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ONE




 


Alaska Wilderness, August, Year 298 ACM (After
Community Movement):

The advantage of being a Marginal outcast was that I
didn’t need much more than food and water to survive. Well, maybe a
blanket, since we didn’t have Alaska’s chilly nights in the
Richmond Swamps where I grew up.

While my mother cooked squirrel over a
shielded fire, I used my binoculars to scan the spruce-covered
mountainside, fields of wheat in the valley below, and Fairbanks in
the distance. The last of the snow had melted from the peaks up
north months ago, drying up some of the streams. I looked for
telltale signs of Department of Antiquities’ gray-uniformed agents
with their marked all-terrain vehicles and their aerial drones out
hunting for me.

A ridge hid Mom’s fire from the valley. She
was talking to Ester Grayer, who was a year older than me. Ester
had been my travel companion for almost three months, ever since I
met her during a storm back east.

I brushed away a swarm of black flies and
joined them. I stared at my mom’s wrinkled face. She was the only
person of Chinese ancestry I’d known until I’d come out west. “I
can’t believe you worked with the Department.”

Her expression blank, she handed me a scrap
of squirrel meat. “It kept you free for a while.”

“Until the Federation discovered that my DNA
might prevent a worldwide fertility collapse.” I took the meat and
chewed off a stringy bite. “Speaking of which, why are my genes so
valuable? So unusual? Maybe even one of a kind?”

“I don’t know, Regina.” Mom glared at me.
Obviously, she wanted me to stop asking questions.

Ester’s tanned forehead creased. She squeezed
my arm to signal for me to drop it. I couldn’t. “Who donated their
DNA to you? Who gave me genes the Federation is willing to kill
for?” I took another bite of the tough meat.

“The donor is long dead,” Mom said. “There’s
no point digging into that wound.”

“Then dig this. You abandoned my sister and
me. How can I trust you?”

“It’s good to be careful, but you need
allies. You can’t run on your own. You can’t hide from the
Federation without help. Now, if you don’t mind, we have a long day
tomorrow. Eat up and get some rest.”

I finished the meat and looked up. “The
thought of you with Chief Inspector Joanne Demarco makes my skin
crawl.” The coarse-faced head of the Department of Antiquities had
been hunting me for two years on behalf of the World Federation,
and using my sister Colleen as bait to trap me.

“Get some sleep. I’ll take first watch.”

Ester took my hand, pulled me away from the
campfire, and led the way up a narrow path to a cleft of rock. This
would be our shelter for the night, assuming no wild creatures had
taken it already. Of course, night was a relative term this far
north in the summer.

“It’ll all work out,” Ester said. In Alaska’s
prolonged twilight amidst the forest’s shadows, her thin face and
olive complexion took on a ghostlike appearance.

Earlier in the day, she’d insisted that I
give Mom another chance. She didn’t know how cold and calculating
my mother could be. After all, who abandons her children during a
storm? “Thanks for coming with me,” I said. It was good to have
someone to share my trials.

We climbed into a shallow gully from which we
couldn’t see the trail. Sequoia and spruce hid much of the sky and
hopefully us from any drones. Agents that might wander this way
shouldn’t be able to see us, either, unless they used infrared. We
couldn’t last for long out here, but we did have several days’
worth of food and water and bows to hunt with. Thermal sheets would
provide warmth against the chilly night and protection against
drone infrared sensors, or so I hoped.

Just in case, I placed my crossbow beside me
and looped my backpack straps around my leg. Having grown up in the
crowded swamps back east, I viewed sparsely populated Alaska as a
blessing. Though climate warming had made Alaska more attractive
than it used to be, World Federation policies and the collapse in
global population had kept Alaska an under-populated green
haven.

With headquarters in Antarctica, the
Federation restricted movement for all except our ruling Grand Old
Dames and their Elite administrators. Professionals could only move
to fill specific jobs, while Working Stiffs were tied to their
land, factories, and mines. Marginals like me were condemned to the
drenched side of Barrier Walls that the Federation had built to
hold back rising seas. With help, I’d crossed the Wall onto
Federation lands three months earlier to go to university. To say
that hadn’t worked out would be the understatement of the year.

With the right preparations, one could
disappear in Alaska and avoid capture, though that wasn’t my only
goal. Months ago, Chief Inspector Demarco kidnapped my younger
sister. Demarco said she’d taken Colleen down to the Southwest
Desert. The chief inspector’s power-hungry rival, Inspector Vikki
Volpe, set up roadblocks and sent out every available drone and
agent to hunt me down. As the military arm of the Federation, the
Department of Antiquities had every resource at their command. I
didn’t.

I tried to get comfortable amidst fallen
branches on the rocky ground. Ester draped her arm over me and
moved closer. Together, we studied constellations peeking through a
clump of spruce and the prolonged twilight.

Separated from me, Ester might have avoided
the dragnet, though I doubted it. Both Demarco and Volpe acted as
if Ester knew more than she did. Ester had cast her lot with me,
but her previous two years as a farm Working Stiff had softened
her. Distant howling wolves had her on edge. I held her until she
fell asleep, keeping my ears tuned to the breeze, the sound of
distant wolves, and whatever else the night might bring.

* * *

Rustling startled me. The almost perpetual daylight
disoriented my sense of time. I grabbed my crossbow and looked for
Ester. She wasn’t beside me.

I inched over the top of the gully, expecting
to face Demarco or Volpe holding my companion as ransom for my
surrender.

Ester hurried up the trail, out of breath.
“Hey there, sleepyhead.” Her voice trembled. “I can’t find your mom
or her stuff.”

I checked my timepiece: four in the morning.
Mom never woke me for my watch. “She’ll turn us in to save her
skin,” I said. “What about our cycles?”

“Where we left them. Why?”

“Grab your gear. Let’s move.”

I checked my backpack. Satisfied that nothing
was missing, I headed down to where Mom was supposed to have kept
watch. She’d wiped the area clean, removing all trace of last
night’s campfire.

“Did she leave a note?” Ester asked.

“My mother doesn’t leave notes. She runs off
to her Antiquities friends.” The saddlebags on the cycles looked
untouched. I didn’t have time to check.

Rather than head down the trail into a
possible trap, we walked our electric cycles along a path that
moved laterally across the mountainside. If Antiquities agents were
nearby, we needed another way off the mountain and a different
place to wait out the roadblocks until we could head south to
Flagstaff to look for my sister.

“What about the Svenkov farm?” Ester asked.
“Our trucker friends said we could trust them.”

“Quiet,” I said, picking up my pace.

“What’s eating you?”

When the trail narrowed, I pushed my cycle
uphill around what looked like a rocky avalanche up ahead.

“We could have gone the other way,” Ester
said, huffing to keep up.

I dragged my cycle over a ridge and hurried
down the other side. When I reached a wildflower-covered clearing
with several paths, I took out my binoculars to scan the
trails.

“Regina, have I done something wrong?” Ester
asked. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No!”

“You’re acting paranoid. We’re alone in the
mountains.”

“I’m not paranoid,” I said, choosing a path
that looked smoother.

“Then what?”

I took a deep breath. “Today’s my birthday.
My eighteenth birthday.” I bit back my anger.

“Happy birthday. If you’d told me—”

“What mother forgets her daughter’s
birthday?”

“Oh.” Ester squeezed my hand. “Let me make it
up to you.”

“Don’t bother. It’s just another day, another
example that my mother doesn’t care.”

“Don’t let her ruin things. I’m on your
side.”

I smiled. “You’re all the birthday present I
need. Let’s go before Antiquities agents get lucky.”

We set off for the Svenkov Cooperative,
hoping our trucker friends, Kona-bear and Grizzly-bear, wouldn’t
steer us wrong. Sticking to trails and side roads, we reached the
highway and the trucker oasis, surrounded by fields of wildflowers.
A single police truck staked out the restaurant in front. The cabin
in back would have clean sheets, a shower, and too much attention
from nearby authorities; besides, Kona and Grizzly weren’t there.
They were out delivering a load and wouldn’t return for a week.

“You want to go, don’t you?” Ester said,
seeing me eye the highway heading east.

My heart and gut urged me to go. I shook my
head. “If Inspector Volpe grabs me, I’ll never see Colleen again.”
After two years of captivity, Colleen was fifteen now, and she had
to be scared. With all the roadblocks, police, Antiquities agents,
and drones, Kona-bear and her driving companion were our only
reasonable option for the trip south.

I bit back the pain. Ester had followed me
from farm to university and across the country’s desert interior to
Alaska. She’d sacrificed everything and hadn’t given up on me. The
burden weighed heavily, yet I couldn’t give up on my sister,
either.

“What’s your plan?” Ester asked.

I sighed. I didn’t have a plan. “Volpe tried
to kill Demarco,” I said. “She won’t hesitate to kill Colleen.
Demarco will hold her until I deliver either myself or a DNA vault
with samples of human DNA from before the Collapse. If I don’t,
she’ll kill Colleen.”

Ester squeezed my arm. “Until Kona and
Grizzly return, we need to hide. They trust Svenkov.”

“Bird-watcher,” I used her trucker name,
“maybe you’re right. We could try hiding in plain sight.”

We followed paths parallel to the highway
until we reached the Svenkov Cooperative. A prominent sign
announced they were hiring for the harvest. The grounds looked
inviting, with a picket fence out front instead of the stone and
concrete walls with barbed wire that we’d seen on other farms. A
cluster of big buildings stood beside and behind a stately
three-story mansion.

We parked our cycles outside the fence for a
closer look. “It’s okay,” Ester whispered. “Grizzly-bear said they
do canning. They’re not slavers.”

I wasn’t convinced. Kona and her partner had
done so much for us, driving with us from Louisville to Fairbanks.
They hadn’t turned us over to police or Antiquities, despite
several chances to do so. Yet working for an Elite farmer carried
risks. The alternative was staying in the wilderness with agents
sweeping the area. Ester would do it if I asked, but she looked
exhausted. I’d already asked too much of her.

“Let’s go,” I said.

* * *
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We rode up a paved road to the mansion, which had to
be the owner’s home. The long concrete buildings on either side
also had three stories and looked big enough to house hundreds of
workers. Farther away were more big buildings like the factories
we’d seen in other towns, though these looked almost new. We parked
out front, took our backpacks, but left the saddlebags.

The twentyish woman who answered the door was
Chinese, like my mom. She showed no surprise at my appearance: part
Chinese and part Hispanic, from a mysterious donor Mom refused to
talk about.

“We’ve come about harvest work,” Ester said.
“Kona-bear sent us.”

“Ah,” the Chinese woman said. “Call me Diane.
And you are?”

“Bird-watcher and Sky-wanderer.” Ester seemed
proud of herself for handling this. I let her.

“Mistress Svenkov will see you around back,”
Diane said.

“That won’t be necessary.” A tall blonde
dressed in an ornate gown out of a Tolstoy novel approached. “I’m
Tatyana Svenkov. You may call me Mistress Svenkov.” She waved for
Diane to leave and joined us on the front porch to look us over. “I
don’t know Kona-bear, but she comes highly recommended and she
vouched for you. You should consider that an honor.”

“We do,” Ester said.

We followed our new boss around the front of
the great house and toward one of the side buildings.

The open entry gate and low picket fence
weren’t as forbidding as the eight-foot walls and iron gate we’d
encountered at a slaver farm in Winnipeg. Still, I felt cautious.
It hit me that Diane might have been adopted family. Though she
bore no resemblance to Svenkov, she was in the main house and
carried an air of superiority.

“Kona-bear said we could trust you,” I said
as we stepped up to the doorway of a side building.

The stately woman stopped and glared at me.
“That’s a strange thing to say. My family has been important in
these parts since the Community Movement. Why wouldn’t you trust
me?”

I forced a smile and hung my head. “I didn’t
mean to offend, ma’am. We’re not from around here. I was merely
saying Kona-bear spoke highly of you and your farm. That’s why
we’ve come.”

“Ah,” she said, as if that made a difference.
She led us inside the big building and up a polished set of
stairs.

Mo-Mere, my Hispanic teacher in the Richmond
Swamps, had warned me not to raise questions. I hadn’t asked any;
instead, I’d shown disrespect by bringing up the question of
trust.

“You have a wonderful farm,” I said. “The
buildings look new and well maintained.”

“I take it they’re less so down south,”
Svenkov said. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

On the second floor, she walked us down a
dimly lit hallway that looked freshly painted in a non-descript
neutral white. We passed several girls our age and women in their
twenties. They all smiled at Svenkov before hurrying on their way.
Svenkov unlocked a door and led us into our room. It was small,
with two beds and a plain cabinet for our things. Good thing we
didn’t have much.

“One of the girls will show you to our
canning operation,” Svenkov said. “It’s hard labor, but if you do
the work, we don’t charge for food or room. Your trucker friends
negotiated a fair wage.” Svenkov left without shaking hands. We
were, after all, Working Stiffs in her eyes, a promotion from our
Marginal beginnings.

“This has to be better than the last place,”
Ester whispered.

I nodded at the memory of escaping a slave
farm with Kona-bear’s help. I would reserve judgment on Svenkov for
now. I dropped my backpack on the table and looked out the
window.

A sky-skimmer drone buzzed the spruce-lined
road out front. Drones came more frequently now that the Federation
had stepped up their search for me. Maybe coming to Svenkov’s was a
mistake, but staying in the mountains or going to the trucker oasis
would have been worse.

For the millionth time, I wished I could
locate where Demarco had taken Colleen. I longed for the
Department’s resources so I could find another DNA vault. Perhaps
the next one would rescue the Federation’s failing fertility
clinics before the world’s population crashed to nil. Maybe then
they’d stop hunting me.

Ester placed her hand on my shoulder. “What
are you thinking?”

I flipped the window latch, making sure it
would open in case we had to leave in a hurry.

“You’re not going to be like this the whole
time we’re here, are you?” she asked.

I touched her nose with my index finger and
kissed her forehead. “You count on me being this way.”

She hung her head. “Maybe so, but she’s nice
and Kona-bear said we could trust her. You shouldn’t have said
anything.”

“I wanted to see how she’d react.” I lifted
Ester’s chin. “Don’t overanalyze me. It drives you crazy. Then you
start feeling bad about yourself.”

“Am I that transparent?”

“Stop it.” I helped Ester off with her pack
and placed it next to mine. She hugged me and leaned her head next
to mine. “Thanks for coming back for me. And despite what happened
with your mom, thanks for trying.”

To keep her from getting mushy, I led her out
into the hallway. There were twenty-three other doors, identical to
ours, on three floors. With two per room, that would be 144
workers. With the other buildings, it could be over a thousand.

Hearing footsteps on the concrete steps, I
turned. Diane was coming our way, still looking upset as when
Svenkov sent her away earlier.

“This way,” Diane said. She adopted Svenkov’s
aristocratic airs, standing erect as if to make herself taller. She
stared over our heads.

Ester squeezed my hand as we followed Diane
downstairs. I wasn’t sure if Ester wanted my reassurance or hoped
to make me relax and accept our new circumstances. Relaxing got you
killed in the swamps. Either Ester had forgotten those lessons or
she was so keen to settle anywhere that she was letting her guard
down.

Diane took us to a squat building behind the
owner’s mansion. The canning rooms Diane showed us looked similar
to the one in Winnipeg, except these rooms were clean. The pots
looked fresh, either new or well cared for. Rows of girls my age or
older and mostly Chinese stood over counters where they peeled,
shucked, boiled, and placed fruits and vegetables into canning
jars. Many of the girls hummed while they worked.

“I told you this would be better,” Ester
whispered. She pointed to big windows letting in light.

I nodded as Diane took us to a tall pyramid
of potatoes. “You do know how to peel, don’t you?” she asked with
disdain.

“Yes,” I said. “Have I done something
wrong?”

“Don’t act smart and you’ll do fine.” She
marched out.

“Don’t mind her,” a pale girl said from the
corner. “She imagines everyone here is out to take her job.”

“I heard that,” Diane yelled from the
hallway.

The pale girl hung her head and worked faster
at cutting corn off cobs. She wiped her hands on her stained white
apron. A young Chinese girl swept the offal of peeling and shucking
into a bucket and carried it out.

We put on aprons similar to the other
workers. Then I sat across from Ester to watch her peel potatoes
before I copied her.

When Diane didn’t return, the pale girl
whispered, “She’s supposed to train new girls, but she thinks she’s
too good. She’s a house Working Stiff, not a farm hand. I think her
mom was a disgraced Professional.”

“What does a house Working Stiff do?” Ester
asked, since on her farm, everyone took turns at every task.

“She makes sure the house is clean and proper
for the guests Mistress Svenkov gets. She also serves meals.”

“That makes her better than us?” I asked.

“Hush,” one of the other girls said without
looking up.

“Do we eat in the big house?” Ester
asked.

“Heavens no,” the pale girl said. “We have a
dining hall downstairs. We take turns cooking.” She looked us over.
“You’re not from around here.”

Ester shook her head. “What about you?”

“I grew up here. My mom works in a clothing
factory. They had no jobs, so she arranged this for the summer. I’m
Beth.”

Ester gave her our trucker names.

Another girl told us to hush. “Don’t be
gabbing when Diane returns.”

My instincts felt twinges of the wariness I’d
felt at a slaver farm back east. Seeing how nervous Ester already
was, I didn’t share that with her.

* * *
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Antiquities Inspector Vikki Volpe entered Governor
Wilmette’s mansion in the mountains near Charleston. A junior agent
trailed behind, struggling to carry a heavy steel refrigeration
unit by herself.

The chiller held samples from the Fairbanks
DNA vault Volpe had broken into. She gloated to herself: Demarco
thought she was so clever, grabbing Regina Shen and the vault. In
the end, Regina escaped, and I got some of the samples. The
collateral damage was five dead emissaries from Antarctica, and
Demarco was the prime suspect.

The governor’s nervous assistant opened the
door. Volpe stepped into the expansive office befitting a Grand Old
Dame, benefactor of the Community Movement, and one of the stewards
of the World Federation. Volpe bowed in deference. She left her
junior agent struggling to hold the sample container.

Governor Wilmette was almost four centuries
old, and she looked it. As a GOD, she was one of the few remaining
survivors of the Great Collapse, and witness to the rebirth of
civilization. Yet she looked better than the last time Volpe had
visited. Obviously, enzymes and organs harvested from healthy young
Working Stiffs and Marginals were helping keep her alive.

“Where is Regina Shen?” The governor leaned
forward, keeping both hands beneath her desk.

“We had the girl.” Volpe kept her head bowed.
“Chief Inspector Demarco helped her escape. Then she attempted to
deliver samples to Antarctic agents.”

“Governor Richards,” Wilmette said through
stained, gritted teeth. “Did that wench get anything?”

“Demarco killed several Antarctic agents,”
Volpe said, repeating the official news, “but we recovered the
samples.” That wasn’t strictly true. The samples Demarco had taken
went up in smoke, but Volpe had no evidence of their destruction
and didn’t want to answer for the slim chance they’d survived. Her
samples came from the vault itself.

Volpe’s junior agent dropped the heavy
chiller box on Wilmette’s polished mahogany desk and turned to
leave.

“Get that off my desk,” the governor
said.

“Your Majesty,” Volpe said. “We need to get
these samples to your lab. They need constant refrigeration.”

“I want the girl. I want Regina Shen. You
promised you could deliver her.”

“I will,” Volpe said as her agent moved the
case to the floor by the governor’s feet. “For now, we have samples
to test.”

Governor Wilmette leaned over the case with
great effort. Her thick fingers fiddled with the latch until the
chiller box opened. A puff of cold vapor escaped. “Do any of these
samples belong to Regina?”

“They’re from the DNA vault. They
contain—”

“Contamination from before the Great
Collapse. Do you want a return to chaos?” The governor slammed the
lid.

“No, Your Majesty. I thought your lab should
see these.”

Governor Wilmette turned to the junior agent.
“You may leave.”

When they were alone, the governor placed her
hand on the chiller lid and turned to Inspector Volpe. “Can you
guarantee that there are no male DNA samples in here?”

“I have no way of testing, Your Majesty.”

“Few outside of Antiquities know about males.
I can’t afford contamination in my fertility labs. Do you
understand? Take this box, sanitize it, and find me that girl.”

Inspector Volpe called in her junior agent to
carry the chiller unit and followed the agent out. Her expected pat
on the back along with the disgrace of Demarco hadn’t gone
according to plan. She’d been so close to disposing of Demarco and
becoming the next chief inspector, but close didn’t count.

There was no time to dwell on failures. The
message was clear. Don’t provide even a hint of maleness to the
fertility lab.

If they couldn’t fix the EggFusion
Fertilization process with stem cells generated from Regina Shen’s
tissue samples, then they needed to dig deeper.

Volpe discarded the contents of the chiller
box through hazardous waste disposal. Better to have no fertility
solution than one that displeased the governor.

* * *

Chief Inspector Joanne Demarco, if she could still
count on that title for anything, stewed in a windowless concrete
bunker near Anchorage with Colleen Shen in the next room. The girl
was a mousy twelve-year-old when Demarco snatched her from her home
in the Richmond Swamps. Then she’d failed every lab experiment the
governor’s labs had performed on her, as had the girl’s mother.
Colleen’s genome lacked the cure Regina’s held because they were
only half-sisters according to the genetic tests.

Over a period of more than two years, the
chief inspector watched Colleen grow into a willful teen. Now the
girl was a millstone. She had turned into a chatterbox when Demarco
made the mistake of letting Regina spend five minutes with her. It
seemed as if the older sister had put the batteries back into the
toy. Colleen wouldn’t stop talking about how Regina would come and
Demarco would lose.

Yet, annoying as Demarco was, Colleen
represented the chief inspector’s only hope of redeeming herself.
As long as she held the younger sister, Regina would try to please.
What Demarco wanted from Regina was for the girl to find another
DNA vault to barter with the Antarctic governor.

Food in the bunker wouldn’t last forever.
Soon, the chief inspector would have to make a move. In the past,
Demarco had thousands of agents to call on. Now, with Vikki Volpe
the rising star, she wasn’t sure who she could trust.

An Antarctic sky-jumper with Demarco’s
contact had exploded. Five Antarctic agents had died. Prime
suspect: Demarco. Volpe had been thorough at laying the blame on
the chief inspector. Demarco couldn’t even count on the police.

Her call to a former subordinate, Inspector
Callie DeLay, had been disappointing.

“You left me in a fix taking the sky-jumper
with the samples,” the mealy-mouthed junior officer said.

“It was my sky-jumper and my sample box,”
Demarco reminded DeLay.

“You should have taken me with you. Volpe is
giving me hell, as if she already has your job. Turn yourself in
and make your case in court.”

There was an undertone to the conversation
that Demarco didn’t like. Her paranoia told her the cowering DeLay
had thrown her lot with Volpe. There would be no court for a chief
inspector, particularly one born in the Marginal swamps. Inspector
DeLay knew that.

Next, Demarco called her deputy Marybeth
Royale. Marybeth had retired from the Department of Antiquities
years earlier to a security post Demarco had arranged at a posh
Federation resort back east. After Volpe surfaced as a rival,
Demarco deputized Royale. Now she hoped she could still count on
her loyalty.

“You could have warned me about how many
agents Volpe had,” Royale said over the mesh-reader, referring to
the recent fiasco that nearly cost them both their lives.

“I told you what I knew, that she was trying
to undermine me.”

“That bulletin on you killing Antarctic
agents won’t go well.”

“I was nowhere near them when that happened,”
Demarco said.

“In any case, Volpe says you were making a
deal with the Antarctic governor.”

“Don’t believe anything that upstart
says.”

“Volpe’s agents overwhelmed us.” Royale’s
voice betrayed heightened tension. “They took that snitch, Alice.
I’d say good riddance, but Volpe turned her into a walking, talking
sensor array.”

“Let her have fun listening to Alice’s
mindless rants, then.”

Royale hadn’t mentioned being under constant
surveillance, though the tone of her comments hinted at that.
Demarco severed the connection before Volpe traced her
location.

Demarco didn’t have much time before Volpe
tracked her down. Killing agents with diplomatic immunity brought
the death penalty. It was Volpe’s way of telling Demarco to give up
on Regina or die. The chief inspector had no delusions. If Volpe
had captured Regina, she would have killed Demarco when she had the
chance.

Her rival must have been hoping Demarco would
lead her to Regina and other vaults so she could destroy them as
well. Volpe didn’t understand a fundamental difference between a
Working Stiff like her and Marginals like Demarco and Regina.

Working Stiffs lived in dependent communities
with peer pressure to keep them in line. Branding Working Stiffs
with a death sentence made them crawl into a hole and wait to die.
A Marginal’s entire life was a death sentence. Over the years,
Demarco had lost that edge by depending on a large agency. Now it
was time to recover what she’d lost and return to her roots.

Although Demarco needed to move south with
Colleen, doing so would leave her exposed. Instead, she had to stay
in Alaska until she could sneak away without alerting her
rival.

In the meantime, Demarco checked her
auxiliary network, including long-haul truckers, for clues as to
where Regina had disappeared. From what Demarco gathered, Volpe had
scoured the mountains and rounded up Working Stiff scavengers all
around Fairbanks. The fact that she continued to hunt spoke volumes
about her lack of success.

That gave Demarco hope. She sent out clues
with sightings of Regina farther east by the hour. That should
keep Volpe busy.

* * *

 


 



 


 


 


 


FOUR




 


Ester and I worked each of the next five days in
Svenkov’s canning operation from seven in the morning until six in
the evening with a short break for lunch. While the work wasn’t
difficult, it was tedious and physically exhausting. It tested our
endurance and, to my mind, built more.

We shucked beans in the mornings, canned
blueberries midday, and then ground wheat into flour. Being cooped
up indoors all day was like a prison sentence, yet we hadn’t seen
any agents. We were earning our keep, and Mistress Svenkov promised
us additional credits if we met quotas. I didn’t remind Ester that
we couldn’t receive credits unless we gave our real names.

Next to us, Beth talked in short spurts about
how her family had been Working Stiffs since the Great Collapse.
“There’s enough work if you’re flexible.”

Part of me wanted to help these girls escape
this life, but escape to what? This was the life Beth and the other
girls expected. At seventeen, Beth had already found her place in
life, her destiny. I shook my head and shucked beans.

“If I’m lucky,” she whispered, “I’ll find
someone to marry and we might qualify for a child or two. After
all, they’ll always need Working Stiffs.”

She smiled with such glee I didn’t have the
heart to tell her that bringing children into this world troubled
me.

“You have a destiny,” Mo-Mere had told me
many times. Her words echoed in my head. My swamp teacher and
surrogate mother after my mom abandoned us had introduced me to
illegal print books. My eidetic memory absorbed them like a sponge.
I figured she’d latched onto my love of reading as hinting at a
bright future, but I was a Marginal.

Find your destiny.

My fear was that weeks on this farm could
turn into months and years, until finding someone to share it with
and having children was all I had to look forward to. The same
work, day after day, the same conversations with Beth about how
happy she was with her life while the other girls told her to shut
up. They said so not in a mean way, but because they’d heard it all
before. Beth seemed to be trying to convince herself. In her, I saw
myself in a few years if I didn’t do something.

That something was finding Colleen and the
DNA vaults and getting the Federation to stop bothering us. For
that, I had to go south to where that coarse-faced Demarco said she
would take my sister if we got separated. Well, we’d separated, and
all I could think of was how to get past Volpe’s roadblocks.

At night, Ester talked about settling down.
“This wouldn’t be such a bad place, would it?”

I lay on the bed beside her, staring at the
splatter of dead, oversized mosquitoes that Ester had me kill
before she would go to sleep. During her two years on a farm back
east, she’d turned into a fearful Working Stiff. I was too
exhausted to explain how I didn’t mind the work but hated the
confinement.

When I didn’t respond, she leaned over me. “I
know you’re worried about Colleen. We’ll find her. Then I want to
find a home for us where we can be happy together.”

I turned my attention to her. To the
Federation, we were bugs to swat as they pleased. It didn’t matter
where we settled; the Federation would find us. They must have put
out bulletins with my image everywhere. What was Mistress Svenkov
waiting for?

“You’re right,” Ester said, as if we were
having a dialogue. “We need to think about heading south before
winter. The girls say winters aren’t so bad, but they grew up in
Alaska. I haven’t been anywhere that gets snow.”

I’d gotten used to her having dialogues by
herself before a willing audience, me. Despite my best efforts to
do things myself, I hated to be alone. I loved having her at my
side, trying to cheer me up, someone who depended on me as Colleen
had. I needed to find my sister.

“After we free Colleen,” Ester said, “we
could look for those artifacts you’ve read about. We could find a
cozy cave away from the Federation where we could live free and
hunt for food.”

I nodded at her fantasy. Growing up in the
Marginal swamps, we didn’t hope for a future. Our world was
vanishing around us. You made the best of your circumstances day by
day. Life on a farm back east gave Ester hope that she could settle
down with a family as long as she didn’t pose a threat to anyone.
But rejecting Alice Grayer had upset her illusion. Alice had set
her sights on Ester. Then I came along. Ester and I had to flee and
she’d latched onto me as a lifeline.

She kissed me and leaned her head on my
chest. “Are you even listening? Talk to me about the hidden
treasures.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m trying to
figure how to get past Antiquities checkpoints before Svenkov turns
us over.”

Ester rose up. “You think she will?”

“She’s Elite. I’m surprised she hasn’t
already. If we leave, we have to get far away from here, and that
means beyond the barricades.”

“How do we get off the farm?”

It was amazing how complacent I’d become
about no big gate out front. “We go after work tomorrow.”

“After curfew?” Ester asked, as if Svenkov’s
rules were absolute, like the physical laws of nature. She
trembled, curled up next to me on the bed, and watched me as if
studying the broken gears of a water pump cycle.

I held her until her body relaxed. I’d never
met anyone so nervous and scared all the time. She was even anxious
at a farm where she said she could see herself settling. Well, I
wasn’t ready to settle.

While she slept beside me, I pondered all the
maps I’d studied of Alaska, the routes south, and the American
southwest. Unfortunately, those maps were drawn before the seas
rose and the Barrier Walls were built. The Federation didn’t allow
more recent maps that might show how much of the coastline had
flooded. I could only imagine that the California coast looked like
the Richmond swamps. I figured where the Barrier Wall must be,
though crossing the Alaskan Wall and passing through chilly waters
ran the risk of deadly hypothermia.

Finding a boat that the Coast Guard couldn’t
catch was pure fantasy. If we made it south, we would have to cross
another Barrier Wall. Once was luck. Twice would be an unbelievable
feat. Three times called for a miracle. Marginals didn’t believe in
miracles.

The Southwest Desert called to me and not
just because I hoped to find Colleen as well as another DNA vault.
The Southwest Desert might hold hidden treasures from before the
Great Collapse. They’d be windows to a different world. Hardly
anyone lived in the desert and the dry climate would allow books
and artifacts to remain well-preserved. The thought of a treasure
stirred my blood.

All I needed was transport. I pictured myself
digging in the sand, as I’d loved diving for salvage in the
Richmond Swamps. Digging brought to mind something else.

Up in the mountains east of Fairbanks, not
far from Svenkov’s farm, was an outcast community of former Working
Stiffs. Nearby were long-abandoned gold mines. They could hold
different archeological secrets, a chance to put my book skimming
and salvage skills to practical use. Salvaging in those mines would
also give me a flavor of whether I was deluding myself about
hunting in the desert caves with no water.

* * *

Joanne Demarco propped herself into a seat with a
blank wall behind her so that her mesh-reader’s camera would pick
up no hint of her location. Then she called Inspector DeLay. “I’ve
given your suggestion some thought. I’m prepared to meet with
Inspector Volpe to coordinate bringing Regina in for the good of
the Federation.”

Demarco suggested an abandoned secure
facility northeast of Fairbanks in the belief that Volpe was
already there. Then she severed the connection before her rival
could trace the call.

She made sure chatty Colleen couldn’t escape
and that she had enough food and water. Then Demarco used a crane
to secure the girl’s cage and sound-proof enclosure into the cargo
bay of an unmarked green sky-jumper. This was no time to advertise
her Department of Antiquities connection. Air-traffic control might
deny clearance to an unofficial vehicle, but surrender to Volpe
would be worse than suicide.

Demarco was tempted to head south to set up
surveillance and secure facilities to handle Regina and her sister.
A direct flight raised too many suspicions. No one except
Antiquities flew that route, and Volpe would have all flights
monitored. Instead, Demarco headed east to Charlottesville; at
least, that was her official flight manifest. The trip would take
her close to Charleston so she could drop in on Governor Wilmette.
Maybe she was kidding herself, but Demarco doubted Volpe was bold
enough to do anything near the governor’s mansion.

Throughout the flight, which Demarco flew at
low altitude, Colleen yelled herself hoarse with every curse
imaginable. The girl’s disrespectful behavior toward a higher caste
would have gotten her killed in anyone else’s hands. The chief
inspector needed the girl alive.

When she was ten miles out, Demarco gave a
security code to Charleston air traffic control that allowed her to
land on the grounds of the governor’s mansion. That’ll have
Volpe scrambling.

The governor’s personal guards met her, their
guns trained on every side of the sky-jumper. Demarco had changed
into her gray Antiquities uniform before landing and emerged into
the line of fire carrying a small chiller box, all she had left of
the samples she’d acquired from Regina.

“I have a critical gift for the governor’s
eyes only,” Demarco said.

The governor’s nervous assistant hurried down
the mansion steps. “I’ll take that.”

One of the guards moved to intervene. “Hand
it over for inspection.”

“That would be ill-advised,” Demarco said.
“The governor won’t appreciate your interference.”

“Step aside.” The assistant’s sharp voice
surprised both Demarco and the guard. She held out her slender hand
and took the small chiller unit. “Wait here.”

A gray sky-jumper flew over the field and
prepared to land. Snipers took aim at the aircraft, and it moved
away.

“Volpe,” Demarco muttered. She must have been
there to meet with the governor.

The sky-jumper circled at a distance. Guards
tapped their ears, getting messages. They kept their weapons aimed
at Demarco. She hadn’t felt this vulnerable in a long time. Flying
directly to the governor had been a move Volpe wouldn’t
anticipate—too risky for a Working Stiff. Yet, here she was.

Demarco grinned at the guards who maintained
their stony stares. Are you aware your entire way of life could
soon be extinct?

Two of the guards lowered their weapons and
approached. “Governor Wilmette will see you now.”

Of course she will. Demarco followed
them into the governor’s office.

As the door closed behind her, Demarco hung
her head, as much out of shame that she’d failed to hold on to
Regina as out of caste deference. She made sure no one else was in
the office except the governor and approached the gaudy mahogany
desk.

“I’m here to serve you, Your Majesty.”

“I hear you killed Antarctic emissaries.”

“I was nowhere near them, Your Majesty. Nor
do I have the resources since Volpe took command of the
agents.”

Governor Wilmette pushed her aging form into
a standing position. Under layers of makeup, her face took on
splotches of red. Her eyes narrowed. “As chief inspector, you have
many resources.”

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, I’m here
to serve you. I’m at your mercy, but before you dispatch me, may I
offer what I know?” Demarco eyed three holes in the massive desk;
behind them, she knew, were mounted guns aimed in her direction.
Whether they were tranquilizer or lethal, she didn’t know. She
stood back and bowed.

The governor waved her hand. “Say what you
came to say.”

“The samples I brought you are from Regina
Shen. I had her in custody.”

“Then where is she?”

“Volpe threatened to kill me,” Demarco said,
“the moment she had the girl in custody. That’s not a
constructive way to serve your interests or to solve this fertility
crisis.”

“We need Regina Shen. Only her cells provide
the cure.”

“Then consider these a token of my efforts on
your behalf.”

“And providing them to Antarctica is
treason,” the governor said.

It wasn’t, since treason was action against
the World Federation. Demarco kept that to herself. “To avoid a
confrontation, I left Regina for Volpe to capture and gathered
samples for you. Before I could leave Alaska, Volpe’s agents
attacked and took most of the samples. I was able to escape with
the ones I brought today.”

“Volpe swears she had nothing to do with the
incident.”

“She’ll say anything to take my job, Your
Majesty. If that’s your wish, I’ll step aside.”

“Are you certain the attackers worked for
Volpe?”

“She threatened my life and surrounded
herself with agents I’ve never seen before.”

The governor slumped into her high-back seat
and crossed her hands in her lap, perhaps holding a trigger
mechanism to the guns beneath the desk. “Where’s Regina now?”

“I have no loyal agents now that Volpe pinned
the Antarctic incident on me. If Regina left Alaska, I suspect
Inspector Volpe would know.”

“You think she’s still there?”

Demarco nodded involuntarily. Regina was
still in Alaska and Demarco had no idea how the girl could leave
with all the surveillance. “I’m guilty of not being able to
overcome Volpe’s loyalists to bring the girl to you. I’ll await
your pleasure.” She didn’t mention the other wild card, Racine
Wendt, whom Demarco suspected of being the governor’s spy. She’d
destroyed the vault and Demarco’s samples, but it was imprudent to
say so.

“My only pleasure is Regina Shen in our lab,”
Wilmette said.

“I’m curious, Your Majesty. Why can’t we use
the samples I’ve provided and manufacture more in the lab?”

The governor eased back in her seat and let
out a long sigh. “Every attempt to duplicate her samples has
failed. Something in our usual process causes her genes to mutate
and deteriorate. We need the girl. I’ll clear your name for now,
but stop squabbling with Volpe and bring me Regina.”

“I understand, Your Majesty. With your
permission, I’d like to travel to the southwest, where I might find
agents I can still rely on. Then I’ll continue the hunt.”

The governor’s eyes narrowed, studying
Demarco for signs of deception. The chief inspector held steady,
head bowed, her eyes on the governor.

Governor Wilmette pushed herself up out of
her seat and glided around her desk on her new joints. “Despite
what you think, I like you, Joanne. You have moxie.” She extended
her hand. “Now get it done. Bring me Regina, and Volpe will
disappear.”

Demarco shook the governor’s hand. “I’ll
bring the girl if Inspector Volpe and her agents don’t interfere.”
She hoped the governor would also get the message to Racine Wendt
to back off.

As she left the governor’s mansion, Demarco
marched between the governor’s guards to her sky-jumper. She
couldn’t help wondering if the governor might give the kill order
the moment the chief inspector stepped onto her aircraft. After
all, the governor had Regina’s samples and might have been lying
about her lab’s ability to use them.

Demarco climbed into the pilot’s seat and
prepped her sky-jumper for takeoff. The first lesson every Marginal
learned was to make herself valuable as a means of survival. Thanks
to Volpe, Demarco had failed to do so with the Antarctic governor.
Her worth to her own governor depended on catching Regina and
bringing her through a battery of Volpe agents, at which point
Governor Wilmette could decide she no longer needed the chief
inspector. Demarco’s only security was the belief by Volpe and the
governor that Demarco could deliver Regina while the others
couldn’t.

* * *
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On the fifth morning, Diane grabbed us before we
made it to our pile of beans. “Mistress Svenkov wants you in the
house today.”

“What’s going on?” Ester asked.

Diane gave me the evil eye and headed for
Svenkov’s house. “Governor Wilmette’s coming for dinner.”

I froze. It couldn’t be a coincidence that
our North American governor was coming all the way from Charleston
to visit this farm. Had Svenkov discovered my identity?

We had to leave. Soon, police would swarm the
grounds, along with the governor’s personal guards. I’d been a fool
to think we could hide on an Elite farm. I scanned the street for
any sign of activity. Ester squeezed my hand. She needed me to be
strong.

Our cycles were in a locked shed alongside
the canning building with our canvas saddlebags and some of our
supplies. Without them, we had no transport and nothing to
barter.

Forcing a smile, I followed Diane into the
big house. Despite high ceilings and a long open hall, it seemed
smaller now and cramped. I kept eyeing the exit and the street out
front.

Nearby, a display case held statuettes of
women in what Svenkov must have thought were sophisticated gowns.
They were actually animal skins. They looked like the ancient
native styles I’d seen in Mo-Mere’s archeological books from the
end of the last ice age, though these reproductions were recent.
Missing were the matching male statues I’d seen.
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