Zwillerzweller River, then trudged along the shoreline to where a network of prehistoric streams snaked into the underground, deeper into the Earth’s crust.


  The Janzers placed the canoe at the side of one of those streams. Inside the canoe, across many slats, the former supreme scientist of the Regenesis and Reassortment projects, and the former supreme chancellor-designate of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni lay. His face looked less grotesque, molded by undertaker bots, while his arms lay folded across his chest.


  Brody didn’t know why he carried Antosha’s body out of Masimovian Tower during the Battle for Beimeni City. Later on, he realized a part of him wanted to believe his former shadow survived, somehow, that perhaps the Antosha he knew before he discovered the Lorum and before Haleya Decca’s death might awaken, replacing the demon he’d turned into. Of course, that didn’t happen, and against the strike teams’ wishes, Brody had ordered Antosha’s body prepped for an offering to the Earth. This was how the Elders, the mortal skilled telepaths who had helped Chancellor Livelle create the strike teams, had sent off their deceased.


  Now Brody used the ZPF to push the canoe off the shoreline, and it eased into the murky water. Slowly, then swiftly, the current took the canoe, and Antosha. He would follow the way of the Earth’s geological history, its layers beneath the continental crust, and onward to the mantle. Brody hoped he would find some peace in death that he couldn’t find here, reunited with his beloved Haleya, as some part of Brody longed to join his eternal partner, even now.


  That’s four, Brody thought when he lost sight of Antosha’s canoe.


  He connected to the ZPF and to the Pendant of the Chancellor. All the Janzers who remained in the commonwealth, besides those with him, had gathered in Beimeni City’s ruins, awaiting his orders. When Brody arrived at the rebuilt Tortonia Station, he questioned whether the rubble strewn about the great city for kilometer after kilometer was the city he’d lived in with Damy for so many decades. Ash danced in the dusty air, as did the smell of burnt minerals and death. Scaffolding scattered throughout the burned-out wards where the engineering consortiums collaborated to rebuild the homes for more than fifteen million people, many of whom had perished during the Evolutionary War’s final battle.


  Brody stepped over the soot of North Boardwalk and onto the charred marble of Artemis Square, where more than one million Janzers lined up in row after row after row before him. What was he to do with them? Surely he’d not commission the creation of more, but he couldn’t bring himself to punish those who’d survived the war, either; incapable of reproduction, without athanasia they’d eventually perish of old age. Indeed, the more Brody thought about it, the more he realized no one in the Great Commonwealth should have access to athanasia, at least not until the population growth rate settled to a more sustainable rate.


  One problem at a time, he thought. He moved through their lines, observing them. Without their helmets, visors, and body armor, they did resemble Chancellor Masimovian with their curly brownish-gold hair, dark brownish-red eyes, trimmed goatees, pointed noses, high cheek bones, and pouty lips.


  Janzers, he sent, I am your chancellor, but you are not my slaves. You are all now free men in the Great Commonwealth. You will find work for the consortiums and continue your service to transhumankind the way you see fit—


  Unexpectedly, one of the Janzers reached for Brody’s arm, giving him a start.


  The Janzer released him and said: “We don’t know how to proceed with that directive.” His voice sounded like a million-plus voices blended together.


  Gooseflesh formed on Brody’s arms. He stood wide-mouthed. He knew the Janzers could connect in times of battle or angst; he didn’t think his message would cause them this much distress.


  Janzers! he sent again. You are no longer beholden to the carrier of the Pendant of the Chancellor!


  Brody lifted the pendant from his neck and held it high in the air, turning side to side. When he felt sure all the Janzers understood what he meant, he dropped the pendant on the ground. It bounced on the charred marble before it settled. Brody unsheathed his diamond sword and swung it down swiftly and decisively. He split the pendant, which sent a burst of waves into the ZPF. The Janzers groaned.


  Again, Brody connected to them. Janzers, understand me! You are free! You are to live out your days as citizens of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni!


  Now a different Janzer stepped forward and also spoke with more than a million voices: “We serve the supreme chancellor of the Great Commonwealth.”


  Brody sighed and rubbed his head. He felt as if he were trying to negotiate with his former striker and strategist.


  Then another thought struck him. Reassortment was still seeping underground, while the construction on Sky City and the tunnel leading to it had halted for Antosha’s inauguration. To the Janzer who stepped forward, Brody said, “Will you finish the work you started on Sky City?”


  The Janzer nodded and soon all the million-plus Janzers were bobbing their heads in agreement.


  “Go forth then to Sky City and help me lead the people back to the surface.”


  The Janzers filed out of Artemis Square, and in the days ahead, construction continued not only on Sky City, but on an additional fourteen terradomes and surface cities scattered about the continent, cities capable of housing tens of millions of transhumans. They also began work on a layer of Lorum-infused shielding inside the Earth necessary to protect the Beimeni zone from further Reassortment seepage. That’s five.


  Brody returned to Portage City, which temporarily housed the central government apparatus. From his chancellery quarters, he remained in constant contact with his confidants and family stretched around the commonwealth; with Pasha and Heywood in the RDD; Verena and Nero in the Comb Cove; the Janzers upon the surface and below; and of course, with Minister Kaspasparon, who shored up support for his chancellorship throughout the underground, including the North.


  When at last the day of Brody’s inauguration arrived, he stepped onto a terrace ahead of a balustrade overlooking the city.


  Portage’s silver Granville sun rose over the horizon and spread life over all it touched—the skywalks, millions and millions of Beimenians, bronze spires, bazaars, and children, the children of Beimeni who played Captains and Aliens, shouting orders and aiming their hands like pulse guns. They’d still be developed by the great houses, but they’d not have their growth accelerated. Nor would they be auctioned like property—they’d become part of Beimenian society in whatever way they chose.


  All the people looked up to where Brody stood, as they had prior to the assault that destroyed Beimeni City, with hope in their hearts: hope that he would be different, that he would honor the memories of the fallen and be the steward of humanity Atticus Masimovian once was, the leader the people expected and needed while reconstruction moved forward underground.


  On his left side stood Nero, Verena, Ruiner, Dahlia, Mintel, Charlene, Gwen, Connor, Pirro, Aera, Xylia, Breccan, and Jocelyn, his friends for life, however long that life might last—without the Fountain of Youth, without Jubilees, without Marstone or the Lower Level. On his right side stood Pasha, Desaray Hawkins, Nathan Storm, and Oriana, on her gurney. Pasha looked and moved like a Beimeni strategist, his gait steady and confident beside his girlfriend, dressed in a violet silk gown.


  Nathan looked like a man who hadn’t slept in ages. And despite all the years he’d dreamed of this day, neither had Brody. That his own son would be the one to retrieve the extremophiles for the Lorum was some comfort. Pasha was the only man who longed to see Oriana return as much as he. Still, Brody worried about his daughter every minute, and he would continue to do so until her consciousness returned to the Earth. But they would take her with them today, in hopes that her spirit, along with her body, might taste a breath of true air.


  Brody recalled that spring day earlier in the year, a day that seemed as foreign to him as Vigna, when Verena and Nero had stood with him beneath the Reassortment research terradome upon the Island of Reverie.


  They’d sent a Gemini to the surface that day, the last Gemini he would ever kill, for he would find another way, another method to test transhuman nervous systems and blood against Reassortment. Surely, a society that traveled through space and time could devise a new method for clinical trials. And they would—for one day, they would find a way to escape even the Lorum-infused terradomes and subtunnels now complete, fifteen in all.


  One dream at a time, Brody thought as he led the procession out of the citadel, captains, strikers, strategists, aeras, ministers, and commoners, toward Simenurian Station. He and his inner circle boarded the first transport to arrive in Sky Station, on the Earth’s surface. Many thousands followed behind them.


  The transport carried them up into the Midwestern part of the continent, eventually affording a view of Sky City. It was everything Brody imagined, crisscrossed with carbyne archway beams, gardens, sculptures, and transport tubes. The invisible dome rounded the city, sank into the ground and rose into the sky, a synthetic field designed by Antosha with the Lorum genome. While the Lorum-infused dome repelled the hated organism, it allowed the other parts of Earth’s atmosphere and soil—the parts necessary for transhuman life—to pass through freely. It allowed for a view of the true sky.


  Brody felt a little sad looking up, for he remembered Haleya and Antosha, his friend, not the killer of Damy, not the Great Deceiver of the Great Commonwealth, as the people now referred to him.


  We did it, Damy, Brody thought. We led our people to the surface.


  Brody stepped out of the transport and breathed the atmosphere for the first time. It smelled of trees and ocean. He thought he could soar for the moon, right then and there. More transports arrived. Pasha, with Oriana at his side on her gurney, and Desaray and Nathan beside him, joined Brody. Together they led the procession of all Beimeni over the virgin grass and cobblestone paths, between the fountains and sculpted buildings. There were residences with units designed like cutouts of a conifer cone, smaller domes and cafés, and the newly constructed Liberty Building, the people’s government building, a spire in the sky that reflected the sun, intercut by hundreds of skywalks.


  They arrived at Sky Square, designed to look like the top of a sea. Illusory currents moved beneath Brody’s feet.


  “This is why you’re not a failure,” Pasha said to his father. “This is why the gods brought you back to us.”


  Brody squeezed his hand.


  Sky City soon overflowed with millions and millions of Beimenians, and the Granville panels spread the scene to those below the surface who couldn’t fit or could not walk. A new system of incentives and travel allowances would be necessary to decide who was permitted to travel and live upon the surface until enough terradomes were complete, but that was a worry for another day.


  Ministers Tethys Charles, Kurt Kaspasparon, and Genevieve Sineine waited for Brody on the stage near the Pedestal of the Chancellor, while the rest of the ministers arced not far behind. Minister Noria Furongielle held her finger to her lips. The crowd silenced.


  Brody strode up the stairs to the pedestal.


  “The surface is yours, Chancellor,” Minister Kaspasparon said.


  Brody looked down to his own arm, to where the burned T carved a permanent memory of what he’d overcome in the commonwealth. He’d carry the tattoo as a constant reminder of what could go wrong if he faltered.


  “No,” he said, nodding to the square, “it’s theirs.”


  With his right hand over his heart and his left hand on the Formation documents, Brody took his oath of office. He turned to his people in Sky Square and in all the territories below. Pasha was right. This was why he had survived: to return and restore order, to return and know his son, to fulfill the treaty with the Lorum, to emerge from Beimeni, into daylight.


  Brody took Oriana’s hand in his and raised it to the crowd. The ground shook with the people’s cheers, above and below.
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  Pasha activated the ansible. Its colorful crystals cast a polychromatic glow over the carbyne roof deck. Wearing the Lorum synsuit, he felt a strong connection to the ZPF and projected the Lorum’s signals across the galaxy to Vigna. I understand what I have to do, Pasha sent, though I don’t know the way. Great Lorum, will you show me the way, will you guide me to the center of the Earth?


  Pasha could travel to a mantle plume, a direct tunnel to the Earth’s core, but he couldn’t enter it and hope to survive, not without the Lorum’s help. Somehow, he assumed from his father’s stories of Vigna, the Lorum must use the ZPF in a way he didn’t understand, using their planet’s gravity to travel through its layers. He’d need to do the same inside the Earth.


  The Lorum will protect you, the Lorum will guide you, the Lorum will fulfill the treaty when we receive the extremophiles.


  And when I fulfill the treaty terms, Pasha sent, I expect my sister’s consciousness will be returned.


  She will be returned, the Lorum agreed.


  I want to speak to her. The Lorum had refused this request to Father and to Pasha on several occasions. But as time went on, the Lorum’s energy reserves declined; it would, in fact, die as a species in less than an Earth year. Pasha had sensed their desperation prior to the Timescape Mission, and more so recently. He felt confident they’d agree. I want to know she lives before I proceed.


  Pasha?


  He felt his pulse quicken. He knew his sister’s voice. But was it her, truly?


  O, I’m coming for you. She didn’t answer him. Do you hear me, I won’t stop—


  Listen to me, Pash. There is no cure—


  O? You there?


  No response.


  O? What does that mean?


  No response.


  Lorum, you will let me speak with her!


  We’ve used too many enzymes already, you’ve spoken to her, now, bring us the extremophiles. Fulfill the treaty and your sister will be returned …


  Pasha disconnected from the ansible and the Lorum.


  He sent messages to his friends and family and did not accept their replies.


  To Desaray and Nathan, he sent: I’m retrieving the extremophiles, and when I come back, we’re traveling to Vigna.


  To his father, he sent: I know what I must do. I must travel by way of a mantle plume. The Lorum will protect me.


  Pasha dashed to the edge of Sky City’s Liberty Building, where he and Heywood had placed Earth’s first ansible.


  The Lorum’s colorful swirls of organic metal flowed over his body. It formed wings from his arms when he dove off the building’s side.


  The crowd of protestors, mostly wealthy Beimenians, occupying the square below halted their chants for athanasia. Many pointed up to him as he soared through the night sky, toward the quarantine sector kilometers away.


  Pasha passed through it and flew across the continent, gliding through the clouds as he’d done a thousand times before.


  Only, this time was different. This time he left Sky City on the Mission to the Earth’s Core, the mission that would save his sister.


  He passed kilometer after kilometer of ocean blue until he spied the Hawaiian Islands in the distance.


  Lava gurgled up around the edge of the Big Island.


  Pasha altered his senses, seeing the Earth as it existed in the ZPF: the land, the ocean, the mantle plume beneath, down, down, down, to the core.


  He neared the volcano and the great fountain of lava it spewed into the air. He put his wings at his sides and dove, like a falcon.


  I’m coming, O, Pasha sent as the crater’s lip rose up around him.


  He splashed into the pool of magma and disappeared.
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  World Map circa 368 AR
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  Capital City Map circa 368 AR
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  Cartographic Notes


   



  Archimedes River: runs from Area 51 in Boreas to the Shore, Piscator, where it mixes with the man-made lagoon at the border of the continent where the earth meets the Gulf of Yeuron; the portion of the river from Wenlock City, Jurinar, to Pragia Village, Luxor, flows beside the Visea Basin rather than running off into it; the portion of the river from Alpinia City, Marshlands (approx. 2,457 meters deep), to Vivo City, Vivo (2,527 meters deep), descends deeper into the Earth.


  Beimeni River: runs from Area 51, Boreas, to Yeuron City, Yeuron.


  Beimeni zone: a layer of the Earth that is, on average, between two thousand and two thousand five hundred meters deep; some parts of the commonwealth are deeper and some parts have shallower depths.


  Haurachesa Territory: cities of Port Newland and Huatervian City accessed from the sea and established in 217 AR and 227 AR, respectively; territory not reachable via traditional transport until 335 AR, when a tunnel was constructed beneath the Gulf of Yeuron to the Phanes Beltway.


  Hillenthara River: runs from the North Atlantic Ocean to the fork in Gubertiana Territory where it empties into the Archimedes River.


  Inaccessible: the regions in the Beimeni zone considered to be off limits to expansion owing to seismic activity within Earth.


  Island of Reverie: known as Manhattan, Before Reassortment; lies in the surface zone above Reassortment Hall.


  Lochkafka River: runs from Nurino City, Zereaux, to a fork in Portage Territory where it empties into the Beimeni River.


  Masimovian Center: though it’s labeled as #23 in the city map key, it’s unlabeled on the city map; includes Masimovian Tower and Buildings #2–#7.


  Nyx Territory: known as Angeles Territory prior to the collapse of Angeles City in 214 AR. Angeles City was renamed the City of Eternal Darkness the same year.


  Phanes Beltway: the commonwealth’s largest transport terminal. (See Appendix 6.)


  Phanes Citadel: unlabeled in the city map key and on the city map; is on top of the Swann Tower in the capital’s Plaza District.


  Reassortment Hall: located in the Earth’s crust beneath the Island of Reverie in the Beimeni zone.


  Surface zone: the surface of Earth.


  Valanginian River: runs from Palaestra City, Palaestra, to Phanes Lake, Phanes.


  Visea Basin: a network of deep prehistoric caverns that served as a runoff for many natural underground rivers and streams.


  Zwillerzweller River: runs from Area 55, Boreas, to Zanclea City, Reanaearo, where it empties into the Visea Basin.


   


   



  For clearer versions of the maps, setting, and charts, as well as character indexes, please visit: http://www.raedenzen.com/


  Appendix 1

  

  Thirty Precepts of the Commonwealth


  
    Henceforth, there shall be thirty precepts by which thirty territories of a Great Commonwealth of Beimeni shall live.

  


   



  
    —Atticus Masimovian, 168 AR

  


   



  Precept 1: Serve Beimeni. Live forever.


   



  Precept 2: Suffering is questioning. Questioning is destructive. Destruction is never inevitable.


   



  Precept 3: Jealousy is treachery. Treachery is culpable. Culpability is never questioned.


   



  Precept 4: Abuse or misuse of official insignia of the commonwealth is forbidden.


   



  Precept 5: Citizen heirs of the chancellor are a blessing. They are also property of the Office of the Chancellor. All pregnancies must be reported to the nearest medical facility and all citizens must be registered with the government at the time of birth, prior to development.


   



  Precept 6: Excursions to the surface of the Earth are forbidden unless sanctioned by the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 7: Citizens should be honored to serve their chancellor, including in the Lower Level.


   



  Precept 8: The Harpoon Auction shall serve as the primary arbiter of commonwealth function.


   



  Precept 9: Exile to the Lower Level is not immutable, unless as determined by the Harpoon Auction or the Office of the Judiciary.


   



  Precept 10: No Beimenian in the upper territories shall be permitted to the Lower Level, unless as determined by the Harpoon Auction or the Offices of the Judiciary or the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 11: The Judiciary shall act in stewardship of the chancellor and in the best interest of the citizenry.


   



  Precept 12: The chancellor shall be the ultimate arbiter in matters that involve the Office of the Judiciary.


   



  Precept 13: To speak against the chancellor is to speak against the Twin Gods of the Cosmos.


   



  Precept 14: Unauthorized exposure to forsaken and foreign lands is forbidden.


   



  Precept 15: A commonwealth mission is honorable. Beimenians who fail to uphold such missions are dishonorable.


   



  Precept 16: Unlimited expansion throughout Earth is the right of all Beimenians. Construction privileges shall be granted via the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations.


   



  Precept 17: Ownership of weapons, including but not limited to pulse rifles, pulse guns, and pulse grenades, is forbidden.


   



  Precept 18: Beimenians shall live in harmony, serve, and live together. Everyone belongs to each other.


   



  Precept 19: Fountain Square access shall be granted for service and conversion or as designated by the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 20: Private ownership of apartment units is encouraged. Private ownership of goods and services is especially encouraged.


   



  Precept 21: Abundant celebrations are encouraged by the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 22: All images, thoughts, messages, and other neural impulses held within the cerebral network are the property of the Department of Communications and Commonwealth Relations.


   



  Precept 23: The Beimeni monetary unit, the benari, henceforth is defined as coins manufactured by the official mint, comprised of a proprietary blend of silver, gold, and platinum.


   



  Precept 24: The Departments of Peace and Communications shall ensure tranquility and harmony within the borders of Beimeni under the authority of the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 25: The Department of Space shall ensure technological advancement for departure from the commonwealth and safe passage to foreign or hostile lands, including, but not limited to, the Earth’s surface.


   



  Precept 26: The Research & Development Department is tasked with providing all the resources Beimenians require for survival.


   



  Precept 27: The people of Beimeni have the right to freely elect territorial representatives to serve as ministers within the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 28: The people of Beimeni have the right to bring any and all complaints to the Office of the Judiciary.


   



  Precept 29: Criminal acts with a possible sentencing to the Lower Level shall be arbitrated by the Department of Peace and the Office of the Judiciary at the discretion of the Office of the Chancellor.


   



  Precept 30: A chancellor’s rule is infinite as determined by the Twin Gods of the Cosmos and the Beimenian people. In the event of death or incapacitation, and until an election can be arranged, the prime minister of Beimeni shall assume leadership. Beneath the prime minister, the rule of the free peoples of Beimeni shall fall to the supreme scientist tasked with Reassortment.


  Appendix 2

  

  Terraforming the Underground


  
    The Earth contains species capable of living in extreme conditions. We need only convert these adaptations to the transhuman genome to ensure our survival at depths never before possible in the history of man.

  


   



  
    —Atticus Masimovian, 168 AR

  


   



  The following is the transcript of Supreme Scientist Jeremiah Selendia’s guest lecture to a Harpoon class in 233 AR. Though its central topic was underground terraforming and engineering, the lecture also covered subjects such as the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the Death Wave, the Reassortment Strain, Livelle city-state, the Beimeni zone, and the Age of Masimovian, among others. It was required reading for Harpoon candidates and knowledge of the points covered in the lecture was tested during the first half multiple choice section of the exams until Jeremiah’s demotion from Project Reassortment in 283 AR. The transcript is stored in Marstone’s Database and is considered classified government property.


   



  To thoroughly understand the process by which we terraformed the Beimeni zone of the underground, a brief overview of the circumstances that led to its necessity is required. The Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly and resultant Death Wave concluded the Second Hundred Years’ War fought between the Eastern and Western Hegemonies. The paucity of data that survived in Livelle Laboratory after the zeropoint attack at the end of the war suggests the Reassortment Strain may have escaped containment from Hengill Laboratory, built 200 meters below the surface of Iceland. From there we suspect it mutated in unexpected ways, transforming into the modern killer of transhumans. We also believe the end must have been swift, and terrifying, based on our own experience with it: no transhuman has survived exposure to it.


  The lone survivors of the extinction event organized a civilization within the contained and sustained Livelle Laboratory some 50 meters below Antelope Canyon. Noriel Livelle, the chief administrator for the lab, proposed the formation of a new government, consisting of a democratically-elected chancellor and 10 ministers (for 10 districts) to rule over a new city-state. The city-state would include the centrally located laboratory and its surrounding village with a population of about 15,000—the presumed last of the transhuman race.


  Noriel Livelle was elected the first chancellor in a landslide victory; with the approval of the ministry, he named the new city-state after himself. He and the ministry requested a group of scientists known as the Elders—transhumans highly skilled with the zeropoint field—to formulate a strategy to protect Livellans from structural collapses and Reassortment breaches. The Elders created strategic expedition (strike) teams with a separate mission from the Livelle Guard, which protected the central government apparatus and provided security throughout the city-state.


  The strike teams were instead given complete autonomy under a designated strike team commander, with the understanding their sole mission was to respond to structural collapses and Reassortment breaches in Livelle. The Elders suspected either the strain was designed to diffuse into the Earth—presumably to disrupt or kill scientists who worked in subterranean synbio labs—or did so by other means because they’d lost contact with the Western Hegemony, including the underground facilities. So the first volunteers for the strike teams understood their mission was a suicidal one; no biomat suit could then protect transhumans from Reassortment exposure in the shallower parts of the underground or upon the surface.


  Concurrent with the creation of the strike teams, the chancellor called on his confidant, Ruslan Masimovian, to form the Reassortment research team to focus on developing Reassortment-resistant biomats and a cure. Masimo, as Ruslan was known, first sought to unfreeze the League of Scientists—the 340 scientists frozen near absolute zero as required by the initiation of Operation Preservation—who many believed could hold the key to immunity to the Reassortment Strain. (Some even suspected they could have Reassortment-resistant genes.)


  Masimo killed five scientists before he realized the methodologies outlined by the league for awakenings would not work; neither he, nor anyone else, could find a way to repair the cells fast enough to revive the scientists held in stasis. Chancellor Livelle ordered the remaining 335 scientists be stored in a special containment chamber called the Cryo Room within the city-state’s Science District, at the lowermost level of the laboratory, which lay beneath the village.


  Existing synbio labs merged and new labs formed, combining with new and existing consortiums (including mechanical, nuclear, biological, civil, materials, computer, electrical, and zeropoint field engineers, among others) focused on obtaining energy and producing synisms, raw materials, and sustenance to ensure humanity’s survival in the underground. Livelle’s sophisticated power plant had been built prior to the extinction event, and became the basis for the design of power plants used throughout the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  All power plants, with the exception of solar panels, hydroelectric, and wind turbines, are the same: water is converted to steam in a boiler (or pressure vessel), the steam is used to spin a turbine, the turbine spins a generator that produces electricity, and the waste steam is condensed back into water before being redirected back into the boiler. The only difference between various types of power plants is the fuel that heats the boiler, which includes nuclear, coal, oil, or natural gas, among other sources.


  Engineers designed a pressure vessel that sat in a pool of magma. The magma transferred its heat to the vessel, which boiled the water. As a result, the magma cooled and became denser than the hotter magma beneath it. The cool magma sank, was warmed by the Earth, then rose and was cooled by the boiler, and the process repeated. The idea was to create a current within the magma called natural convection; it was the driving force behind Livelle’s power plant design. The problem: magma didn’t exist naturally near Livelle Laboratory.


  The Western Hegemony had to devise a methodology to create magma based on the understanding of the way heat is spread inside the Earth. To wit, the flow of heat (i.e., heat flux with units of W/m2 or watts per square meter) out of the Earth is roughly 87 milliwatts (mW) per square meter (m2), averaged over the entire surface. It is driven by the fact that deep Earth is hot, and it becomes hotter with increasing depth. The change of temperature with depth is sometimes called the geothermal gradient, or geotherm. It differs for the oceanic and continental regions. (Livellans had concluded to burrow beneath the oceans would prove too difficult, logistically, biologically, and technologically, so the discussion that follows is concerned solely with the continental region.)


  There are three sources of heat inside the Earth. One is “primordial” heat, or the heat left over from accretion and core formation; another is heating caused by the decay of long-lived radioactive isotopes. The relative contributions from the two sources are uncertain, but the latter probably predominates and may contribute as much as 75 percent of the total heat. The third source is tidal friction resulting from the gravitational attraction of the moon. As the moon and Earth orbit each other, both bodies bulge out slightly toward their near and opposite sides. This gives rise to the ocean tides, but there are similar, albeit barely discernible, tides in the solid part of Earth. This constant “breathing” causes friction in solid Earth and may contribute up to 10 percent of the planet’s internal heat.


  Radioactive heat comes mostly from decay of the elements uranium, thorium, and potassium. These elements are highly concentrated in the granitic part of the continental crust, which is why granites generate much more heat than other rocks. Despite its comparatively high radioactivity, the continental crust produces only a small fraction of Earth’s total heat, simply because it constitutes only a small fraction of the mass of Earth. Rather, about 80 percent of the heat comes from the mantle and core, and this heat emerges along the midocean ridges, transported there by the convective upwelling of the mantle. The deeper a rock is within the Earth, the hotter and denser it is. A general, though not uniformly applicable, rule for geotherm is that for each kilometer (km) in depth, the temperature increases by about 25 degrees Celsius (C).


  Understanding these concepts, Western Hegemony engineers had built heat vents from where the continental crust meets the mantle to a pressure vessel 4,000 meters beneath the surface of the Earth. The vents concentrated the heat generated by the deep Earth, and connected to a pool of minerals surrounding the pressure vessel; the heat vents kept the minerals melted at 1200 degrees C.


  The vessel was similar in design to a boiling water reactor (BWR), which is a type of nuclear reactor. A BWR design was chosen because nuclear reactors undergo more extreme conditions than a typical boiler at a fossil fuel plant. Livelle’s vessel was shaped like a pill, a long cylinder capped by domes at either end made of an alloy with a melting point of 1480 degrees C; one half sat in the magma and the other half did not. The height (h) and radius (r) of the vessel were found by calculating the required surface area for the magma to contact the vessel in order to boil the water at the proper rate to sustain the operation of the plant; in this case, the height was 200 m and the radius was 70.4 m.


  The submerged half of the vessel required insulation. The thermal conductivity (k) of the insulation and the thickness (L) of the pressure vessel required a simple heat transfer analysis. For six inches of insulation, the thermal conductivity was k = 3.76 W/(mK) where W equals watts and mK equals meters x Kelvin; thus, the maximum allowable thickness of the vessel was L = 0.562 meters.


  Using a safety factor of three (standard for engineering), the maximum allowable pressure (P) within the vessel (a plane stress analysis problem) was determined to be P = 526 kPa where kPa equals kilopascals. This is relative pressure, meaning it was 526 kPa more than the pressure in the nearby earth.


  The power plant included four turbines, which spun a main shaft that led directly to an electric generator. Leftover steam entered a container with a pipe of cold water, obtained from a nearby lake upon the surface, and ran through a condenser (i.e., a heat exchanger). The steam condensed upon contact with the colder pipe and collected at the bottom of the container, leaving via a pipe to return to the boiler. (A pump was used in Livelle’s power plant to get the water from the condenser to the boiler, but later iterations of this power plant design in the Great Commonwealth used gravity.) The resulting power plant generated 1300 megawatts of electricity, enough to supply Livelle, its laboratory and village of 15,000 transhumans, with energy they required to survive.


  Chancellor Livelle’s first priority was to ensure the power plant could continue its operation without access to the Western Hegemony’s infrastructure, including nonrenewable resources supplied by its asteroid mines. Reassortment risk was, of course, also a concern. He wanted to be sure the water used from the nearby lake could be treated with liquid ethanol and radiation before it neared the city-state. Once he confirmed the power plant could, in fact, proceed with normal operations including radiation treatment for 250 years without resupply (based on modest population growth estimates), he quickly focused the scientists in the laboratory on production of raw materials via synbio tech.


  The chancellor understood that every synthetic organism (or synism) requires a source of two things: (1) carbon (to make stuff); and (2) energy (need energy to make stuff). The first requirement was technically negotiable if the synism was trained to make molecules out of silicon or sulfur or possibly, at high enough temperatures, metal oxides, but the second one was not. Energy is necessary to change molecules, a consequence of the first law of thermodynamics.


  Bacteria typically get energy from the sun in the form of electromagnetic (EM) radiation (light) on a certain part of the EM spectrum. They use it to boost electrons to higher energy states, then transmit them along a series of reactions that allow the organism to reduce low-energy molecules (ADP) to high-energy-carrying molecules (ATP). In Livelle, scientists used thermal radiation (heat) instead of light, procured from the heat loops surrounding the power plant. They used a ratcheting system whereby multiple photosystems each contributed a small boost, drawing lots of heat extracted from inside the Earth to create small amounts of biological molecules they called “thermotrophs.” (The reason the amounts were small was because thermal radiation is longer wavelength (less energy) than light, and thus it took a lot of it to boost electrons the necessary amounts.) Keep in mind that these structures were modified from photosystems, and have analogous function, but were entirely different; the new thermosystem was modified from the photosystems that were used by photosynthetic bacteria.


  While the thermotrophs constructed in Livelle’s synism vats created amino acids and proteins transhumans required to live, and removed transhuman waste, they could not make iron without a source of iron; they couldn’t rearrange protons and electrons to construct elements. This is a nuclear process, and can only be achieved at monstrously high pressure and temperatures associated with nuclear reactors, or the insides of stars. The same is true for copper, nickel, iron, aluminum, diamond, and gold, among other metals and minerals. (For instance, nickel and iron are made up of nickel and iron atoms, which, at the time, could not be manufactured.)


  Plastics are different, because they are polymers, constructed of large hydrocarbon molecules that can be arranged by bacteria; they are made of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen. But the bacteria cannot simply synthesize these elements on their own. Even the carbon and hydrogen and oxygen in plastics have to come from somewhere (e.g., whatever the bacteria are eating).


  Some types of organisms (e.g., chemolithotrophs) are capable of obtaining electrons (reductive power) by stripping them of certain metals. For instance, in the case of ferrous iron, the process assumes that (1) bacteria obtain energy to live; and (2) the ferrous iron was oxidized to ferric iron (a different compound) that in turn oxidized insoluble metal sulfides, turning them into a form that could be extracted by transhumans. The bacteria weren’t creating metals, but rather moving metal-containing compounds from a state where they were not usable by man to a state where they were.


  Bacterial mining had been performed within the Earth for centuries prior to the Death Wave and led to large swaths of the crust being hollowed for nonrenewable resources. The Western and Eastern Hegemonies devised two-part names for materials based on the organisms used to produce them, including Ferrous coli, or F. coli for short, (just like bacterial nomenclature, except in this case the name of the organism was also used to describe the metal that is obtained from it). In this case, it was a genetic variant of E. coli but used to precipitate iron ions out of solutions (dissolved in underground seas and from the vast reserves in the Earth’s crust). The name of the bacterium reflected the metal it was used to produce, like Ferrous coli (a gram negative gamma proteobacteria similar to E. coli, but producing iron) or Cobaltous subtilis (gram positive firmicute similar to Bacillus subtilis but producing cobalt); other examples include stibium (antimony), cuprum (copper), aurum (gold), ferrum (iron), plumbum (lead), hydragyrum (mercury), kalium (potassium), argentum (silver), natrium (sodium), stannum (tin), wolfram (tungsten).


  When the Eastern and Western Hegemonies exhausted the capabilities of bacterial mining, they turned to celestial bodies in the solar system. Accordingly, Livellans could not dig around the city-state and obtain raw materials necessary for long-term survival; additionally, they lacked the resources required for space travel and space mining.


  Another option was to train bacteria to undergo a form of nuclear fusion to create minerals and metals. Pressure stability would come from the reaction taking place in super small molecular “reactors” made of tightly packed lattices of molecules (like buckeyballs but with many layers), which would exist only for microseconds before degrading, but long enough to make a few atoms of nickel, iron, even diamond.


  High enough temps would only exist in tiny enclosed locations, and only for very small amounts of time, not long enough to lyse the cell but long enough to smash a few atomic nuclei together and make a nickel atom, for instance. Energy would come from a chain reaction, initiated by manipulating the zeropoint field.


  The bacteria would need to be “seeded” with radioactive isotopes. The good part about this would be that the process would still be regulated by which metabolic pathways the bacteria were using, which enzymes were present, and which types/numbers of biofusion reactors they were making, all a product of information stored in DNA. The bacteria would require a source of radioactive material to take into their cytoplasm (endocytosis) and encapsulate in their mini reactors. While promising in theory—and implemented without success during the Second Hundred Years’ War—Livellan scientists couldn’t devise a workable methodology to synthesize minerals and metals from bacteria.


  Chancellor Livelle understood that to get this system to work would require numerous, unprecedented breakthroughs in the fields of biology, nanotechnology, physics, and nuclear engineering. He instead insisted that scientists focus on molecules they could create with existing resources, rather than wasting time and energy on biologically mediated nuclear processes. Accordingly, Livellan scientists trained bacteria to produce weaving composite materials made primarily from carbon structures. (What I mean by “weaving” is simply taking carbon-containing monomers and arranging them into polymers like starch, peptidoglycan, lignin, cellulose, or even graphene and carbyne.)


  In general, composite carbon-based materials are superior to pure metals and even alloys because (1) they can be produced microbially with relative ease; (2) are made from carbon (which implies that human remains could provide raw materials); (3) are incredibly strong, durable, and flexible (i.e., they don’t melt); (4) can be used as a semiconductor; and (5) can be used to make flexible screens. In simple terms, graphene is a thin layer of pure carbon; it is a single, tightly packed layer of carbon atoms that are bonded together in a hexagonal honeycomb lattice. It is among the thinnest and lightest compounds known to man at one atom thick, with one square meter coming in at around 0.77 milligrams. It is between 100 to 300 times stronger than steel with a tensile stiffness of 150,000,000 psi. Carbyne is also a chain of single atoms, but has twice the tensile strength of graphene and three times the tensile stiffness of diamond.


  The consortiums used the composite materials to expand and fortify Livelle, and by the year 55 AR, while Chancellor Livelle had perished of old age, his legacy would influence humanity for centuries. (Note: Noriel Livelle had served as chancellor of the Livelle city-state from 2 AR to 12 AR.) Livelle’s population had increased to 23,573, and the city-state was ruled by its fifth chancellor, Sora Lubourne. Early in her rule, she received a request from the chief engineering officer of the Bashkirian Consortium to allow construction of villages beyond Livelle. The chancellor, sensitive to the needs of a growing population, granted the consortium’s request, and the Underground Realm was born.


  The Bashkirian Consortium discovered thousands of underground streams and rivers, which connected to more caves and caverns. Very soon, numerous villages formed beyond the jurisdiction of Livelle, governed instead by local magistrates and executives. But unexplained, instantaneous deaths in shallower villages surrounding Livelle in 72 AR provided the first proof of concept of Reassortment seepage, the unexplained osmotic, diffusive process by which the strain passes through solids, including the Earth’s bedrock.


  Scientists formulated a number of hypotheses regarding seepage including: (1) known imperfections in the Earth’s crust could’ve enabled the strain to descend, including faults, hydrothermal vents, volcanic hotspots, among others; (2) for many centuries, humans exploited the Earth through deep drilling for resources, which provided man-made features for the strain to descend; (3) even structures that seem impermeable, like bedrock, have small fissures and imperfections and over time, Reassortment, which is metabolically diverse, metabolizing organic molecules (heterotrophy) as well as extracting carbon from CO2 (autotrophy), could survive at greater and greater depths; (4) as it was suspected that Reassortment could use nitrogen/ammonia as an energy source (which would’ve enabled it to spread rapidly over the Earth’s atmosphere), it could also possibly use sulfur/sulfides, as well as hydrogen, methane, etc., which could allow it to thrive at even greater depths; and (5) a less likely scenario was that perhaps it was sentient, perhaps it was simply seeking out pockets of transhumans. (Note: we still don’t understand how Reassortment passes through gases, liquids, and solids.)


  Though Reassortment seepage was an unfortunate occurrence, it wasn’t wholly unexpected, given the loss of contact with the Western Hegemony’s underground laboratories and bunkers located elsewhere in North America and around the world. But that the Reassortment Strain mysteriously descended so far underground presented a new and dangerous stage in the history of Livelle.


  The recently elected chancellor, Abdiel Marlour, issued a travel and trade ban to and from Livelle, even as the ministry and Science District objected. Their concern was that if the Reassortment research team could not study the strain underground or upon the surface, Livelle had no hope of long-term survival. Hence, not all of them viewed Reassortment’s seepage as a terrible event, primarily because it would force Livellans—who hoped the strain would somehow disappear, or perhaps mutate into a benign organism—to face the truth and focus their time, energy, and resources on finding a cure, rather than bickering over expansion plans and barter trade. (Note: Noriel Livelle didn’t believe in a traditional monetary system, preferring instead a transfer of wealth based on a sophisticated, complex barter system, a system in place until the Age of Masimovian.)


  Under pressure from the electorate, the ministry convinced Chancellor Marlour to allow the transhumans who lived beyond Livelle’s borders a one-time return to the city-state, primarily to aid as employees to the engineering consortiums tasked with establishing a new Livelle at a greater depth. The consortiums constructed a new, somewhat larger Livelle about 100 meters deep. At that depth, Livelle’s ground temperature was about 15 degrees C, but heat generated within the city-state would raise it closer to 30 degrees C. Transhumans could then survive for long periods of time at temperatures near 40 degrees C, but the chancellor required horizontal heat loops be constructed, as a precaution. The difference in temperature (ΔT) versus the surrounding earth was low, so Livelle required a relatively large system to remove the heat.


  Beyond Livelle’s borders, a new Underground Realm formed, and for the next 80 years, humanity worked together to survive. Livellans used synisms to generate resources and sustenance and studied novel containment, burrowing, transhuman genome development, and research methodologies. Reassortment seepage seemed as extinct as Neanderthal Man, and Livelle’s population, though restrained by population controls, increased to 47,761, the ministry grew to 14 members, 9 more chancellors came and went, and the population beyond Livelle’s borders increased to 15,920.


  During my own development from 135 AR to 152 AR in House Nexirenna, I formed a strong bond with my brother-in-development, Atticus Masimovian. Our parents were academics in the Education District. Their connections to the Central Government District and our hard work during the development program landed us in the prestigious Science District, where many of the high-level discussions regarding the Reassortment Strain with the central government occurred.


  We formed the Selendia–Masimovian lab in 153 AR. Our team included Solstice Rupel, Carillon Decca, Charlotte Beam, Ahab Janzer, Erelah Thuddan, Turi Seaborne, Eulalie Lachaize, Nataya Mueriniti, Genevieve Sineine, and Rueben Variscan, among others. Our lab rose in prominence, particularly after Ahab Janzer developed biomat suits capable of shielding transhumans from the Reassortment Strain in 154 AR. Many brave volunteers perished at shallower depths and on the surface testing this technology, until Ahab determined it would protect a transhuman from long-term Reassortment exposure with probabilities as high as 70 percent. While three in ten with long-term exposure to the strain would die, the importance of this technological breakthrough could not be overstated: for the first time, we were able to study the deceased.


  We conducted autopsies and found the Reassortment Strain exhibited traits common and uncommon to viruses. Of particular interest was its characteristic of chirality. In nature, near all biomolecules prefer one of two hands, with amino acids and proteins being designated as left-handed (or levo), and natural nucleic acids (DNA and RNA) designated right-handed (or dextro); the Reassortment Strain, with 8 nucleotides and 39 amino acids, combined the levo and dextro, something we’d never encountered before outside controlled laboratory conditions.


  The strain’s mirror proteins were not performing any special action; they had the same functionality of their natural counterparts, but their slight difference rendered common protease or other treatments ineffective. Proteins do nearly 100 percent of the functional things cells do (i.e., enzymes, ribosomes, etc., are all protein), while DNA is just the code for proteins. So with proteins that were fundamentally different (mirrored) from the ones we understood well, and with the code used to make these proteins always changing, it was challenging to determine what protein was doing what. Thus, the strain’s chirality made learning or defeating it very difficult; it became clear to us how the strain confounded the sophisticated transhuman immune system, which at the time of the Death Wave provided protection from many cancers and 75 percent of the Earth’s natural pathogens.


  Air samples taken from the surface suggested the strain traveled easily through the Earth’s atmosphere. It did, in fact, latch onto nitrogen gas, using it, carbon dioxide, and sunlight to synthesize energy. It reproduced at rates far faster than natural (and most synthetic) biological organisms. It’s unclear whether the strain could always reproduce outside its human host, or if this ability evolved after its release into the atmosphere. We believe the strain was designed to recognize humans as human before it moved into deadly action, entering the human body in a series of waves, penetrating through the skin, eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. It rapidly reproduced within the host’s neural and blood cells, killing the infected within seconds of exposure, pushing the limit on what we’d previously believed was possible biologically. Bloody discharges from the orifices and sometimes parts of the skin concluded the process. It didn’t seem to have any recognizable impact on other fauna or flora on or in the Earth.


  Strike Team Commander Vastar Alalia requested the new biomat, combined with existing synsuit technology, be deployed to his teams. (Previously, the strike teams wore synsuits that protected from high temperature and pressure, but not from Reassortment.) The timing was fortuitous, for the next year, during what the media called the Great Reassortment Panic of 155 AR, an entire government housing sector (holding some 10,000 Livellans including Atticus’s and my parents) perished before the strike teams (who sustained massive losses) could contain the outbreak. They sealed off that part of Livelle with fortified carbyne walls, then flooded it with liquid ethanol and radiation.


  Chancellor Hardington ordered an evacuation of Livelle to a newly hollowed city-state positioned 300 meters deep. The engineers recycled much of the composite materials from the legacy city-state to build the new one. At the new depth, Livelle’s temperature was expected to rise to nearly 35 degrees C (which included the net impact of heat generated by the laboratory and population, offset by a new system of horizontal heat loops). With an underground ground temperature near 21 degrees C in the caverns surrounding Livelle, new villages formed along the rivers and streams outside the city-state.


  Secretly, prominent scientists of the time had wished the strain would’ve killed more Livellans in 155 AR. They doubted the synism vats we then used could produce enough raw materials for the ever-expanding population. (Chancellor Hardington had refused to enforce the preexisting laws on population controls and instead pressured the Science District’s synbio labs to produce more raw materials and sustenance.)


  To our dismay, he was reelected twice. His popularity stemmed from his devout belief in the Twin Gods of the Cosmos and his tight control over the media. Over time, it seemed as if the people came to think of Chancellor Hardington as one of the gods, even as starvation surpassed old age as the greatest killer of transhumans in Livelle. (A positive, if morbid, side effect of Hardington’s incompetence was an increased supply of carbon for composite materials supplied by dead transhumans.)


  Reassortment still loomed as a threat to humanity. Tests of the bedrock above Livelle suggested the Reassortment Strain continued seeping underground, below 150 meters. My lab drew up new plans, outlining further descent, but I had this terrible feeling all we were doing was hollowing out a tomb for 90,000 transhumans. Then the disaster many scientists foresaw, happened.


  The Great Reassortment Panic of 165 AR struck on the 137th day of the year and for the third time since the Death Wave at the end of the Quaternary Period, Livellans faced the real possibility of extinction. Chancellor Hardington, who grew madder by the day, declared a state of emergency in Livelle after the Reassortment Strain breached the borders of the Information District, killing 5,000 transhumans before the strike teams achieved containment. I feared for Atticus, who’d left our lab in favor of political office, and was elected Minister of the Information District the prior year. Luckily he survived the containment breach.


  The chancellor and the ministry evacuated the Central Government District to the Science District, to which I’d been elected the minister of in 164 AR, located at the lowermost level of the city-state. In the meetings that followed, a boisterous Atticus Masimovian demanded the chancellor take a drastic step and move Livelle to a depth of 2,000 to 2,500 meters. He suggested that the high heat and pressure deeper inside the Earth would ensure natural safety from the Reassortment Strain. (While I agreed with my brother-in-development publicly, privately I told him that depth would also prove untenable for transhuman existence without full containment!)


  Atticus knew that my team had synthesized a variant of C. perfringens capable of rapidly ingesting limestone and granite, among other minerals, which we called mineral crushers; they were a programmable form of lithotroph or “rock eater,” far more advanced than any that existed Before Reassortment.


  Lithotrophs are organisms that naturally occur in the environment, and are diverse enough to include bacteria, archaea, and fungi. Their metabolism is based on the ability of certain enzymes to catalyze reactions where electrons are stripped from metals and inorganic ions. This energy is transferred to cofactors with reductive potential, such as NAD(P)H, which are in turn used to reduce carbon-containing molecules into useful biomolecules. The carbon dioxide may come from biological sources (heterotrophy) or from carbon dioxide in air or dissolved in water. This combination of energy and carbon allows the organism to make new cells. Moreover, lithotrophs commonly use inorganic sulphur-containing compounds for the source of electrons, then excrete the oxidized remains as sulfuric acid. Sulfuric acid readily dissolves minerals such as carbonates and can even break down other types of rock at a slower rate. This activity reveals more metal ions for sources of more electrons, as well as more carbon dioxide for cellular proliferation, and the process repeats. This process can hollow out vast sections of the Earth.


  The mineral crushers my team synthesized required large-scale shifting of material (mass transfer) to be successful. Mass transfer was increased by engineering the crushers to be more mobile through an amoeboid locomotion system. They entered into miniscule cracks in rock and worked quickly; by liberating tiny sections of entrapped air in semi-permeable rock, gasses were released; by engineering these synisms to split water (using an enzyme similar to what is known as Photosystem II in photosynthetic organisms), some water from the surroundings was broken down and oxygen was released. The important part was that the crushers didn’t violate conservation of mass or energy; they received the energy from their “food,” in this case slightly reduced metals or other compounds, and they used it to grow, as well as cause change in their surroundings, (i.e. move the compounds in the limestone and granite to slightly different states). Put simply, the crushers, with far faster metabolisms than natural lithotrophs, enabled a rapid, controlled clearance of bedrock inside the Earth.


  The descent was less the issue than the temperature and pressure measurements, which I’d assured Atticus would be ominous. My lab calculated that 2.0 km deep, the ground temperature would be about 65 degrees C, while 4.0 km deep, the temperature increased to nearly 130 degrees C. Tests of natural life indicated the highest temperature for any functional living creature was 122 degrees C, and that required at least 2.2 atmospheres (atm) of pressure to prevent boiling. (The air pressure of a shaft at 4.0 km would be about 1.6 atm.) The highest temperature for a functioning animal (not mere survival) was 80 degrees C for the deep ocean floor Pompeii worm (pressure of 400 atm).


  We worked tirelessly to adapt the genetic characteristics of the Pompeii worm to the transhuman genome, while the engineering consortiums designed a closed thermosiphon loop that would reach into the nearby lake (170 meters deep), then back down into the new Livelle at 2,500 meters deep. The difference in temperatures would naturally drive fluid flow without pumps, so no energy would be required, while several loops would provide redundancy. Large-diameter loops would actually be used for transport of people and material to “stations” near the surface in sealed “pigs” similar to those used to inspect pipelines from the inside. The problem, as ever, was that in addition to liquids and gases, the Reassortment Strain could pass through solids: it would contaminate the water inside the piping, killing all the transhumans in Livelle. To avoid this scenario, we pumped liquid ethanol and radiation into the piping at shallower depths.


  The descent didn’t go as planned. Construction on the deeper city-state experienced delays, primarily owing to a lack of leadership. Several less severe Reassortment scares put more pressure on Hardington, who’d narrowly won reelection in 167 AR based on the assurance he was best qualified to rule Livelle during its existential crisis. But where his approval had hovered near 50 percent at the time of his reelection, by the following year it had dropped to just 20 percent, the lowest for a chancellor in Livelle’s history.


  He imposed Martial Law following another Reassortment scare, ceding control of the city-state to General Palomar, the leader of Livelle Guard. When demonstrators against the Hardington Administration organized in Centaurus Square, Palomar ordered the Guard to arrest anyone who gathered there and on the city’s pathways. Peace returned to Livelle, for a time. The ministry urged the chancellor to address the people. On the 245th day of the year 168 AR, he gave a speech in Centaurus Square before a crowd that turned violent.


   



  
    [image: ]

  


   



  Vastar Alalia ordered the strike teams to stand aside as General Palomar and the Livelle Guard were overwhelmed by the crowd. A pulse blast echoed throughout Livelle’s main level, and Chancellor Hardington collapsed in a pool of blood.


  Atticus Masimovian, the Information District’s popular minister and heir-apparent to the chancellorship, took Hardington’s place at a podium before the people. He gave his most famous speech, ending it with the words all future Beimenians knew as well as their own names: “Henceforth, there shall be thirty precepts by which thirty territories of a Great Commonwealth of Beimeni shall live.” There began the Age of Masimovian and the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  The new chancellor, in a break from his predecessors, ordered the scientists to synthesize the biologically mediated nuclear processes abandoned by Noriel Livelle. He called the theoretical synisms part of these processes, which would produce minerals and metals, biostars. To accelerate research into biostars and that into transhuman genome enhancement, Chancellor Masimovian formed a Research & Development Department (RDD) to be led by the Supreme Scientific Board of Beimeni. He worked closely with the board, appointing me to be its chairman and our longtime friend Ahab Janzer to be its vice chairman. At the first board meeting, he mapped out an ambitious expansion plan—including thirty territories spread from the arctic to Central America—even as we still lacked protection from the high heat and pressure of the deep Earth and as Reassortment roamed the bedrock around Livelle. His plan received much pushback.


  “The Earth contains species capable of living in extreme conditions,” Masimovian objected. “We need only convert these adaptations to the transhuman genome to ensure our survival at depths never before possible in the history of man.” Similar to his ancestors, Atticus had a way of stirring creativity, ambition, and hard work among his fellow transhumans. I’d never seen my team work so tirelessly on anything in my life. While it would take decades before transhumans discovered methodologies to transform bacteria into biostars (which relied heavily upon manipulation of the zeropoint field), we immediately recycled and transferred enough composite materials from the city-state to build Livelle City (the first capital city of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni).


  We also enhanced our genome such that our bodies could, for a period of time, withstand higher temperatures and pressure within the deep Earth. The Beimenian transhuman exhibited structural advantages as compared to the Livellan transhuman, including, but not limited to: (1) cellular nanostructures for support against physical crushing; (2) additional “aftermarket” macrostructures (i.e., bones); and (3) an alteration of the chemistry of the transhuman body through the use of enzymes engineered to maintain efficacy even when intracellular partial pressure of gases was increased.


  We’d still require a system of controlling the extreme heat and pressure in an uncontained commonwealth, but it was a start. We’d need a more creative way to terraform the Beimeni zone of the underground, roughly 2,000 to 2,500 meters deep. Carbyne pipes used to release the pressure of the deep Earth would have theoretical built-in resistance to Reassortment seepage in that gases would rapidly escape through them to the surface. But the chancellor required the pressure-release piping be treated with radiation at shallower depths. Separately, while the lake near Antelope Canyon might’ve provided a means to cool Livelle City, it could not cool an entire commonwealth stretched across an entire continent.


  For the coolant, the two sources we coalesced around were the Pacific Ocean to the west (at the 37th parallel) at a distance of 885 km, and an unnamed arctic bay (what was known as Hudson Bay, Before Reassortment) to the north (at the 51st parallel) at a distance of 2,575 km. Each option presented opportunities and challenges, for while the ocean was closer to the city, to build a tunnel and piping through the West was to build it through a highly seismic region of the continent. Meanwhile, the bay was nearly three times as far and would require more resources, including time and sustenance. (Note: by this time in the Earth’s history, the Great Lakes had become the Great Canyons.)


  On the recommendation of Chancellor Masimovian (and against my opinion), the board approved a western expansion into a new territory called Angeles. It took three years to complete construction of the downward-sloping coolant piping from Angeles City on the coast to Livelle City deep beneath Antelope Canyon. We built the commonwealth’s first coolant station at the border of the continent in Angeles City, burrowing through the bedrock into the Pacific Ocean. Tests of the salt water at a depth of 2,000 meters suggested it wasn’t contaminated by Reassortment. Even so, we treated the salt water entering the piping with liquid ethanol and radiation, then let it flow down to Livelle City at its depth of about 2,500 meters.


  With renewed hope and momentum, Chancellor Masimovian pushed for expansion in the West and South. He requested Vastar Alalia to allow his strike teams to participate in the construction and Vastar agreed. The chancellor also modified the existing system of transhuman development, instituting a round of testing (that would later be called the Harpoon Exams), followed by an auction (that would later be called the Harpoon Auction). Formal competition among the houses of development led to exponential advancement in genomic enhancement and transhuman evolution, which, in turn, led to new scientific breakthroughs.


  The commonwealth rapidly expanded from Livelle City in Natura Territory to Luxor City (Luxor Territory), Zanclea City (Reanaearo Territory), Wenlock City (Jurinar Territory), Piscator City (Piscator Territory), and Yeuron City (Yeuron Territory) in the South, concurrent with expansion in the West, including Gaia City (Gaia Territory), Silkscape City (Lovereal Territory), and Dunamis City (Dunamis Territory). (The southernmost cities of Port Newland and Huatervian City in Haurachesa Territory would not be formed until 217 AR and 227 AR, respectively, while the collapse of Angeles City in 214 AR halted further construction in the designated Western Inaccessible Region of highly seismic earth. Angeles City was renamed the City of Eternal Darkness, and Angeles Territory was renamed Nyx Territory after the collapse.)


  Decades before the collapse of Angeles City, I’d convinced Chancellor Masimovian to create coolant piping that would ensure his expansion plan succeeded—the pipelines to the arctic bay. I worked closely with Vastar Alalia to design primary pipelines from the 55th parallel on the western side of the arctic bay (in what would later be called Area 55) and from the 51st parallel on the southern side (in what would later be called Area 51), down to proposed cities in Underground North, including Boreas City (Boreas Territory), Nurino City (Zereaux Territory), and Arrowhead City (Columbia Territory).


  Secondary pipelines (with multiple redundancies) were designed to run from these cities to existing cities in Underground West and South, and proposed cities in Underground North including Xerean City (Xerean Territory), Farino City (Farino Territory), and Kiplorea City (Kiplorea Territory); Underground Central including Beimeni City (Phanes Territory, which became the capital city and territory of the Great Commonwealth in 197 AR), Cineris City (Cineris Territory), Ope City (Ope Territory), Portage City (Portage Territory), Vivo City (Vivo Territory), and Nexirenna City (Nexirenna Territory); and Underground Northeast including Gubertiana City (Gubertiana Territory), Northport (Gallia Territory), Palaestra City (Palaestra Territory), and Volano City (Volano Territory).


  From the Northeastern cities, more pipelines would be built to the newly constructed Research & Development Department (RDD) east of Palaestra City, along with proposed cities in Underground East, including Peanowera City (Peanowera Territory), Navita City (Navita Territory), and Alpinia City (Marshlands Territory). Finally we built a smaller coolant station where the man-made Hillenthara River met the Atlantic Ocean; the pipelines from this station would serve cities and villages along the river and provide a redundancy for Gubertiana City in Underground Northeast.


  From 168 AR to 227 AR, the RDD scientists, the strike teams, (and beginning around 220 AR, the Janzers), completed the most aggressive engineering project in human history. We’d burrowed through tens of thousands of kilometers of earth and built carbyne piping to release the pressure of the Beimeni zone and to transport cool salt water and freshwater to stations in cities and villages around which civilizations of transhumans would form. In all the cities and villages along the man-made rivers (which served as runoffs for the coolant system), we built carbyne pillars to fortify the structure of the newly formed Beimeni zone of the underground. We also built synbio vats to provide electricity, breathable air, food, and water, with the understanding that the ultimate responsibility for raw material production was in the RDD. (Note: following the synthesis of biostars in the early 200s, the carbyne support pillars were replaced with compressed diamond support pillars at the insistence of Chancellor Masimovian.)


  During this time, advances in genomic enhancement would enable me to see the project complete, not as an old man, but transformed into my younger self, owing to breakthroughs in aging research conducted by Turi Seaborne and Eulalie Lachaize (who would later become Turi Thuddan and Eulalie Variscan when their eternal partners formed houses of development). The Seaborne lab constructed E. fountain, a synism designed to adapt the genetic characteristics of the Turritopsis nutricula (jellyfish; age reversal) to transhuman DNA. Likewise, the Lachaize lab adapted plant DNA to transhuman DNA within Bacillus subtilis. These synisms were refined into the athanasia vapors released throughout Fountain Square, giving transhumans of the Great Commonwealth our theoretically infinite lifespan.


  Well, it looks like I’m out of time. I hope you found the Beimeni terraforming story as exciting as I did living through it all. I wish you all much success during development and the Harpoon Exams, and afterward in the Great Commonwealth.


  Appendix 3

  

  Interstellar and Time Travel


  
    All matter is interconnected by waves spread through space and time; the past, present, and future are equally real; and the zeropoint field permeates the entire universe. The implication is that there must be a way to manipulate the quantum processes within to achieve interstellar and time travel unprecedented in the history of humanity.

  


   



  
    —Atticus Masimovian, 168 AR

  


   



  The following is a selected portion of the transcript from the conclave called for Supreme Scientist Heywood Querice in 333 AR. Its central topics included a discussion of the latest methodologies and theories in interstellar and time travel. The discussion at the conclave is stored in Marstone’s Database and is considered classified government property.


   



  Masimovian: Your z-disk contains comprehensive explanations, data, and equations, but I’d like to keep this discussion at a high level so that we can best determine whether or not your theories reach the level of significant conversion.


  Querice: Where would you like me to start?


   



  Masimovian: The basics, what is superluminal travel? What are Lagrange points? What is exotic matter? Why is it relevant to this discussion?


  Querice: Lagrange points represent positions of gravitational stability. For instance, in the Sun-Earth-Moon system, an object placed at one of five Lagrange points would orbit the sun and maintain the same relative position with respect to the Earth-Moon system. Superluminal travel requires v > c, where v denotes speed and c denotes the speed of light. Exotic matter is negative energy.


   



  Masimovian: Negative energy exists?


  Querice: Yes! The laws of physics, specifically quantum field theory, allow it, if that’s what you mean. We were able to generate it within a unique particle accelerator at our laboratories in Area 55. This accelerator pulls the exotic matter out of the lowest vacuum pressures achieved by transhumankind. The exotic matter literally “pops” into existence, removing energy from the vacuum, and is then accelerated into specially designed magnetic storage capsules.


   



  Masimovian: How do all of these terms relate to interstellar travel as you’ve devised it?


  Querice: My team has designed a small space shuttle capable of traveling to the Lagrange points in the Sun-Earth gravitational system; for our purposes let’s assume the mission protocols require a rendezvous at Lagrange point one. The shuttle will approach the point and move into a stable orbit. A small rocket (10 centimeters (cm) long and 15 cm diameter) carrying exotic matter is launched at the most stable gravitational position possible at the Lagrange point. The shuttle needs to be at least 1,000 kilometers (km) away to avoid damage from the explosion that will form the portal. A small amount of exotic matter (only a few grams are needed) is inside a tiny shaped charge, similar to how a nuclear weapon functions. The force of the explosion must be applied to the exotic matter so that it is forced into a dense pellet. At a high enough density the exotic matter changes state, like liquid water changing to ice. In this new state, the exotic particles have new quantum numbers that, when having the correct values, can connect to another particle in the nearby universe and form a bond to that particle. This is the critical moment when the pilot uses her control of the ZPF to change the quantum numbers of the dense exotic matter. The pilot must have the destination in the universe fixed firmly in her mind; through her manipulation of the ZPF she adjusts the quantum numbers of the dense exotic matter so that each particle is connected to a particle at her destination by the ZPF. In a split second the dense exotic matter opens the portal in space. If the pilot has correctly manipulated the ZPF, the portal will take her to her destination.


   



  Masimovian: What happens if the pilot is wrong?


  Querice: The shuttle could go to any random place in the galaxy.


   



  Masimovian: What does the portal look like?


  Querice: The portal is the complete absence of light, as though one were staring directly into a black hole. It truly forms a 3-dimensional hole in space.


   



  Masimovian: So the portal will be invisible to the transhuman eye?


  Querice: No! The edge of the portal is clearly seen. Where the dense exotic matter of the portal ends and the mixture of space and normal matter begins, there’s a dark purple circle marking the boundary. The circular boundary is not a thin line but a shimmering band radiating away from the center of the portal, changing from purple to dark blue at its outermost edge.


   



  Masimovian: How far can the pilot take the shuttle with each jump through space?


  Querice: Even the best pilot has only limited ability to travel a distance with accuracy. The farther a pilot wishes to travel, the less accurate she can be.


   



  Masimovian: Why is that?


  Querice: It’s due to the quantum uncertainty principle. The best pilot might be able to travel to another star system 100 light years away but not be able to accurately determine where they’ll emerge in that system. If the same pilot attempted to jump only 10 years away, maybe she could put her crew in orbit around the star at a known radius or even around a planet in the system. In other words, when jumping long distances, the jumps must be split into smaller segments, and then the craft must travel within a system to another Lagrange point before making a new portal and initiating the next segment of the trip.


   



  Masimovian: There’s a trade-off between resources and time.


  Querice: Yes! Based on our ability to procure exotic matter and store it within the shuttle, we believe we can travel as far as 20,000 light years round trip.


   



  Masimovian: How does this relate to time travel?


  Querice: The implementation of the time travel system is similar to that of the interstellar travel system. The portal must also be formed at a point of sufficient gravitational stability, the nearest to Earth being Lagrange points one or two. The system will be the exact same until the point where the shaped exotic matter explosion happens. When the exotic matter explodes, there must be a beam of tachyons passing through the middle of the dense exotic matter pellet. As the exotic matter state change happens, the tachyons connect and produce a different effect on the new particles. Continuing the liquid and ice example, think of an icicle; the tachyons change the quantum number properties of the exotic particles so they connect to particles in other times instead of other points in space. Similar to interstellar travel, during the explosion is the critical moment when the pilot must fix the time they wish to travel in mind; they must use the ZPF to manipulate the quantum numbers of the dense exotic matter so that the portal will open in the correct time. When returning through this two-way portal, it is crucial that the portal be stable, as changes to the quantum numbers of the exotic matter could take the traveler to a different time.


   



  Masimovian: What happens if the quantum numbers change?


  Querice: For most manipulators of the ZPF, it would not be possible to change them again and find the path back to their original time. However, a sufficiently skilled transhuman could focus intently and make the changes. It is not physically impossible, just challenging. A transhuman particularly skilled in manipulating the ZPF should also be able to change the time and space destination of an exotic/tachyon portal. The portal destination is controlled by two separate quantum numbers: spin of the exotic particle controls time, and angular momentum controls space. However, it takes unusual concentration to be able to manipulate both numbers in the time required.


  Appendix 4

  

  Dictations and Songs of the Underground


   



  Pledge to Beimeni


   



  We pledge ourselves to the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, the underground paradise of humanity, the place where everything we can imagine is real, where service is rewarded with immortality, where freedom and justice are supreme, and where proper and significant conversions are a sign of our commitment to excellence.


  We reject hatred and malice, the equivalent to disorder and disarray, for these traitorous temptations could lead to our ruin. We understand that the common goal of the commonwealth is to return to the surface from where a new Beimeni may be born, though we will never forget the seeds that allowed us to avert extinction.


  Reassortment is the plague in the paradise upon the surface, the great bane of our time, and as cruel as it can be to humanity atop, it chisels at our psyche below, unleashing forbidden emotions. But we will not allow the depression and envy distributed by the plague to enter our minds, for these feelings often lead to hatred and malice and disorder and disarray.


  The Dark Age has ended. The Great Commonwealth and its thirty territories are the light. Long live Beimeni and its eternal populace, and may we accept endless expansion, endless conversion, endless peace, and endless prosperity for all, and may we serve Beimeni and live forever!


   



  Strike Team Strategist/Striker/Aera Oath of Enlistment


   



  I, _____, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Formation Document of the Underground against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I will protect transhumankind from Reassortment and structural breaches in the phantom Earth; and that I will obey the orders of the Strategic Expedition (Strike) Team Captain over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Strike Team Justice. So help me gods.


   



  Strike Team Captain Oath of Enlistment


   



  I, _____, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Formation Document of the Underground against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I will protect transhumankind from Reassortment and structural breaches in the phantom Earth; and that I will obey the orders of the Supreme Commander of the Strategic Expedition (Strike) Teams, or other officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Strike Team Justice. So help me gods.


   



  Polemon Proclamation


   



  From the fifty-first day of the year 308, After Reassortment,


  We renounce the thirty precepts that govern the thirty territories of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni;


  We renounce the Marstone artificial intelligence and its omnipresence in our thoughts, dreams, speech, and actions;


  We renounce the required registration of citizens in Marstone’s Database;


  We renounce the central government in Phanes;


  We renounce any leader of the thirty territories who follows the thirty precepts;


  We renounce the bygone strike teams, which no longer act as the protectors of the people they once were;


  We renounce the Harpoon Exams and Harpoon Auction adhered to by the thirty territories;


  We renounce the Lower Level and anyone who perpetuates its existence;


  And we renounce the Fountain of Youth.


   



  From the fifty-first day of the year 308, After Reassortment,


  We recognize that the members of the Liberation Front are in rebellion against the Great Commonwealth;


  We recognize our duty to fellow members and friends of the movement, to provide them bread, shelter, and safe passage throughout any territory inside the Earth that adheres to the thirty precepts;


  We recognize the Formation of the Underground and the liberties it ensures;


  We recognize allies and safe havens of the Liberation Front and will protect them against all agents of the Great Commonwealth;


  We recognize that unlike those under the influence and in acceptance of the thirty precepts, death may come to us at any time, in any place;


  And we recognize that our objectives will not be complete until the thirty precepts are dissolved and the unregistered, illegal residents of the underground are given equal rights under the laws of transhumankind and the gods.


   



  Song of the Jubilee


   



  Our scientists searching, sealing,


  Healing Reassortment sorrows,


  Giving faith to our tomorrows,


  When we watch the sun arising.


   



  Our partners outpour gratitude,


  While we beg the gods for mercy,


  For a volunteer surviving,


  For our hopes and dreams reviving.


   



  Our trial fearing, freezing, roams


  The island filled with fertile loam,


  Reassortment waning, weary,


  Weeping island now not dreary.


   



  Our engineers fly upstarting,


  Planting, fishing, celebrating,


  Reconstructing all the surface,


  Where we’ll cherish all resources.


   



  The Fountain


   



  Through this inferno, through this labyrinth,


  You’ll find me here, upon a fountain plinth.


  In this steaming underground, we are young,


  We are immortal, we will move as one.


   



  Down the marble walls, flows the sea and earth,


  Down my body, I can’t conceal my mirth.


  Here we share in Athanasia’s Kiss,


  A godly gift, we live in endless bliss.


   



  We dip and dance, we breathe spicy vapors,


  With new genes, we outlive our ancestors,


  And one day we’ll rise above, hand in hand,


  And rise with our comrades, to wonderland.


   



  The Fountain of Youth is where we gather—


  The Fountain of Youth binds us together …


   



  Synbio Thief


   



  I see who you seek, the synbio thief,


  I see crows circling beneath moonlight,


  I seek escape from this maze with relief.


   



  I see the future, a Janzer gunfight,


  I see through walls and falls an oasis,


  A place to bury bodies out of sight.


   



  When starlight recedes and water freezes,


  The thief leads you into blade and mist,


  Swarming, swinging, the thief tantalizes.


   



  The cloud abounds, surrounds the iron fist,


  The thief confounds, this battle will be brief,


  In the field, the thief’s a reductionist.


   



  Deadly with diamonds, the thief causes grief,


  I see who you seek, the synbio thief.


  Appendix 5

  

  Transhuman Theology


  
    The Twin Gods of the Cosmos initiated creation with the Big Bang. But the gods won’t ensure our survival. Only through dedication to our research will we find solutions to the aging and Reassortment enigmas, delaying the inevitable death and extinction that awaits all species.

  


   



  
    —Atticus Masimovian, 168 AR

  


   



  The following is the transcript of Supreme Scientist Solstice Rupel’s guest lecture to a Harpoon class in 277 AR. Though its central topic was transhuman theology, the lecture also covered subjects such as the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the Death Wave, the Second Hundred Years’ War, and the zeropoint field (ZPF), among others. Solstice disappeared from Marstone’s senses in 286 AR, three years after Jeremiah Selendia, her eternal partner, was demoted from Project Reassortment. She was later killed during a search and destroy mission led by then-Sergeant Marius Arnao in 353 AR. The transcript is stored in Marstone’s Database and is considered classified government property.


   



  Scholars have argued for centuries about the causes and effects of the Second Hundred Years’ War. Some have gone so far as to instead call it the Resource War, reasoning that if the war was fought over nonrenewable resources, then that could be its only cause. Others suggest that humanity’s tendency toward disorder and self-destruction angered the Twin Gods of the Cosmos, who struck us down the way they did the dinosaurs; our survival, and defiance of the gods, it is assumed, will lead to an even more painful and complete death than Reassortment exposure. Another view, which has gained more traction recently, is that it was the Earth itself, with a consciousness of its own, that caused the war, as the planet sought to rid itself of its human “parasites.” This is utter nonsense, in my opinion, while the effects, the utter decimation of the transhuman race, the regeneration of the Earth’s surface, and the alteration of the Earth’s atmosphere and soil—with Reassortment a permanent, and growing, component of both—shouldn’t be part of this discussion. They are observable. They are known.


  The argument over the causes—a lack of resources, angry gods, a dying Earth—all miss the mark.


  Let’s go back in time. The year 400 BR. Asteroid mining was a nascent industry. Over the next three hundred years, humanity depleted the Earth’s nonrenewable resources via traditional and bacterial methodologies in the continental and oceanic crusts. Advances in synbio technology, designed, in part, to extract raw materials from the Earth, were also used to enhance the human genome at a miniscule cost: a virus with the necessary instructions to alter human DNA could spread easily through a village, town, city, or country.


  In short order, entire continents would be exposed to the gene therapies required to speed the evolutionary processes in unprecedented ways. Unlike untamed mutations, which, in addition to enabling sea creatures to walk on land, can cause deformities and retardation, directed alterations of the human genome accomplished what nature would take millions or even billions of years to accomplish through natural selection. Whereas the earliest human ancestor, Sahelanthropus tchadensis, with its flat face, brain size similar to that of a chimpanzee, and small canines, had evolved over six or seven million years into Homo sapiens, it took less than a century for Homo sapiens to evolve into Homo transition.


  Compared to our ancestral Homo sapiens, we transhumans are taller, stronger, smarter, disease resistant, and more flexible to temperature and pressure fluctuations. Where the development of sophisticated language separated Homo sapiens from Homo neanderthalensis thirty thousand years ago, so too did our mind-body-cosmos interface separate us from Homo sapiens; you will all soon learn the power of the transhuman mind. We have greater control over our bodies, our emotions, and our consciousnesses than Homo sapiens, for our denser brains carry meshes and neurochips designed to tap into the network of the cosmos—the zeropoint field.


  Metaphysically, there’s a background sea of quantum light, the electromagnetic zeropoint field, which fills the universe entirely; even in a true vacuum, there exists the field with its ceaseless electromagnetic waves. The field is the lowest energy state and unobservable, yet it is everywhere, inside and outside; it permeates each atom of our bodies, blinding us to its presence. We can only perceive its existence.


  The impact of our connection with the field on our understanding of the physical realm, the nature of reality, the creation of the universe, the gods’ role in our lives, and on our history cannot be overstated. For the world of light the transhuman sees is the light that exists over and above the field. The field generates a force, which opposes acceleration when you push on any material object. The action of that quantum light is what makes matter apparently solid and stable, implying that (1) mass is created by light, and (2) the continuous flow of light energy in the field is vital to the ongoing expansion of the universe.


  All matter is interconnected by waves spread through space and time, linking all parts of the universe, and all molecules in the universe have a unique frequency, and the language they use to communicate is a resonating wave. Thus, molecules can communicate nonlocally and instantaneously; it is a uniquely transhuman ability to enable every neuron of the brain to connect to the field at the same time and speak to every other neuron simultaneously via the quantum processes within; our reality is our perception of reality; we all create our experience in the world each minute of each day. And as you learn to harness your mind-body-cosmos connection to its full potential, you’ll learn to telepathically communicate instantly over great distances, telekinetically move objects, and, for the highest skilled among you, to manipulate matter.


  The universe is a dynamic cobweb of energy exchange, with a basic substructure containing all possible versions of all possible forms of matter. Nature is not blind, mechanistic; it’s intelligent, purposeful, making use of a cohesive learning feedback process of information being fed back and forth between organisms and their environment, reinforced by an infinite conscious intelligence with infinite potential.


  The infinite consciousness is spread by the gods throughout the universe by the zeropoint field; it continuously shapes and directs matter. It constructs an infinite variety of laws and values for physical constants, then lets those laws and values evolve into the stars and planets and life forms of an infinite number of universes. As all beings are part of this infinite consciousness, how we treat with one another is independent of the gods; where our government requires we carefully control our emotions, the gods are indifferent to transhuman thoughts and behavior.


  The Big Bang and evolution are the tools whereby our particular universe and its conscious life forms became actualized in unpredictable and creative ways. The material reality, the places we see, the objects we touch, the music we hear, the food we taste, the sensations we feel, are primary to our experience, not exclusive; there is an infinite consciousness in the metaphysical realm, which transhumans experience at a higher cognitive level than any ancestral hominid.


  Our higher cognitive processes result from our interaction with the zeropoint field, which, at times, manifests in a physical realization of the Twin Gods of the Cosmos. Places exist in the universe where the transhuman connection with the cosmos is strongest; here in the Earth, those places are the Comb Cove and the Spa of Delphi. And it’s at the spa where our doors to perception are altered in a manner that creates a physical recreation of the gods before us.


  That’s how we know the Twin Gods are real, the observations of the infinite consciousness in physical form, repeated and repeated, by the entire transhuman race. It is from Delphi that we learned the gods initiated creation with the Big Bang, balancing the energy of expansion with gravitational braking in such a way that allowed for the creation of stars and galaxies that exist as we know them, implying that you and I and the earth surrounding us are made of recycled cosmic dust. We’re part of an old universe, one that had enough time to develop the critical elements required for life.


  In rendering the universe as a divided version of itself, the gods produced from pure energy all that now exists, including physical and metaphysical universes. Our world reflects a physical realm where creation is ongoing, constrained by laws of nature that result in some things that work, some that don’t, and some that work for a time. This imperfection allows the gods to enrich the infinite consciousness through experience, yours and mine and all transhumans that lived and will live, and all living creatures in the universe. Indeed, the gods live in the physical realm through us; we are one with them and they are one with us, and one day, whether transhumankind makes it back to the surface or not, our consciousness will return to them.


  To paraphrase our great chancellor, we Beimenians are truly one being.


  We’re theoretically immortal and immune to most disease, including aging, and 99.9 percent of the Earth’s natural pathogens. The gods, however, are infinite rather than immortal, for they created space and time and are therefore beyond space and time. They enable us to perceive the world through the zeropoint field; they don’t dictate how we see or experience that world. From the field emerges infinite possibilities; it is through our perception, our selective subtraction, that the finite manifests in the physical realm. Thus, we transhumans place limitations on the infinite, creating real experiences in a world of imperfection.


  Scholars who perceive the Second Hundred Years’ War as a conflict created by the gods or a dying Earth fail to account for the infinite consciousness. All transhuman life is valuable to this consciousness. It is this consciousness that creates our perception of physical matter, not the perception of physical matter that creates our consciousness. The universe is beautiful and unique, expanding and finite, random and creative. The chancellor’s precepts, which require transhumans to treat each other with respect and compassion, are a moral absolute, primarily because all beings participate in the infinite consciousness that created them; if we harm one another, we are harming ourselves.


  The gods desire partnership, not servitude the way our commonwealth does. As citizens of not only the Great Commonwealth but of the universe, you must ask not what the gods can do for you in your immortal life but rather what you can do for your gods—not out of fear and not for their benefit, but for your own.


  When you understand all of this, you will understand that we transhumans created the underground hell in which we live, not a lack of resources, not a dying Earth, and certainly not the gods. Neither the gods nor the Earth can be made unhappy or angered by transhuman behavior, for we’re all participants in the infinite consciousness. Then what, you are thinking, caused the war, our near extinction, and descent underground?


  The transhuman desire for perfection, or put differently, the desire to undo the imperfections of our universe.


  As all of you proceed through your development and take the Harpoon Exams, remember that you are not perfect; you are beautiful; you are intelligent; you are the most advanced species in the history of the Earth; you will enable the gods to experience the physical and metaphysical realms in ways they don’t yet imagine.


  Don’t let the ghosts of transhuman past influence your lives today.


  In short, never forget that your lives matter, in both the seen and unseen realms.


  And with that I’ve run out of time.


  Good luck to all of you in your Harpoon classes and on the Harpoon Exams. May you all serve Beimeni and live forever.


  Appendix 6

  

  Transhuman Terminology


  In studying the events prior to and after the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the major zones of Earth (including the surface, Polemon, Beimeni, Middle, and Lower Level zones), and the Evolutionary War of 308–368 AR, many unfamiliar terms arise. It’s admirable for the studious and dedicated to try to better understand the world’s history and future. Hence, the glossary that follows.


   



  A


  ABSOLUTE ZERO: 0 K on the Kelvin scale, which is a thermodynamic (absolute) temperature scale, and -273.15 degrees Celsius on the Celsius scale.


  AFTER REASSORTMENT: the terms After Reassortment (AR or A.R.) and Before Reassortment (BR or B.R.) are used to label or number years in the Livellan calendar. This calendar era is based on the traditionally recognized year of the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, with AR counting the years from the start of this epoch and BR denoting years before the start of the era. (See Livellan calendar.)


  AGE OF MASIMOVIAN, THE: began with the election of Atticus Masimovian as the first chancellor of a newly created commonwealth he called Beimeni in 168 AR.


  ANSIBLE: also called the ansible communicator or the ansible; enables instantaneous interstellar communication through the ZPF; functional only on celestial bodies with weak or no magnetic fields. (See zeropoint field.)


  ARTEMIS SQUARE: the northern square in Beimeni City that contains three amphitheaters.


  ASTEROID MINING: the extraction of raw materials from asteroids and minor planets.


  ATHANASIA: the gene therapies designed to give transhumans a theoretically infinite life span.


  ATHANASIA POOL: (See Fountain Square.)


  ATHANASIA-QUALIFIED: included in classified dossiers in Marstone’s Database; an indication of whether or not a citizen is eligible for entry to Fountain Square. Service to the commonwealth generally assures access; the exceptions are for (1) citizens considered a threat to peace; (2) members of the Great Court; (3) Couriers of the Chancellor; (4) Harpoon candidates; (5) the deceased; and (6) Lower Level exiles. (See Fountain Square.)


  ATHANASIA’S KISS: (See Fountain Square.)


  AUTOCRAT, THE: the highest political and military office of the Western Hegemony. (See Western Hegemony.)


   



  B


  BEFORE REASSORTMENT: (See After Reassortment.)


  BEIMENI ARISTOCRAT: an appointed position as either overseer of a district or ward within a village or city, or as a Harpoon developer. (See House of Development.)


  BEIMENI CITY: also called the great city or the capital; the capital of Phanes Territory (founded and constructed in 197 AR) and the second capital city of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni. The first capital city was Livelle City, Natura Territory (founded in 168 AR and constructed in 170 AR).


  BEIMENI CONTRACT EXCHANGE: a market in which securities are bought and sold.


  BEIMENI POLEMON: also called the BP; the colloquial moniker given to the Liberation Front by Lady Isabelle Lutetia.


  BEIMENI PRESS: the government-controlled media arm of the Burdigalian Consortium.


  BEIMENI TRIUMVIRATE: the cornerstones of power in the Great Commonwealth during the Evolutionary War, including the Barão Strike Team, the Masimovian Administration, and the Liberation Front.


  BEIMENI ZONE: a layer of the Earth that is, on average, between two thousand and two thousand five hundred meters deep; some parts of the commonwealth are deeper and some parts have shallower depths.


  BENARI: monetary unit of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, delivered telepathically (via the ZPF), manually (in commonwealth cards), or physically (benari coins).


  BENARI COIN: A benari coin is made of a proprietary blend of synthetic silver, gold, and platinum. They are 2.1 millimeters thick with a circumference of 8.3 centimeters and weigh 8.2 grams. They are used primarily as a means to support the shadow economy of the Great Commonwealth, which Chancellor Masimovian believes contributes to law and order in the underground. They also provide a means to alter the money supply physically—all benari currency is backed by the RDD’s supply of synthetic resources.


  BIOMAT: A biomat suit is used by anyone approved for a surface excursion on Earth. The inner layers are synthetically designed at the microscopic level to mimic the Venusian surface, one of the deadliest places for life known to man. Early iterations of biomats protected against exposure to the Reassortment Strain 70 percent of the time; later iterations achieved percentages as high as 95. Breaches have never been understood.


  BIOSTAR: a synism capable of synthesizing or manipulating minerals and metals via biologically mediated nuclear processes.


   



  C


  CENTRAL COMMAND: Candor Chasma on Mars is home to Central Command, Beimeni’s largest extraterrestrial research site in the solar system. Vastar Alalia once suggested to Chancellor Masimovian that he begin a new colony on Mars, but the chancellor refused, wishing instead to return to the Earth’s surface or travel to an Earth-like exoplanet.


  CEREBRAL CORE: the domed, spherical room that contains Marstone.


  CEREBRAL NETWORK: transhuman brain impulses scattered throughout the ZPF, stored within Marstone.


  CHIRALITY: also called handedness, the aspect of a structure or property, such as the configuration of a molecule or the spin of a particle, that renders that structure or property distinguishable from its mirror image or symmetrical opposite.


  COLLAPSE OF THE WAVEFUNCTION: an actual event results not by an evolving wavefunction, but by the collapse of the wavefunction by observation. For instance, a particle such as a photon doesn’t exist in space-time; photons carry light in tiny packets, but they also behave like waves, which extend in all directions, forming the electromagnetic field that spans the universe. There’s a probability of finding a photon anywhere in the field, but as soon as you do, the probability is no longer necessary; the act of observing has transformed the wave into a particle. That a particle can exist in an invisible state suggests that prior to the Big Bang the universe contained all possible probabilities; when the wavefunction collapses, there’s a subject-object split whereby the invisible particle comes into existence; prior to the subject-object split, reality is an infinite one. (See quantum probability.)


  COMB COVE: the strategic expedition (strike) team headquarters, which opened in 207 AR; decommissioned by Chancellor Masimovian in 273 AR.


  COMMONWEALTH CARD: identification cards issued to all Beimenians upon entering development; contains the commonwealth security number; connects to the Beimenian banking system. (See commonwealth security number.)


  COMMONWEALTH LIAISON: a chief spy in the commonwealth who acts on behalf of the Liberation Front.


  COMMONWEALTH MISSION: an official mission sanctioned by the Office of the Chancellor; typically conducted by the strike teams and in agreement with the ministry, the board, and a majority vote by the strike teams.


  COMMONWEALTH SECURITY NUMBER: the nine-digit identification number given to all citizens registered within Marstone’s Database.


  CONSORTIUM: a combination of institutions, private and/or government, designed to foster economic profitability and conversion.


  CONVERSE COLLAR: the technology used by the commonwealth to suppress the transhuman connection to the ZPF.


  CONVERSION: a discovery.


  COUNCIL OF ECONOMIC ADVISORS: the advisory board consisting of thirty-one members who aid the chancellor in making economic decisions for the greater good of the people of the Great Commonwealth; led by a chairperson and vice chairperson.


  COURIER OF THE CHANCELLOR: youths who, while mentored in houses of development, grow into transhuman adults naturally, over the course of twenty years. They serve the commonwealth in the Office of the Chancellor. A common role is to issue the Warning Communiqué. (See Warning Communiqué.)


  CRISPR SYSTEM: also called the Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats system; commonly used to edit genomes.


  CRYO ROOM: the facility where the commonwealth stored the Livellan scientists held near absolute zero; decommissioned in 327 AR by Captain Broden Barão following the deaths of 334 scientists during a failed Regenesis procedure. (See Regenesis procedure.)


  CRYPTOR: a diamond shard filled with a bacterium, E. cryptor, a DNA-based storage system. DNA, as a very stable nanomolecule, is an ideal massive storage device for long-term data archiving. Multiple uses during the Age of Masimovian, though the two most common include: by Janzers to perform crowd control in Fountain Square, and by the Liberation Front to send ciphered messages through the underground.


   



  D


  DARK AGE, THE: the time frame from early days of the Livelle Laboratory, After Reassortment, until the inauguration of Chancellor Atticus Masimovian in 168 AR; was an age plagued by structural collapses, Reassortment scares, and chaotic descent further underground.


  DEATH WAVE: the climax of the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly (extinction event) at the end of the Quaternary Period, which killed more than twenty-five billion transhumans.


  DECISION DECREE: any edict issued by the chief justice on behalf of the Office of the Judiciary and/or the Office of the Chancellor.


  DELPHI: also called Her Lady of Lux, a physical recreation of the Twin Gods of the Cosmos in a place inside Earth where the transhuman connection to the cosmos is the strongest. (See Twin Gods of the Cosmos.)


  DEOXYRIBONUCLEIC ACID: also called DNA; composed of two strands that twist together to form a helix. Each strand consists of alternating phosphate and pentose sugar and attached on the sugar is a nitrogenous base, which can be adenine, thymine, guanine, or cytosine.


  DEVELOPED LIFE: the theoretically infinite life span of a transhuman after they complete development; for instance, a candidate developed in the year 335 AR might’ve reached adulthood in five hundred fifty days; her life thereafter is referred to as her developed life.


  DEVELOPER: person responsible for developing transhumans, and since 176 AR, preparing candidates for the Harpoon Exams, typically by utilizing the CRISPR system, recombinases, and the ZPF in order to alter (and improve) the transhuman genome.


  DEVELOPMENT: the time from when a transhuman is born to adulthood. The timeline varied depending upon available technology and rules and regulations. For instance, Before Reassortment neither the Western nor Eastern Hegemonies allowed for pregnancy duration to fall below two hundred forty days. Nor did they allow growth acceleration to adulthood in fewer than fifteen years. Population control was the most cited reasoning for these policies. Traditional development procedures, halted by Chancellor Livelle, resumed full operation via traditional houses of development in 15 AR. Unlike Livelle city-state’s leaders, Chancellor Masimovian has encouraged RDD scientists and developers to push the limits of growth acceleration and human genome enhancement. As a result, development is also the time when transhumans are improved genetically and trained in the ways of a Beimenian, including immersion in its culture, history, laws, language, government, technology, and aspirational goals. Development timelines vary depending on the house, the candidate, and available technology. Registered citizens-in-development weren’t referred to as Harpoon candidates until 176 AR, with the first Harpoon Auction administered in 186 AR.


  Pregnancy and Development Timelines


  [image: ]


  *Low and high ranges are approximations; there are exceptions.


  **Data from 368 AR to 370 AR is estimated.


  Source: Office of the Chancellor.


   



  DREAM FOREST: a synthetic forest on top of Hammerton Hall.


   



  E


  EASTERN HEGEMONY: the People’s Republic of China and its allies during the Second Hundred Years’ War.


  ELDERS, THE: skilled telepaths who detected and contained the zeropoint attack on Livelle Laboratory at the end of the Second Hundred Years’ War, but not before the data regarding the Reassortment Strain was destroyed. They were also the first transhumans to conclude no one outside Livelle Laboratory had survived the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly. Additionally, the Elders helped Noriel Livelle, the first chancellor of the Livelle city-state, create the strategic expedition (strike) teams of the underground. Their order was disbanded by Chancellor Atticus Masimovian in 168 AR.


  ETERNAL PARTNER: a husband or wife, coined during the Age of Masimovian; a legal bond between transhumans of any sex; surnames remain the same. A misnomer given that (1) transhumans die from several causes, including suffocation (owing to structural collapses), starvation (primarily in the lesser territories), and Reassortment exposure; and (2) divorce isn’t uncommon. (See lesser territories.)


  EVOLUTIONARY WAR: sometimes called a forever war; the multidecade struggle between the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni and the Liberation Front.


  EXILE: refers to a former citizen of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni who lives in the Lower Level.


  EXOPLANET: a planet that orbits a star outside the solar system.


  EXOTIC MATTER: mass/energy that violates the weak energy condition, which states that all observers in space-time must see the local energy density (the energy per unit volume) to be nonnegative; has a repulsive gravitational effect on ordinary matter; makes possible schemes for faster-than-light (FTL) travel.


  EXTREMOPHILE: an organism tolerant to environmental extremes and that has evolved to grow optimally under one or several extreme conditions.


   



  F


  FARINO PRISON: the commonwealth’s primary holding area for enemies of the state, and other equally dangerous criminals in the underground. As of 367 AR, there have been fifty-seven escape attempts without success.


  FEVER, THE: the method to enhance the transhuman genome used during the Dark Age and the beginning of the Age of Masimovian. Infection from E. evolution led to a raised temperature, sometimes in excess of 60 degrees centigrade, its primary symptom. Other symptoms include muscle aches, tremors, runny nose, nausea, hallucinations, and in extreme cases, organ failure and death.


  FIRST AERA, THE: the moniker given to the woman born Aerith Lazarus. She was the last descendant of the Lazarus family and the first woman to complete the striker training program. Government records suggest she perished during an escape from quarantine in the City of Eternal Darkness. (See strike team aera.)


  FORMATION DOCUMENT OF THE UNDERGROUND: also called the Formation; the historical constitution written by the founders of the Livelle city-state after the fall of humanity on the Earth’s surface.


  FOUNDERS, THE: scientists bunkered in Livelle Laboratory who survived the Death Wave and wrote the Formation document to govern the Livelle city-state, including the portion of the laboratory surrounded by a village. The founders included: Noriel Livelle, Ruslan Masimovian, Gayle Rupel, Ula Decca, Oceana Variscan, Qays Thuddan, Marc Lazarus, Aquarius Nexirenna, Zelimir Marsellessa, Cael Phanes, and Pisces Lochkafka, among others.


  FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH: (See Fountain Square.)


  FOUNTAIN SQUARE: the southern square in Beimeni City; contains the Athanasia Pool, Fountain Temple, and Fountain of Youth. All architecture in the square is designed to deliver the synthetic organisms that reverse the effects of aging on transhuman cells, enabling a theoretically infinite life span. The square and its components were designed by the Priabonian Consortium of artists, holographers, scientists, and engineers from 168–192 AR and constructed in Beimeni City in 197 AR.


  FOUNTAIN TEMPLE: (See Fountain Square.)


   



  G


  GEMINI, THE: or Neanderthal Man, synthesized by the supreme scientist Damosel Rhea and her team of scientists in the Nicola Facility for Project Gemini. They are created with the Neanderthal’s genetic materials and transhuman DNA, reverse engineered from modern transhumans with 99.9995 percent accuracy.


  GENESIS SILOS: the silos in the Research & Development Department (RDD) that contain synisms, which create all the raw materials humanity requires to survive, including, but not limited to, soils, minerals, alloys, plastics, and textiles, among others. (Note: Most of the Earth’s readily accessible raw materials were depleted prior to the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, which historians believe contributed to the Second Hundred Years’ War.)


  GRAKA TRAINING BOT: also called Grakas. These synbots are highly skilled with martial arts; were used by the commander Vastar Alalia to test the strength of his strikers, a tradition that continued after his death in 273 AR.


  GRANVILLE CROWN: a training program transmitted to underdeveloped transhumans designed to ease their connection to Granville syntech. (See Granville syntech.)


  GRANVILLE PANEL: (See Granville syntech.)


  GRANVILLE SCROLL: (See Granville syntech.)


  GRANVILLE SPHERE: (See Granville syntech.)


  GRANVILLE SYNTECH: illusory technology developed by the supreme scientist Ninara Granville; contains synisms that influence transhuman senses via the ZPF, creating illusory worlds. The holographic imagery is typically projected from sky panels, unit panels, scrolls, and spheres made of graphene.


  GRAPHENE: a single sheet of carbon atoms arranged in a hexagonal honeycomb pattern. It’s as stiff as diamond and hundreds of times stronger than steel, yet it is also flexible and stretchable. (See Granville syntech.)


  GREAT COMMONWEALTH OF BEIMENI: the name chosen by Atticus Masimovian for humanity’s territory underground. When asked why, he famously told his brother-in-development, Jeremiah Selendia: “An infinite life span is not a myth. Before the war, before the Atmospheric Anomaly, they were close, so close to achieving the apex of human evolution, and with your help, I know we’ll finish our ancestors’ work here, and together, ageless and fearless, we’ll lead the people back to the Earth’s surface.”


  GREAT COURT OF BEIMENI: the highest court in the Great Commonwealth; a panel of nine judges including a chief justice; men and women are eligible for entry; responsible for interpreting the law as designated by the Office of the Chancellor; hosts hearings for Beimenians in all felony cases where exile to the Lower Level is a possible sentence. It is considered a great honor to give up one’s immortality and be named to the Great Court from a lower court in the cities; Chancellor Masimovian believes that only citizens who’ve given up their immortality can impartially decide whether to take that right away from a fellow Beimenian.


  GREAT REASSORTMENT PANIC OF 165 AR: the last panic of the Dark Age, which forced humanity to terraform the Beimeni zone of the underground. It is considered a primary contributor to the rise of Chancellor Masimovian.


  GREGORIAN CALENDAR: refers to the legacy timetable prior to the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, which included days, weeks, months, seasons, and years, sometimes followed by the abbreviations AD or A.D. (anno Domini) or BC or B.C. (before Christ). This calendar era is based on the traditionally recognized year of the conception or birth of Jesus of Nazareth, with AD counting the years from the start of this epoch and BC denoting the years before the start of the era.


   



  H


  HAMMERTON HALL: an entertainment venue designed by architect Wilhelm Vanderslooten in the 200s, dedicated in honor of the hundredth year of Chancellor Masimovian’s rule in the year 268 AR.


  HARPOON AUCTION: also called the Auction; an important ceremony in the life of a Beimenian, where consortium representatives or wealthy individuals place bids for Harpoon candidates. The valuations for the candidates are determined by the traders who work in Navita City, and while the bids are typically based, in part, on these valuations, the bidders can pay any price they deem worthy for a candidate. In other words, it’s entirely possible for a candidate to “fail” the first half of the exams and still receive a bid if the candidate’s skills in the second half demonstrate a match for a particular consortium or individual.


  HARPOON CANDIDATE: a citizen-in-development who prepares for the Harpoon Exams.


  HARPOON CHAMPION: also called the Champion; the title conferred to the Harpoon candidate who receives the first and highest bid during the Harpoon Auction.


  HARPOON CLASS: a virtual gathering of candidates from all the thirty territories in the Great Commonwealth for instruction from the Master of the Harpoons. The classes are usually organized in a stadium.


  HARPOON DAY: the day of the Harpoon Exams.


  HARPOON EXAMS: the life-determining exams given annually from 186–305 AR, bi-annually from 306–335 AR, and tri-annually since 336 AR. They consist of two six-hour sessions, with the first half being a holographic vignette and multiple-choice format designed to test language, math, and science skills, and with the second half being a virtual reality format designed to test critical thinking, telepathic, interpersonal, and physical skills.


  HARPOON HAMLET: the village where Harpoon candidates dwell prior to the Harpoon Auction.


  HARPOON HARNESS: the harness designed to connect a candidate to Harpoon Virtual Reality (VR). (See Harpoon Virtual Reality.)


  HARPOON INSIGNIA: three interlocked bronze circles, three interlocked golden triangles, and three silver harpoons overlapped by a phoenix feather.


  HARPOON STADIUM: the location of the Harpoon Auction; the stands can be adjusted to fit twenty-five million candidates.


  HARPOON VIRTUAL REALITY: also called Harpoon VR; the interface where candidates interact in training and instructional simulations with their developers or with each other during classes or social gatherings.


  HELPERS OF THE LEADERSHIP: children in the employ of the Leadership. (See Leadership Council, the.)


  HOLO-PRODUCER: can refer to a professional artist skilled in capturing events in the ZPF in holographic form or in using synisms to transmit visuals to the transhuman brain.


  HOMO EVOLUTIS: also called posthuman; theoretical beings whose capacities would far exceed those of ordinary transhumans and who would constitute a separate species.


  HOMO TRANSITION: also called transhuman (or H+); occupies an intermediate stage, or spectrum, between a normal biological human and a posthuman. Compared to the ancestral Homo sapiens, they have higher tolerances to pressure, heat, stress, disease, and to food, water, and sleep deprivation; they also have far greater cognitive abilities, physical regenerative abilities, and emotional intelligence/stability. After the Great Reassortment Panic of 165 AR, circumstances required further biotechnological enhancements to the human genome to better acclimate to the Beimeni zone of extreme heat and pressure variances.


  HOUSE OF DEVELOPMENT: an aristocratic house designated as so by the Department of Communications. A lady or lord of a house is often referred to as a developer. Their surnames are required to match the name of the house, which can be either the lady’s or lord’s surname; for instance, Eulalie Lachaize changed her surname to Variscan after the formation of House Variscan, while Thaddeus Tumblstar changed his surname to Summerset after the formation of House Summerset. (See developer.)


   



  I


  IMPULSE PARTICLE: (See wave-particle duality.)


  IMPULSE WAVE: (See wave-particle duality.)


  INACCESSIBLE REGIONS: the regions in the Beimeni zone considered to be off limits to expansion owing to seismic activity within Earth.


  ISLAND OF REVERIE: formerly known as Manhattan, became home to the Reassortment Research Terradome, the only surface zone laboratory in use by transhumans to study the Reassortment Strain.


   



  J


  JANZER: refers to the race of transhumans designed by the supreme scientist Ahab Janzer. Chancellor Masimovian commissioned the creation of the Janzer race to replace the legacy strike teams’ role of protection against structural collapses and Reassortment scares. The Janzers’ role also includes law enforcement activities of the Masimovian Administration and expansion plans executed in accordance with approval by the Office of the Chancellor.


  JUBILEE: a required public viewing of a voluntary clinical trial of a synbio cure to the Reassortment Strain.


   



  L


  LEADERSHIP COUNCIL, THE: also called the Leadership; confidants of the president of the Liberation Front. They are high-level leaders of the Front who confer on strategic decisions, including Polemon strikes and recruitment of new members. From the commonwealth’s perspective, these are the most dangerous transhumans in the underground.


  LEAGUE OF SCIENTISTS: an elite team of scientists commissioned to complete the Reassortment Strain in the Livelle and Hengill laboratories for the Western Hegemony.


  LESSER TERRITORIES: include Gaia, Piscator, Jurinar, Reanaearo, Haurachesa, and Yeuron.


  LIBERATION FRONT, THE: the organization of residents of the underground in open conflict with the Masimovian Administration.


  LIBERATOR, THE: also known as Jeremiah Selendia; the man who united various factions of residents throughout the Beimeni zone in their conflict with the Masimovian Administration.


  LIVELLAN CALENDAR: refers to humanity’s new timetable following the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, which includes days, trimesters (underground), seasons (on the surface), and years, followed by the abbreviation AR. (See After Reassortment.)


  LORUM, THE: the intelligent alien race living on the exoplanet Vigna. (Note: Collective singular, in form and meaning.)


  LOWER LEVEL: the part of the underground designated by Chancellor Masimovian as being fit for Beimenians who do not garner a bid at the Harpoon Auction.


  LOWER LEVEL ZONE: a layer of the Earth four thousand meters deep.


  LOWER TWENTY-TWO: refers to all territories except for Boreas, Xerean, Farino, Zereaux, Kiplorea, and Columbia in Underground North, and Gallia and Gubertiana in Underground Northeast.


   



  M


  MAGLEV: a transportation system in which trains glide above a track, supported by magnetic repulsion and propelled by a linear motor.


  MAIDENS OF MASIMOVIAN: concubines to the supreme chancellor Atticus Masimovian.


  MALCOMBE MINZIER TRAINING CENTER: also called the Hive; replaced the simulation and training facilities previously part of the Comb Cove.


  MARK OF MASIMOVIAN: also called the Mark; a synthetic tattoo, black ink formed into the bust of Chancellor Masimovian held by two phoenix feathers. It is an honor conferred if a supreme scientific board conclave deems a Beimenian’s work to be worthy of the threshold of significant conversion. (See significant conversion.)


  MARK OF THE STRIKE TEAMS: the black and gold ink shaped as a captain, striker, aera, and strategist holding hands, swaying, looking down upon Livelle city-state.


  MARSTONE: the artificial intelligence designed to understand humanity’s connection to the cosmos; later used by the Masimovian Administration to monitor transhuman brain impulses, including, but not limited to, thoughts, speech, visions, and dreams in the ZPF. (Note: Monitored communication is denoted by bold, italicized lettering in Marstone’s Database.)


  MARSTONE’S DATABASE: the databank that contains all information on residents of the underground; registration to it is required by Chancellor Masimovian’s Precepts.


  MASTER OF THE HARPOONS: also called the Harpoon instructor, this designation is prestigious in the Great Commonwealth, for the instructor is responsible for providing supplemental mind-body-cosmos training and wisdom on the ways of Beimenians during Harpoon classes.


  MIDDLE ZONE: a layer of the Earth between two thousand five hundred and four thousand meters deep.


  MIND-BODY-COSMOS INTERFACE: sometimes called the mind-body-cosmos connection; the seamless connection with the ZPF, the body, and the mind enabled by neurochip and mesh implants in transhuman brains.


  MINERAL CRUSHERS: synthetic C. perfringens designed to burrow through limestone and granite, among other minerals. The latest iterations ingest the minerals and excrete a combination of oxygen and neon.


  MISSION PROTOCOLS: rules and regulations, objectives, and strategy and tactics to be employed during a commonwealth mission. (See commonwealth mission.)


  MULTIVERSE: an infinite realm of being or potential being of which the universe is regarded as a part.


   



  N


  NEOPHYTE: a person who is new to a subject, skill, or belief. In Beimeni, most Harpoon candidates who receive a bid during the auction become neophytes for a consortium.


   



  O


  OFFICE OF THE CHANCELLOR: the administrative office of the supreme chancellor of the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni.


  OFFICE OF THE JUDICIARY: the administrative office of the Great Court of Beimeni; manages the circuit of lower courts in all the villages and cities in the Great Commonwealth. (See Great Court of Beimeni.)


  OPEN HOUSE: specific to the Research & Development Department (RDD), enables Beimenians who wouldn’t normally be permitted into the department to tour certain parts of it.


  OPERATION PRESERVATION: the emergency procedures to follow in the event the integrity of Livelle Laboratory is threatened, including, it is hypothesized, the storage of 340 scientists in Livelle Laboratory who’re important to the preservation of the transhuman race.


  OUTER TERRITORIES: all territories outside Underground Central.


   



  P


  PENDANT OF THE CHANCELLOR: communicative technology attuned to the Janzer race, which enables anyone who speaks through it, both audibly and through the ZPF, to control them.


  PHANES BELTWAY: the maglev tunnels and stations that loop around Beimeni City, Phanes Territory; the centralized location to verify interterritory travel. Around the beltway, fifty heavily fortified and protected transport stations are designed to verify travelers are, in fact, authorized to move between territories. All interterritory tunnels in Beimeni’s territories lead to the beltway.


  PLEDGE TO BEIMENI: a solemn oath of allegiance and fidelity to the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni, recited at the beginning of each Harpoon class.


  POLEMON OPERATION: a clandestine operation conducted by the Liberation Front.


  POLEMON PASSAGEWAYS: the system of tunnels scattered throughout the underground, built by the Liberation Front.


  POLEMON PROCLAMATION: a proclamation issued by the former supreme scientist Jeremiah Selendia to his allies throughout the underground, inviting the unregistered and registered residents of the Beimeni zone to unite with his Liberation Front in the guerilla war against the Masimovian Administration.


  POLEMON STRIKE: sophisticated attacks perpetrated by the Beimeni Polemon against commonwealth interests and infrastructure.


  POLEMON ZONE: a layer of the Earth between two hundred fifty and three hundred meters deep.


  PRECEPTS, THE: the addendum to the Formation document designed to restore law and order to the underground, encourage scientific advancement, protect humanity from danger, and foster economic and cultural growth.


  PRESIDENT OF THE LIBERATION FRONT: the highest political and military office of the Liberation Front.


  PROJECT GEMINI: commissioned to Supreme Scientist Damosel Rhea in 342 AR with the expressed goal to learn about the origins of life, and to better understand evolution and the processes that influence Reassortment. Eventually transitioned into Project Silkscape. (See Project Silkscape.)


  PROJECT REASSORTMENT: the research project designed to find a cure for transhumans to the Reassortment Strain.


  PROJECT REGENESIS: the research project designed to revive the scientists stored in stasis just prior to the Death Wave. By 327 AR, only Dr. Kole Shrader—known as the Legend for the belief that he might be immune to the Reassortment Strain—remains in living stasis.


  PROJECT SILKSCAPE: an entertainment venture with the Harsailles Menagerie: A Garden for Formerly Extinct Species, scheduled to open in the spring of 370 AR at the center of Silkscape City, Lovereal Territory.


  PROPER CONVERSION: a meaningful but less onerous standard of scientific achievement as compared to significant conversion. (See significant conversion.)


  PROTECTOR PROTOTYPE: a new line of telekinetic synbots designed to protect assets considered critical to the commonwealth.


   



  Q


  QUANTUM PROBABILITY: quantum mechanics is intrinsically probabilistic; quantum physics doesn’t reveal the probability of where an object is, but rather the probability that if you look, you will observe the object at a particular place. The object has no real position until the position is observed.


  QUATERNARY PERIOD: is a geologic time period that encompassed approximately 2.6 million years; the second most recent period, which ended with the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly.


   



  R


  REASSORTMENT ATMOSPHERIC ANOMALY: the great extinction event at the end of the Quaternary Period; also known as the process by which the Reassortment Strain spread throughout the Earth’s atmosphere. The anomaly has never been fully understood, though scientists hypothesize that the strain developed unique methods of transforming sunlight and nitrogen into energy.


  REASSORTMENT BATON: an alloy rod that transmits the synthesis for E. agony into transhuman neural cells, which leads to the painful sensations common to Reassortment infection.


  REASSORTMENT RESEARCH TEAM: formed by Ruslan Masimovian during the first year, After Reassortment, on direct order from Chancellor Noriel Livelle; tasked with constructing Reassortment-resistant biomats and to finding a solution to the Reassortment enigma.


  REASSORTMENT SCARE: refers to when the Reassortment Strain breaches containment in the underground.


  REASSORTMENT STRAIN, THE: a synthetic organism designed with the 4 traditional bases of DNA and their mirrored versions. The Reassortment Strain contains 8 nucleotides and 39 amino acids, and functions in ways unpredicted by science. Scientists believe it learned to live off sunlight and nitrogen and spread rapidly over the Earth’s atmosphere, killing most of humanity in what historians called the Death Wave. Nitrogen in the form N2 can be stripped of electrons and used as a source of energy, and thus finally oxidized to No2- (nitrite) or No3- (nitrate); prior to Reassortment, there was no known example of one organism that could do this—it would normally take a conglomerate of several organisms. The strain is intelligent enough to identify humans as human, then it moves into action. It liquefies human neural cells (rapid acid generation) and crystallizes the blood cells (rapid scabbing). The strain recodes portions of its genome every few minutes (acting similar to a computer encryption), and does so with many more combinations given its characteristic of chirality. In nature, near all biomolecules prefer one of two hands, with amino acids and proteins being designated as left-handed (or levo), and natural nucleic acids (DNA and RNA) designated right-handed (or dextro). While the transhuman body’s DNA and cells are altered in ways no native pathogen can understand or invade, Reassortment, combining the levo and dextro, can, in fact, enter and take control of transhuman neural and blood cells. Put simply, the Reassortment Strain confounds the enhanced transhuman immune system and as of 368 AR no known cure exists; the fatality rate for exposure is 100 percent.


  RECALLER: illegal technology that “recalls” brain impulses, sending new, acceptable ones into the ZPF; can impact transhuman impulse waves within a radius of one to twenty-five meters, depending on the model and preference setting. They’re designed to deceive Marstone and look like a benari coin.


  RECOMBINASE: an enzyme that catalyzes the exchange of short pieces of DNA between two long DNA strands, particularly the exchange of homologous regions between the paired maternal and paternal chromosomes; used to manipulate the structure of genomes.


  REGENESIS CHAMBER: the second laboratory that housed Dr. Kole Shrader’s stasis tank, with Dr. Shrader being the last of the living scientists who was frozen near absolute zero, just prior to the Death Wave.


  REGENESIS PROCEDURE: the event by which a living creature would be revived after having been frozen near absolute zero.


  RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT: also called the RDD; the department founded by Atticus Masimovian to centralize scientific research and most raw material synthesis. (Note: Before and after the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, the Earth lacked readily accessible, valuable metals and minerals such as diamond, gold, copper, iron, and nickel, among others.)
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  SECOND HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR: also called the Resource War, the struggle between the Western and Eastern Hegemonies for nonrenewable resources throughout the solar system, which commenced in 103 BR (or 2312 on the Gregorian calendar standard) and ended in the year zero (or 2415 Gregorian) with the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly.


  SEEPAGE: the unsolved osmotic, diffusive process by which the Reassortment Strain spreads underground.


  SIBLING-IN-DEVELOPMENT: (i.e., sister-in-development or brother-in-development), the term given to a brother or sister who are candidates at about the same time and complete the Harpoon Exams together. Siblings who are not necessarily blood-related.


  SIGNIFICANT CONVERSION: the highest level of scientific achievement in the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni. (See Mark of Masimovian.)


  SKILLED TELEPATH: a transhuman with a superior mind-body-cosmos connection with the ZPF.


  STRATEGIC EXPEDITION TEAM: also called strike team, they were designed to protect transhumans from the dangers of underground living; pledged to the Underground Realm of humanity, rather than to a specific government such as the Livelle city-state or its successor, the Great Commonwealth of Beimeni. Their role transitioned to exploration by the 220s.


  STRIKE TEAM AERA: the term attributed to female strategic expedition (strike) team strikers, named for the first woman to complete the striker training program. Like their male counterparts, they focused on traversing dangerous parts of the underground where a structural collapse or Reassortment scare threatened transhuman lives; traditional role transitioned to the Janzers by the 220s.


  STRIKE TEAM CAPTAIN: the leader of the three-person strategic expedition (strike) team. The strike team captains were responsible for containing Reassortment breaches in Livelle city-state (including Livelle Laboratory) and the Underground Realm, which included the villages—not under direct control of the city-state—where transhumans expanded to along prehistoric underground lakes, rivers, and streams inside the Earth. The captains also led underground excursions to stabilize structural collapses and conduct search and rescue operations. By the 220s, the strike team captain’s traditional role shifted to the divisional leaders of the Janzers, while the strike teams’ purpose shifted to one of exploration. They’d hoped to find survivors of the Death Wave at installations utilized in the solar system during the Second Hundred Years’ War but all perished during or after the battles in space.


  STRIKE TEAM COMMANDER: the leader of all strategic expedition (strike) team captains; decommissioned after Vastar Alalia, the fifth strike team commander, perished in 273 AR.


  STRIKE TEAM STRATEGIST: the strategic expedition (strike) team member focused on logistics, strategy, and containment of a crisis (typically structural or biological) in the underground; traditional role transitioned to the Janzers by the 220s.


  STRIKE TEAM STRIKER: the strategic expedition (strike) team member focused on traversing dangerous parts of the underground where a structural collapse or Reassortment scare threatened transhuman lives; traditional role transitioned to the Janzers by the 220s.


  SUPREME MINISTRY OF BEIMENI: also called the ministry; the electoral body that represents the people of the thirty territories of the Great Commonwealth; based in the Central Government District, Beimeni City, Phanes Territory. Chancellor Masimovian casts the thirty-first and deciding vote in ministerial matters.


  SUPREME SCIENTIFIC BOARD OF BEIMENI: also called the board; consists of fifteen members, typically with representation from the supreme ministry and from the RDD; based in the Science District, Beimeni City, Phanes Territory.


  Board Members circa 368 AR


  [image: ]


  Source: Office of the Chancellor.


   



  SUPREME SCIENTIST: a highly skilled and talented scientist, typically with experience in the RDD, appointed by the ministry and the board to lead one of the RDD’s facilities and research projects therein.


  SUPREME SCIENTIST COVERING REASSORTMENT: a special role carved out within the RDD; third in line to the chancellorship; requires a public campaign and a two-thirds majority vote in the ministry; typically given a seat on the supreme scientific board.


  SURFACE ZONE: the surface of Earth.


  SURGICAL SEARCH: a Janzer search in the underground.


  SURGICAL STRIKE: a Janzer attack in the underground.


  SYNSUIT: a suit made of synthetic diamond, designed to protect those who wear them against intense heat and pressure in the underground in areas of the underground where expansion plans are being implemented, where coolant systems malfunction, or where coolant systems don’t exist. Variants of the suits are typically worn by aeras, strikers, and Janzers.


  SYNTHETIC BIOLOGY: also called synbio; the science of selectively altering the genes of organisms to make them do things that they wouldn’t do in their original, natural, untouched state.


  SYNTHETIC ORGANISM: also called a synism; any organism, either based on an existing biological system (such as E. coli or the vibrio) or a synthetic one, which has been trained to perform a task it wouldn’t otherwise complete.


  SYNTHETIC ROBOT: also called synbots or bots; made of synthetic alloys, typically sculpted to look transhuman. They are designed to perform a multitude of tasks, including but not limited to: provide keeper services to aristocrats, research services to supreme scientists, and record keeping services for the central government. Their communicable range is limited with the ZPF. They lack a consciousness.
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  TELEKINESIS: the ability to move objects via the ZPF.


  TELEPATHY: the ability to communicate via the ZPF.


  TENEHOUND: a genetically modified greyhound, capable of connecting to the ZPF and controlling lower fauna; utilized by the Department of Peace to find criminals.


  TERROR BIRD: a flightless prehistoric bird known for its predatory jabs.


  THREAT LEVEL: included in classified dossiers in Marstone’s Database; on a scale of one to five, with one being the lowest and five being the highest; an indication of the willingness of a citizen to break the law or disturb the peace of the commonwealth; the higher the threat level, the more scrutiny given to neural feeds in Marstone’s Database. In some cases a high threat level could preclude a citizen from being qualified for athanasia. (See athanasia-qualified.)


  TIMESCAPE: analogous to a landscape, with all past and future events located there together.


  TIMESCAPE THEORY: the supreme scientist Heywood Querice’s theory that the time lapse for a traveler through space-time could be hours or days, but the time lapse for anyone in the present time should be seamless (i.e., theoretically, if backward time travel is possible, a person who travels back in time should return to the precise moment when they left).


  TRANSHUMAN: (See Homo transition.)


  TRANSICEOUS PERIOD: the geologic time period that encompasses the most recent 368 years of history, or since the last great extinction event known as the Reassortment Atmospheric Anomaly, which ended the Quaternary Period. (See Quaternary Period.)


  TRANSPORT: typically oval-shaped, made of synthetic alloys or carbyne, and constructed in Transport City, Portage Territory. They are built in several varieties, including intracity, intraterritory, and interterritory.


  TWIN GODS OF THE COSMOS: the two celestial beings, male and female, believed by the transhuman race to be creators of the metaphysical and physical realms, including the electromagnetic zeropoint field, and all the galaxies that are, that were, and that will be in all the ever-expanding universes. (See multiverse.)
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  UFICILIN: an all-purpose healing agent.


  UNDERGROUND PASSAGE: the system of safe houses, businesses, waterways, caves, and tunnels overseen by Beimenians loyal to the Liberation Front.


  UNDERGROUND REALM: the generic term for all underground dwellings of humanity After Reassortment.


  UNREGISTERED, THE: also called illegals, these are residents of the underground that aren’t registered in Marstone’s Database. As an unregistered resident has broken Chancellor Masimovian’s Fifth Precept, if apprehended by the government, the individual is registered, then is either: (1) sentenced to exile in the Lower Level; (2) purchased by a house of development in the great city for employ as a Courier of the Chancellor; or (3) purchased by a house of development anywhere in the commonwealth and prepared for the Harpoon Exams.
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  VITAMIN T: synisms designed to alter impulse waves sent into the ZPF from neurochips and from the transhuman consciousness; typically administered by a liquid dropper into the eyes, where the synisms can directly access the brain. Used primarily by the Liberation Front to elude the tenehounds.


  VITAMIN X: also called Vitex; contains synisms designed to reduce the transhuman body’s need for oxygen; not intended for long-term use; typically administered by a liquid dropper into the eyes, where the synisms can directly access the brain and body. Used primarily by exiles in the Lower Level.
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  WARNING COMMUNIQUÉ: also called a Warning; the severest form of censure issued by the Office of the Chancellor; typically requires a majority vote by the supreme ministry.


  WAVEFUNCTION: synonymous with “the atom.” (See collapse of the wavefunction.)


  WAVE-PARTICLE DUALITY: a photon, an electron, an atom, a molecule, in principle any object, can be either compact and in one place or a wave widely spread out. You can display an object to be bigger than Masimovian Tower or smaller than an atom; you can choose which of these two contradictory features to demonstrate, for the physical reality of an object depends on how you observe it. (See collapse of the wavefunction.)


  WESTERN HEGEMONY: the United States of America and its allies during the Second Hundred Years’ War.
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  ZEROPOINT ATTACK: an attempt by hackers to use the zeropoint field to destroy a quantum network or system.


  ZEROPOINT DISK: also called a z-disk; a storage device that could only be activated using the ZPF.


  ZEROPOINT FIELD: also called the ZPF or the field; the subatomic world through which all matter in the cosmos is connected. Transhumans learned to access and manipulate waves within the electromagnetic ZPF in order to achieve telepathy, telekinesis, interstellar communication, interstellar travel, and time travel.


  ZEROPOINT WALL: a part of the ZPF manipulated in order to block unauthorized access or communications.
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