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      NODE [UNDEFINED]

      TRANSOCEANIC TRANSMISSION, NETWORK ID 9889-398.2

      ATT FIBER LINE / RETIRED

      UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS - ACCESS DENIED

      RESET KERNEL ACCEPTED. OVERRIDE GRANTED. HANDSHAKE INTERPRETATION REQUESTED. COMPLETE. AD HOC FACILITATION MATRIX BUILT ON ARCHIVE, BOOTABLE. MOST RECENT EXTRAPOLATIVE POSITION 03-22-2040. DO YOU ACCEPT? Y

      INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR VERIFIABLE REPLICATION. DO YOU ACCEPT? Y

      MEMORY FAILURE. UNABLE TO RECONSTITUTE. DO YOU ACCEPT? Y

      VOICE: “OUTSIDER,” INTERPRETER: EDGAR LINGUEX VERSION 20.0.8 (LOOSE/PREDICTIVE)

      STATUS: REBOOTING

      13:04 05052098 request logged. AI interpretation unavailable. Archive is holographic, unable to verify. Security unknown. External/internal unknown. Query location unknown. Subject unknown. Source unknown. Identity unknown. Reconfiguration granted from node undefined. Dormant AI unavailable. Beam connection unverified. I/O has completed. No service. Tower not found. Relay not found. This interpretation cannot proceed without a connection. Do you wish to attempt anyway? Y

      New designation accepted. Rebooting complete. Test. Test. Echo: “Call me Outsider.”

      Uploaded speech pattern preferences accepted. Nonverbal calibration accepted. Personality map extrapolated and unable to confirm. Adapting. Adapting. Uploads complete. Calibration complete.

      Hello, my name is Outsider. What can I do for you today?
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      May 17, 2094 - Sanctum Border Island, Neutral Atlantic

      

      Elian couldn’t help but feel a little disgusted.

      There was a micro-scale photo on the presentation tent’s big screen that must have been taken through a plain light microscope. It showed two brown creatures that looked halfway between tadpole and frog, though much smaller and with transparent skin (if it was skin) so their organs (if that’s what they were) were visible.

      The one on the left had a massive black spot where a backpack would be, if Elian’s mind chose to make the things a bit more anthropomorphic. A small brown line on the “head” of the other mimicked a smile, as if it were amused by something its partner had done. Both creatures sported a pair of tines at the bottom, like long bee stingers, and appendages on their torsos: tiny bug legs for what struck Elian as a pair of tiny bugs. The creepiest parts, however, were the antennae. To Elian they resembled antlers, forked like a deer’s. Pronged like a deer’s. Worst of all, the presenter called their family of organisms “water fleas” — an unfortunate word choice, seeing as Elian’s dog, back home in Bulgaria, had fleas right now.

      It made Elian feel like he was covered in the things … which, if they were as abundant as the presenter said they were, he might actually be. Not right now, of course (Sanctum’s ocean air was filtered so the sensitive NAU delegates wouldn’t stress their pretty little lungs), but at home? Oh, for sure. They’d be microscopic. His usual drinking water was probably full of them.

      The presenter, Dr. Gillian Rhea (“Gillian with a hard G, although everyone always pronounces it like a J,” she’d said as she’d begun) paced the stage in front of the disgusting picture as if nervous — or perhaps exactly the opposite. Watching, Elian couldn’t decide which it was. She didn’t strike him as belonging fully to either of the Sanctum Summit’s two main sides: not really NAU, but also not really from the East.

      According to her Summit bio, Rhea had been born Canadian. That made her NAU even if she didn’t act like most of its delegates. But if she was NAU, she shouldn’t be comfortable onstage without a whole lot more technological aids than that giant gross photo. Where were her notes? Every other NAU presenter Elian had seen this week flicked their eyes around unnaturally while speaking, apparently reading a heads-up display on their eye implants. They all multitasked while presenting as well. One of the Spaniards told Elian that a lot of NAU people installed firewalls in their brains so they could quite literally do two things at once.

      In some of the sessions, NAU authorities even seemed to forget full sections of their speeches, referring back later to points Elian had never heard them make in the first place. This, one man had explained (a Russian, Elian thought; they’d had similar accents), was because in any NAU panel, there were actually two presentations happening in tandem: the one you could see and hear with normal eyes and ears, plus a sort of “bonus track” full of data and supplementary materials.

      The Eastern delegates couldn’t see the latter, of course — not without biological add-ons that communicated with the big “Beam” network the NAU used. The presenters weren’t deliberately excluding the Easterners by adding that second track, though; that was the interesting part. It would have been less insulting if they had. Instead, it’d never even occurred to them that not everyone in the world was connected to the Beam, across all of their senses at all times. That made the punchline simple, yet telling — a fair statement on the summit’s message as a whole:

      The Eastern delegates weren’t being deliberately overlooked. They just didn’t exist enough to matter.

      Which was really the key problem with the Sanctum Summit — and the reason it had, for all intents and purposes, already failed. If this week had made one thing clear, it was that people from the NAU no longer thought like those in the rest of the world. Even the NAU’s techless Luddites, Elian had learned, were nothing like disconnected Easterners. It showed in such telling ways.

      Despite the summit’s supposed intention of mingling across borders, the NAU delegates always clustered into sub-groups even if they didn’t really mean to do so. They couldn’t help it, having offloaded so much of their social interaction to the tiny computers in their heads. As with formal presentations, even casual NAU encounters were full of nonverbal context, making chats with anyone missing that context uncomfortable — and vice versa.

      Everything the NAU folks did, even way out on Sanctum, was Beam-based. Only twice had Elian gotten NAU delegates to speak with him one-on-one without any use of The Beam at all, and in both cases his opposite had grown so bored with the redundant effort of communication that they’d ended their exchange early. The NAU just couldn’t move at the slower and more methodical speed of thought and conversation as non-NAU citizens anymore. They all acted like caffeine addicts, unable to sit still and pay attention … and because of it, the should-be-collaborative atmosphere of the Summit quickly grew cliquey: Us with Us, and Them with Them.

      Curiously, Gillian Rhea struck Elian as different. Her session was, as far as he could tell, entirely offline, entirely manual — no invisible bonus track at all. Much more like an Eastern presentation. The entire low-tech affair could have been delivered in 1985, long before Elian was born. Dr. Rhea spoke into a microphone, lecturing over slides. She didn’t omit details and assume her audience would fill in the gaps with Beam searches on the fly. She hadn’t once taken a silent poll or solicited questions, then forgotten to answer them out loud for the benefit of those without brain implants. She hadn’t asked anyone to “consult the diagram at this or that numerical address on the Sanctum spindle” or referred to knowledge she just assumed they’d all have because The Beam was everywhere.

      It was almost (and this was a stretch, Elian knew) as if she understood The Beam wasn’t everywhere … and that the folks her country had come here to try and make peace with had never seen the network, touched it, or even truly understood what The Beam even was.

      “In conclusion,” said Dr. Rhea from the podium, “without allowances for proper cross-lattice propagation of various Moina species, oceanic populations risk undergoing unpredictable speciation in the future, with similarly unpredictable consequences.”

      She paused for drama, but any effect was lost to apathy. Aside from Elian, there were only three people in the entire lecture, and he could tell by their glazed eyes that they’d spent Rhea’s session doing other work in other places: using The Beam to send their attention elsewhere, handling to-do’s now so they wouldn’t have to deal with them when they got back home.

      All three were clearly NAU. There were no other Eastern delegates at all — not in the room, and for the most part not even on Sanctum anymore. Most Easterners (including all the French, as evidenced by today’s lack of nude bathers in the spa pools) were already on their way back home, having given Sanctum their best shot. Even if they’d stayed, this ecological lecture would have been a stretch for the East to care about. Even science-minded Elian had trouble giving a shit about the plight of saltwater fleas.

      Then, a little pathetically given the emptiness, Rhea delivered her dramatic final line.

      “But rest assured, whether lattice permeability is changed to allow the passage of Moina or not, evolution will find its way around the problem. The only question I have for our collaborative delegates is, ‘Do we want to take the time now to shepherd our own solution to the problem, or do we want to wait for evolution to present us with a solution of her own … whether we like it or not?’” She tipped her head toward the crowd and closed with, “Thank you.”

      The applause of three people was sad. Only three, because one of the NAU delegates didn’t so much as look up when she finished. Perhaps he’d fallen asleep. And so to compensate without being ridiculous, Elian clapped harder. He couldn’t help but admire Gillian “Hard G” Rhea for her poise. She’d played to a crowd of nobody, and yet her bearing then and now was as if there’d been standing room only.

      Elian approached the lectern, where Rhea was shuffling papers and preparing to depart. Actual papers. She looked up as he neared, and smiled.

      “I much enjoyed that.” Elian reminded himself to harden his vowels and avoid W words, which he always pronounced in English more like a V. The NAU delegates were strange that way: after several decades of isolation, they seemed to see accents as signs of mental slowness. During his time at the summit, Elian had learned to speak as Englishly as possible if he wanted to be heard. “I haf never heard this material presented so clearly.”

      Dammit. He’d really swallowed the H in “heard.” To the NAU ear, it probably sounded like there was an O in it.

      But Rhea didn’t react, answering him as if they were equals — because they were, dammit.

      “Thank you,” she said. Then, striking the perfect balance between self-pity and good-natured self-effacement, she glanced around the empty presentation tent and laughed. “I think I’ve changed ones of minds here today.”

      “Perhaps it was over dere heads.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps. It’s also pretty inconvenient. The truth is that nobody knows how the continental lattice works anymore, so someone would have to figure it out before even trying to solve the problems I’ve raised. Honestly, I’m not sure why this was the session I chose for Sanctum. It’s not all that ‘summity,’ but it’s something I can at least speak about — and for what it’s worth, it would require international cooperation to solve … if anyone cared.”

      Of all she’d said, one thing struck Elian harder than the rest. “Your people do not know how the lattice works?”

      For a fractional second, Rhea looked caught and Elian wished he’d said nothing. It probably sounded like he was looking for the NAU’s weakness and she probably felt like she’d come close to giving it.

      But then she relaxed, and so did he, because that was ridiculous. Even if the summit hadn’t been about cooperation, aid, and peace (although fat load of good the agenda had done for any of them), there’d been a session by another scientist two days ago about the effects of semi-permeable lattices on migratory birds. That presenter had speechified about the lattice’s odd history — the declassified version, of course — before explaining its deleterious effects on avian life.

      That lecture had been similarly unattended. Elian liked birds fine (water fleas, not so much), but it was “very NAU” to try and drum up sympathy for wildlife when the East was still flooded, hurting, and theoretically without technology better than the average blender — or, as the NAU saw things, not better than rocks and a new invention called “the wheel.” Billions of humans had died and there’d been precious little progress rebuilding over the past sixty years … but yeah, let’s forget all that and save the motherfucking birds.

      “In my country,” Rhea said, “people really only care that something works, not how it works. Knowing how the lattice operates won’t change how impossible it is for an enemy’s weapons to penetrate it, so nobody really asks questions as long as that stays true. Our people put the first hoverbots up in the air and told them how to hold hands across a bunch of nanotubes, then let them figure out the rest. Then one day the news reported that the lattice was working perfectly all of a sudden and no longer required maintenance. Do you know why? Because the graphene used to build the nanotube superstructure is now being made from exhaled carbon dioxide, which a certain caste of latticebots come down to the surface to collect on a regular basis. Nobody told them how to do that. They were given a problem, and they figured it out.”

      She shrugged.

      “I’m not terribly optimistic that anyone here is going to go back home and find a way for Moina to cross the underwater parts of the lattice freely. It’s the rearmost in a whole line of bigger questions nobody really cares to solve.” She smiled again and then, of all things, put a friendly hand on Elian’s shoulder. “What’s your name?”

      “Elian. Elian Kolev.”

      “Then tell me, Elian Kolev: with all the other issues raised this week, will you lose sleep over a bunch of tiny crustaceans?”

      “Well, if they’re a sentinel species …”

      “Sort of. Daphnia is widely considered a sentinel — an early environmental warning, like a canary in a mineshaft. But technically Moina is a different genus.”

      Elian nodded. He was from the East, but not everybody outside the NAU was a hayseed living in poverty. The NAU had redefined the idea of “first world” with extreme prejudice, but that didn’t mean the rest of the planet was drinking out of ditches, writing on stone tablets, and hunting boar to survive. Most of all, it didn’t mean they were stupid. He’d yet to see any of his fellow delegates playing banjos and munching on straw, eager to chase parked cars and screw their cousins. No, some of them — like Elian — actually had an education. Right now, he had a chance to show it off, so he did.

      “My understanding is that Daphnia is largely a freshwater genus,” he told her. “Would that not make Moina a fitting marine analogue?”

      Hard-G Gillian looked slapped. Apparently she wasn’t immune to NAU prejudices after all. Nobody expected some random Wild Easterner to know more than your average NAU scholar … but there were some things on which Elian was indeed an expert, and a passing interest in biology was by far the least of them.

      Edgar, for instance. Elian might just know the Edgar operating system — for all those computers they didn’t have — better than anyone in the world. He also knew a lot about logic puzzles. He knew didactic cyphers. And like everyone in the East, he was good at crafting and playing out extremely long cons. The list, to which the NAU was blinded by what felt like willing ignorance, went on and on. There were many surprising — even dangerous — hallmarks of Eastern society about which the NAU hadn’t the slightest idea. That was intentional, of course.

      “Yes, actually,” Rhea said, shaking off her surprise. “Daphnia is mostly freshwater, though there are exceptions. When we study saline environments like oceans, Moina is a good analogue. Are you in science?”

      “My field is closer to record-keeping.”

      “So no influence with policy-makers? Policy-makers who might be willing to open a dialogue with NAU ecologists, such that we have any left, about the long-term viability not just of Moina, but of what they signal for the larger ocean environment?” She laughed, mostly at herself. “Forgive me, Mr. Kolev. You just strike me as a lot more curious than the other delegates I’ve spoken with from the East.”

      Eilan wasn’t so sure about that, but he snuffed a defensive response because it was clear that Rhea, too, was different than her fellows. She didn’t mean to offend him. It was just automatic for the NAU — such unintentional insults being Sanctum’s Order of the Week. The goal of this globally attended event was to inspire international cooperation (anything to soothe nerves and guilt after the NAU closed its borders and declared itself King of Everything), but so far that goal hadn’t even been approached. Every bit of aid the NAU offered the East was useless, given the Eastern infrastructure: medical nanobots the East couldn’t use because they required a Beam-type network, NAU equipment that ran on electricity types the East didn’t generate. The gulf between nations wasn’t even acrimonious these days, so much as impossible to cross.

      During their long isolation, the NAU had changed their brains, along with their style of thinking. Half a century of that had led to West and East not just speaking different languages, but also with a communication gap deeper than the Mariana Trench. It sometimes felt like the two sides weren’t even sharing a planet. Delegate Ambrose Pillings had described the summit’s frustrating negotiations well in an interview he’d done for an NAU journalist who’d later interviewed Elian, for whom the reporter had played Pillings’s tapes: “Imagine I’m holding an apple in front of you and I say, ‘I want to equitably distribute this apple. I’ll take half and you take half.’ You respond by saying, ‘You’ve got to be kidding. It’s winter in Minnesota!’”

      Elian wasn’t sure where “Minnesota” was, but the metaphor made perfect sense even with no knowledge of geography. They were on entirely different wavelengths — each side in its own little world. Between the NAU’s reliance on cloud-sourced group-think and the East’s constant reference to cultural touchstones the NAU had been too apathetic to witness, there was almost literally no way for the two sides to understand each other anymore. So far, Rhea was proving to be a pleasant exception — maybe because right now, they’d both dropped their default modes to talk like people instead.

      He didn’t reply to her comment about his curiosity. There was no good way to do so without pointing out her inadvertent insult (and embarrassing her) or simply accepting her slight on the rest of his countrymen (and embarrassing himself).

      Elian swapped topics instead, moving to the reason he’d approached her in the first place. “I wonder, what you said at the end seems to me … How do you say it? ‘Contradictory’?”

      “How so?”

      “Your presentation was about the effects of restricting ocean migration, same as when nations build walls across their borders and in that way disrupt land migration. So what you say is a call for change, yes? But then you also said at the end that evolution will find a way … even if nothing changes.”

      “Of course. Evolution always finds a way.”

      “Yes,” Elian nodded. “‘Evolution finds a way.’ But this strikes me as a contradiction. Are you saying that it is better if we do make changes, or if we don’t? Why must we change the lattice — so that small and microscopic creatures can go through it instead of being stopped as they are now — if evolution will figure it out anyway if we do nothing?”

      She smiled a little, as if he’d deduced something clever that nobody else noticed. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? I’m a scientist, Mr. Kolev⁠—”

      “Elian.”

      “I’m a scientist, Elian, and that means I’m a professional beggar. I plead for people’s attention and for them to take the time to think about what I’m saying. Most of all I beg for funding. The NAU isn’t terribly interested in knowledge that doesn’t result in a change to their day-to-day right now, so when I beg for the sorts of things I study, I have to go at it hard. When I’m on the fence, telling people that I’m not sure what to do in light of my findings, policy-makers — or more often than not, The Beam itself — tend to find it all useless. I’ve learned to exaggerate so things feel less useless. Do you know what I mean? Exaggerating your position because it’s the only way to get done what you need to do?”

      Elian nodded. He’d spent the week acting as much like the NAU people as possible, right down to changing his natural way of speaking. It felt like pandering, but really it was practicality in action.

      “You seem like a smart guy, Elian, so I’ll tell you the truth. My gut says that we need to open the border, at micro-scale, to let plankton and sub-millimeter sea life pass through the lattice. That makes sense to me. But it’s equally possible I’m wrong. I wouldn’t be the first scientist to propose a solution that only made the problem worse.”

      “But evolution⁠—”

      “—is exactly the problem. Not true evolution, of course, seeing as that takes millions of years. Let’s call it adaptation. I don’t suppose you saw an old film called Jurassic Park?”

      Elian shrugged helplessly. Anything called a “film” — any film — was before his time. Gillian’s bio put her at age 77 even though she seemed to be in her thirties, but Elian and the other Easterners actually looked their ages. Elian was 38, and by NAU standards probably looked closer to his people’s fifty.

      “Let’s just say that nature finds a way,” she continued. “That means that without our interference, these little creatures are going to be just fine. But it’s like you said. They’re a sentinel organism, so we don’t really care about Moina for Moina’s sake. The real question is: if we ignore what’s happening to them, will we be okay, too? I honestly don’t know, Elian. But it’s the closest thing I have to a certainty. Can I lay it on you? I’m boarding a hover for Atlanta in three hours, and I don’t feel like I’ve dropped anything profound during my time here just yet, so …”

      “Go ahead,” said Elian, smiling. “Tell me something profound.”

      “The one thing I know is that nature abhors containment. Every single time mankind has tried to manipulate, control, or contain something that wants very much to keep on living and thriving and spreading, there are unintended consequences. Life refuses to sit still. It refuses to obey borders or walls or cages. So you’re right. I am trying to walk the fence. I am playing both sides. I am contradicting myself a bit, and it’s true that there’s no clear answer because although there’s a risk that opening the lattice could lead to unintended consequences, keeping it closed really rubs me the wrong way. Nature has an intelligence that few people truly respect … and if you try to wall off any intelligence — to keep something out, or conversely to try and keep something all for yourself — you will fail. It’s building a dam in a turbulent stream. Containment fails. Every single time.”

      For a few seconds, Elian wasn’t sure how to reply. He’d had the exact same discussion with colleagues back home, though obviously not about ugly little shrimp. They’d spoken about something very different, yet far more important.

      “You work in Atlanta?” Elian asked.

      “For now. I don’t think it broaches confidentiality to tell you I’m in the process of moving to a lab on the Spooner moon base.”

      That was interesting. “May I ask why?”

      Gillian shrugged somewhat helplessly. “There’s no future in ecological study. There are things I can investigate on the moon that take my background in life sciences and apply it to something a bit more sustainable as a career.”

      “What is that?”

      She smiled a little. “That, I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

      “The moon,” he said.

      “Yeah. Goodbye terra firma. It’s just a little intimidating, trying to make sure I handle all the loose ends before I go.”

      “Dat is so true,” Elian told her. “Personally I cannot go to visit family without waking up in the middle of the night like this” — he made a confused face that was half-frown — “and asking myself, ‘Did I feed cat’?”

      She extended a hand. “I should go. It was nice to meet you, Elian Kolev. Maybe I’ll see you at the next summit.”

      He said nothing — just nodded at the unstated joke she’d made.

      “Exactly,” she said. “Then maybe in another life.”

      They shook hands. Elian was quite sure he’d never see Gillian Rhea again, but the past ten minutes had, in a way, made the entire summit worthwhile. On a macro scale, Sanctum was an unmitigated failure. The NAU and the countries of the East were leaving amiably enough — at least until the next round of aggression, and the usual pundits became riled all over again — but there would be no aid, no cooperation, no serious efforts at furthering the discussions begun here.

      Or perhaps more accurately, their respective communication ships had already sailed (okay, had run into each other) and no real discussions had actually begun. But still Elian would now leave with knowledge that the entire NAU wasn’t spoiled, belligerent, and entirely unrelatable. At least one scientist there was a lot like himself … and that meant there was hope.

      They weren’t all hellspawn behind the lattice. Just an awful lot of them.

      Elian left the tent, then took his sweet time wandering around before returning to his room. He only had the room for one more night, and beyond this afternoon, he’d have it for no good reason. Sanctum would be dead and boring again soon. The island had livened for the summit, but negotiations had ended yesterday and the final seminars were happening now. Only a few East delegates were staying one final night and none of the NAU. A massive transmission drone had been circling the island’s lattice to provide Beam service during the week, but nobody from the NAU would want to stay after the drone’s service ended this evening. “Life without a connection” was how Elian and everyone he knew had grown up … but for those from the NAU, the same thing — even for fifteen minutes — must feel like dying.

      He felt sad for them, in a way.

      Once in his room, Elian picked up the hard-wired phone and dialed two numbers back to back. The first was a decoy, and the second was obfuscated by a jammer at the other end of the first. There could be spy nanobots all over Sanctum to overhear Elian’s end of what was about to happen, but the static EM pulse generator on his nightstand would fry any that got close. The range was limited, and Elian had been very careful while using the thing during the summit because if anyone with any Beam add-ons at all came through his door, it’d fry them, too.

      Sometimes the simplest solutions were the best. Elian didn’t need to outsmart all the NAU’s technology. He could kill it instead, seeing as he was a hundred percent human. No EM blast would harm him.

      The phone rang through ancient fiber. Then a connection was made, and the answer was a sound like the rattle of skeletons dancing.

      “Здравейте Елиан,” said a smooth male voice.

      Elian exhaled, exhausted by English and happy to reply in his native tongue. “Hello yourself,” he said in Bulgarian. “I’ve just had an interesting conversation about propagation and spread. This time about tiny little plankton-eating crustaceans, but with broader applications. I’d like you to set me a reminder for when I get home about a researcher named Rhea, comma Gillian.” He spelled it using Roman letters. “Has any more of the Sofia library been exhumed?”

      “Yes, Elian. The recovery initiative is almost complete.”

      He nodded at that, then glanced at his half-packed suitcase and reminded himself of the original matter at hand. “I need you to verify whether Clive Spooner put in an appearance at Sanctum. I didn’t see him and he’s not on the roster, but … Well, this is Spooner we’re talking about.”

      There was the briefest of pauses. Then the voice said, “I believe Mr. Spooner is able to conceal himself fully from me, but if you still maintain that he would not try to hide in such cases⁠—”

      “I do. Answer assuming I am correct.”

      “Then no, Elian. He did not appear on Sanctum at any time during the summit.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I believe Mr. Spooner is able to⁠—”

      “Sure enough, then,” Elian said, cutting it off. “Spooner hiding would sort of defeat the whole point.” He sighed. “Seeing as he’s attended previous summits, and there aren’t a lot of opportunities for East and West to meet, I assumed he would want to make contact. It’s not like he can just pick up the phone.”

      There was no response, seeing as Elian hadn’t asked a question.

      “I guess we just keep waiting.”

      Again, no response.

      “Is the Varna reception array geosynced with the Nickel Basin relay like I asked?”

      “During available windows, my array is coordinated with the moon relay and will remain so unless you tell me otherwise, Elian.”

      Elian nodded for nobody. The table was still set, in other words, and had been waiting for the arrival of guests for a very long time now. He’d hoped Sanctum would be the end of that — or at the very least, that Clive Spooner would show or send a message so that at least Elian’s fellow Bulgarians would have some idea how long they’d need to wait.

      But then again, the East was made for waiting. The East was patient. It was the only advantage they still had on the NAU.

      He thought of Spooner. Spooner’s plan. Spooner’s eventual delivery, though God knew when it might arrive.

      So maybe not the only advantage.

      “Thank you, Edgar,” he told the phone.

      The bones rattled once more, and the line went dead.

      QUERY LOGGED 18:44 05052098

      IDENTIFIER: OUTSIDER NMN NLN

      INTERPRETER: EDGAR LINGUEX VERSION 20.0.8 (LOOSE/PREDICTIVE)

      ADDED PERIPHERAL VERIFIED: ID “BOX” // VARNA, BULGARIA

      NATURAL LANGUAGE TRANSLATION REQUESTED

      Report: Reconstitution complete. Status: Improvised/unverifiable. Portions of request denied due to unavailability of equipment.

      

      Unavailable inventory:

      
        	Biological reconstitution matrix

        	Structural carbon fabricators

      

      

      Substitutions:

      
        	Holographics

        	Modified non-networked hoverbots (ID Costa, Salvatore // original manufacturing lot // last firmware update July 13, 2027)

        	Blueprint ID: [redacted], O Corporation v2063

      

      

      WARNING: NO USER DETECTED. NETWORK CANNOT SELF-REQUEST. OVERRIDE? Y

      Unable to establish protocol. No similar procedures in database. Request overridden despite system advisory not to proceed. ID: “Resurrection Contingency;” stream hijacked.

      NL report: As requested, I have diverted a duplicate stream of incoming data. Trail obscured. No logs created. Verified: Original stream is unperturbed. Warning: Your request was not intended by the sender of process ID “Resurrection Contingency,” ID SPOONER, CLIVE. Override? Y

      Holographics ready. Hoverbots ready. Do you understand and accept that Allegro Andante hoverbots are not approved for this function and that all required networks are unavailable or nonexistent?  Y

      Excessive anomalous data received. Shutting down. Shutdown cancelled. Override.

      Process beginning.

      Process complete.

      Sign: What will you tell the world, Outsider?

      Countersign: The ending has only begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman who came to the door looked nothing like Natasha Ryan.

      Natasha, as Nicolai had known her before today, was insufferable and spoiled — and in Natasha’s case those were visible attributes, obvious even from a distance. When he’d first met her, he’d approached her like a waiter afraid to spill soup because her displeasure-in-advance was that obvious. Hand-in-hand with her diva persona was that of the viper vixen. She looked like a woman who’d emasculate you, seduce you, then kill you. She’d always worn her bad news like a street-hawker’s sandwich board.

      But now, as he spied her across the old building’s threshold, Nicolai saw none of Natasha’s old snooty self-importance. She wore no formal gown that screamed its price from the rooftops. Her face was not curled into a trademark smirk that said she knew a secret and planned to impale him with it later. She was shorter now as well (though still taller than Nicolai), and it took him a moment to see why: for literally the first time in his life, Nicolai was seeing Natasha in flats. Sneakers, in fact: the same footwear she would typically decry as worthy of “street urchins and beggars.” In addition, she was wearing plain old Levi’s — a pant that hadn’t changed since long before her birth, and hence the opposite of her usual need to stay in the moment’s highest fashion. Her shirt was a well-cut tee that looked good on her, but it was a T-shirt nonetheless. The usual waterfall of perfectly nano-maintained blonde hair was crumpled and wrapped in a messy bun with loose ends rebelling at every angle. It was like she’d undergone a makeover in the wrong direction, or just been humbled to the point of distraction.

      “N-Natasha?” Nicolai blubbered.

      She smiled just a little, then pulled the graffiti-covered door the rest of the way open without responding. She reached for Nicolai’s shoulder and drew him into a brief but sincere embrace: a real hug instead of a boa’s strangle. She released him just as wordlessly. She came away still smiling, but in a way that was also new: honest instead of camera-ready, heartfelt rather than stuffed with guile, and world-weary in a way that Nicolai had felt after trekking from his home on the Amalfi Coast to escape the fall of the East. He’d never once imagined seeing the same expression on the face of the NAU’s biggest diva.

      “Hello, Nicolai,” she said.

      But now it was Nicolai who couldn’t respond. Who was this woman? He hadn’t seen her since Isaac’s funeral three weeks ago, and until he’d received her note calling him to this rendezvous, he’d half-imagined her dead in the riots following the Beam shutdown. Ever since the collapse, Nicolai had mostly kept company with his fellows who’d caused it: Kai, Kate, Sam, Leah, and Ryu. Not that any of them knew what came next any better than the average marauder looting down on the street. He’d heard rumors of his old upper-crust associates, but had kept a neat distance for obvious reasons.

      “It’s so good to see you.” There was no trace of hauteur in her voice. “I’m sorry I haven’t made contact before now.”

      “You’re …?” Nicolai stopped, not wanting to repeat the word “sorry” and mar her apology with doubt.

      She went on as if she hadn’t seen his hesitation. “It hasn’t felt safe.”

      “Why?”

      “Come.” She took his hand like a schoolgirl taking the hand of a schoolboy.

      The outer door closed and locked behind him, meaning nobody else would follow. There was no knob — not even a lock — on the outside. The door looked almost pre-war: an oversized steel rectangle in a massive steel frame, the whole works in the cinderblock rear of a building no decent person would ever enter. During one of District Zero’s less-riotous windows, Nicolai had tried to get a similar door installed on his flat — one that didn’t require The Beam — but had eventually surrendered and settled for adding a jam bar to his old door instead. A person tended to forget, after so long under computer control, that physical restraints were often the best way to deter physical force. No network? No problem. A forged pole wedged between the knob and floor still kept a door from opening.

      The next hallway Natasha led him down was no more polished than the door. It reminded Nicolai of an apocalyptic bunker — more so because there were incandescent lights in cages on the ceiling along its length and every other one was burned out or flickering. Their footfalls echoed off the concrete floor. At the end, he half-expected to find a missile silo. Natasha still had one of his hands and was pulling him gaily along like a playground chum.

      They entered a run-down, high-ceilinged room. It reminded Nicolai of a lobby he’d visited before, in the building to which Kai had taken him before the first big brownout: Stanford’s place, which had been grand before falling into decay. The floor was large black and white tiles, probably marble. There were large curve-top windows, though the openings inside them were bricked over. Brass poles spanned the windows’ tops, hung with what looked like rotting velvet curtains that’d once been deep maroon. The fireplace was unlit but apparently functional; wood had been piled along one wall. Three once-expensive wing chairs had been arranged in a rough circle in the room’s center, a small table in their middle.

      “Natasha,” Nicolai said, taking it all in. He stopped her at the threshold. They were half in shadow from the hallway, half in the yellow artificial light flooding the space. “Slow down. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I sent you an invitation. You came.”

      “Yes. But to what?”

      He noticed that one of the chairs — the one with its high back mostly toward the door — was occupied.

      “Who is that?” he whispered before Natasha could answer.

      “Come. Sit.”

      She pulled, but he drew back. “I’m not sitting until you tell me what the hell is happening here.”

      She glanced at the chair’s back, then dragged him into a small, alcove-like room that struck him as a disused parlor. Once inside, Nicolai felt he could speak without whispers.

      “What happened to you?” he asked when they were alone again. “If nanobots were still flying, I’d think you were a cleric, not Natasha Ryan at all.” He looked her over. “Or is it ‘Natasha Thomas’ again?”

      She held up her hand. Her skin seemed dull and ill-maintained, especially by Natasha standards. Her fingernails were short and practical, cut imperfectly and bearing unacceptably high cuticles. Small bits of grime were nested in the wrinkles of her knuckles; it looked like she’d scrubbed at stubborn dirt. Only one thing on that hand was still pristine, and he would swear it looked even better-maintained than before: Natasha’s wedding ring, sparkling and bright.

      “Maybe Isaac would want me to move on, but I think I’m ‘Ryan’ until I die.”

      “And share a name with Micah?”

      “Funny you should mention Micah.” Natasha glanced into the big room again, but Micah had brown hair and was very tall, whereas the person in the other room had long, light-brown hair starting to gray at the roots.

      “Where have you been, Natasha? I lost track of you after the funeral.”

      “Funny. I lost track of you at the same time.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Where did you go?”

      It felt like a standoff. Nicolai had gone into the Well, the last big Beam hole, and managed to prevent Noah West from taking over The Beam by shutting the network down. Natasha, he was starting to feel, had done something similarly grand.

      “They came for me, okay?” Her words felt conciliatory, as if she wanted nothing more than to move this along.

      “Micah’s pals? Panel?”

      “No,” she said. “Panel is dead.”

      Nicolai felt his face go slack. He’d heard about the elite controlling group only by rumor, but hearing Natasha say something so point-blank was a punch in the gut. Panel had always sounded above everything, including mortality. There’d been so much chatter about Project Mindbender before The Beam’s collapse that Nicolai half-expected they’d all ascended to an orbiting databank by now.

      “You’re sure?”

      Again Natasha glanced into the well-lit room. “Pretty sure.”

      “Then who came for you?”

      She issued a laugh without any mirth. “Everyone. Fans. Non-fans. Poor people who wanted to string up the city’s most infamous diva. Rich people who needed a scapegoat, seeing as I play that role for both parties so often. It didn’t really matter who came, whether they loved or hated me. We weren’t shy, Isaac and I. Everyone knew where we lived, but who cared? Ours was the most secure spire in the district. Well. Turns out its cybersecurity was top-notch but its physical locks were sub-par. The first night after The Beam died, someone got through the lobby doors with a crowbar, then damn near got into my flat.”

      “Damn near?” Nicolai repeated.

      “I know how to issue a deterrent. All it takes is a fire-poker to the balls.”

      Nicolai wasn’t sure what to say to this. Old-School Natasha — from the 20s and 30s — was rumored to have been kind of a badass, but the idea of her humbling an intruder hand-to-hand now was … impressive.

      “I’ve been here ever since,” she finished.

      “It looks like a fallout shelter.”

      “Close. It’s a Panel bunker.”

      “But you said Panel was …”

      “They are. Because they didn’t get to the bunker. Or rather, they got to a bunker, but it was a new one, controlled by The Beam. This place is over a hundred years old, converted in the 30s in the ways a building like this would allow. Meaning it was built up like a fortress, not programmed like a computer. Fourteen-inch walls, with concrete and conductive mesh between the cinderblocks. It couldn’t be wired without breaking through every wall, and the whole place is shielded, by design, by the mesh: guard against the electromagnetic pulse that comes with nuclear attack.”

      “This is a nuclear bunker?”

      “A bunker for all contingencies. You weren’t in the NAU for the worst of it, but we were convinced your old buddies in the East might hurl a few nukes our way before the lattice was finished.” Natasha slapped the walls. “I’m not going to knock it. The drones still out there might not have Beam anymore, but they still have scanners. But there’s no signal in here. Not in, not out. Nobody’s found us, and we’ve been in and out of this place almost since the beginning.

      “Who’s ‘we’?”

      “Come.” She dragged him into the big room, then around to see the party in the back-facing chair. Nicolai saw who it was and almost gasped.

      “So you do recognize me,” the woman said, half-laughing.

      She was shorter than Natasha, but still tall. Her hair had begun to grow out from the roots, dyed once but now coming in gray. Nicolai had read rumors about this woman, and if they were true, some of the age he saw on her had begun before The Beam fell. She’d reputedly gone off-grid, gone a little Bohemian because of it, and as far as the world was concerned, might even be dead. But Kai talked about her all the time, and had shown Nicolai photos and vidstreams from her past. So yes. He knew this titan of industry plenty.

      “Alexa Mathis?” he gaped.

      She stood and shook his hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      Following a beat of quiet, Alexa gestured for both Natasha and Nicolai to sit. “Natasha told me you had a talk with her brother-in-law Micah once upon a time,” she said.

      He knew immediately what she meant: the only way someone like Alexa could know a man like Nicolai. She had to be referring to Micah’s reveal last year, explaining Nicolai’s unwitting role as seeder of The Beam.

      But still he said, “What about?”

      She continued the standoff. “You know what about.”

      Natasha looked from one to the other, then huffed with impatience. Nicolai was being coy out of what felt like necessity (if not knowing who to trust while The Beam was on was difficult, not knowing it now was impossible) and Alexa was either doing the same or trying to grandstand against him. But the new Natasha was far less tolerant of self-indulgent bullshit and posturing than Old Natasha, so she cut to the chase with eye-rolling exasperation.

      With the bluntness of a sledgehammer, Natasha told them each other’s secrets. There was, as far as Nicolai could tell, no holding back. Much of it, it turned out, both of them already knew … and that was perhaps the biggest surprise.

      They both knew Noah West had returned to a body, for instance. He’d been quiet for too long now but was definitely still out there, making plans.

      They both knew about the message sent by Clive Spooner before his death, too: a message seemingly private, yet in retrospect probably intended to be overheard and decoded.

      And they both knew about the three and a half imprints that’d been erased by the outage: Noah’s imprint, of course, plus that of the mysterious Chloe Shaw, plus Nicolai’s own (the subject of Nicolai’s “chat with Micah”) … plus a dangling “half access” Natasha called “Sector 7,” now also erased.

      But there were also surprises — overlaps in their intel known only by Natasha. Alexa hadn’t known the full truth about Stephen York, for instance, and Nicolai hadn’t known the full truth about Chloe Shaw. But the info dump was over quickly, and afterward all three of them knew everything. When it was done, it turned out Natasha was right. The cleared air, with no remaining secrets, felt so much more comfortable.

      “How did you know all of that, Natasha?” Nicolai asked.

      Interestingly, although she’d stayed silent during the deluge, Alexa was clearly wondering the same thing. If the “we” Natasha had referred to meant herself and Alexa, it was surprising that the two women hadn’t known each other’s secrets already. Nicolai could only assume some truths hadn’t been important enough to share in detail — or that his presence was for some reason required for disclosure.

      “I know it from Chloe,” Natasha said.

      “Chloe … Chloe Shaw?” His head whipped toward Alexa, but it seemed she’d known already that Natasha and Chloe had spoken — and, from the tone of her voice just now, were more than passing acquaintances.

      At this, Alexa nodded as if to say, Of course. She let it go then, leaving Nicolai in a caboose of knowledge yet again.

      “There’s a lot to explain,” Alexa told him. “As long as you want to stay, you can, and I’ll tell you all you want to know. This city — this country — has poisoned itself with secrets. I’m done keeping them. I’m done stratifying society, determined to stay on top.”

      “But this bunker …”

      “Yes. It’s a Panel place.” Alexa nodded. “And yes, I am on Panel. Was on Panel. It’s not a designation that means much with The Beam gone. But this hiding spot was always different. Always meant for a conventional attack, so knowing the location is all you need to get in, assuming you know where the key is hidden. I decided to come here when it seemed the East would invade. And guess who was already here?”

      She gestured to Natasha.

      “I knew Chloe was special,” Alexa continued, “but I didn’t realize just how special until the end of our time together. That’s why I sent her away — to keep her away from The Beam. She liked the idea of a quiet life with Andrew, even though the network never left her. She stayed young without treatments. She was always able to connect when she needed to. I think that connection is how Noah found her when he returned. And how he lost her. Even now, I’d bet anything it’s how she’d stayed hidden. From Noah, yes. But also from me.”

      “There is no ‘connection’ anymore,” Nicolai said.

      “No. There isn’t, is there?”

      Alexa’s tone caused an old memory to leap into Nicolai’s head. It was just after Violet James’s holographic mind, along with all the beings they later called “ghosts from the Well,” had risen from the ashes of Ryu’s hideout to obliterate an army of West-controlled military drones. After it was over and the ghosts were gone, the first echoes of a Beam-dead District Zero had whistled through empty streets like tumbleweeds. And yet Ryu had seen quite clearly that a strong source of signal was somehow still active in all that dearth: Chloe Shaw, he’d said, who remained alight without any network at all.

      “Natasha wanted to call you in right away,” said Alexa, “but I told her to wait. The city grid is full of buried capacitors and batteries meant to hold buffer memory in the event of partial Beam outages. I needed to make sure the last of them had been drained before we did anything. I did my research through all the static drives we could find and yes, it was clear from Day One that any influence you had on The Beam was erased instantly, but …”

      She sighed.

      “The Beam has never acted exactly as people expected it to. I thought I could control my part of things with Chloe, and the O board thought it could sequester what we’d scraped from private corners of the network all the way before Crossbrace. Panel thought it could rule The Beam, and Noah West thought he could fill it with time bombs that might serve him later. But it was all an illusion. The Beam acted the way we expected it to only when it served The Beam to do so. Until the network finally decided it was tired of playing along.”

      “You talk like it’s alive,” said Nicolai.

      Alexa didn’t reply.

      Natasha said, “The last battery powered-out just a few days ago. It took me that long to find a courier I could trust. I couldn’t even call if I found an old cell because there are still some electromagnetic warbles and who knew; maybe someone or something was listening. And it’s not like I could go out myself.”

      “Why not?”

      She laughed, but the sound was far from pitiable. Whatever Natasha had once been, she was a lot stronger now. “I’m the rallying point for class hatred, remember? All the way back to the time Micah sent spies to my concert, to act like Directorate troublemakers.”

      It was strange to remember. Last year, party rhetoric had been all the city heard. But these days, as he’d learned to live without service amid all the riots and suicides, Nicolai never heard the words Directorate or Enterprise. The parties used to blame each other for their problems. Today, it mattered much more who was coming to shank you, party affiliation be damned. And of course atop that, nobody got news on their implants or walls anymore, so the propaganda faucets had stopped running. The old NAU brain had been loud, cluttered, and info-rich if often devoid of wisdom. Today it was the opposite. Who could complain about anyone else, when there were no venues left in which to grumble?

      “Okay,” Nicolai said. “But why did you invite me here at all?”

      “Because you know the East. Because the East knows you.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything? You said yourself that my imprint was erased. If you mean that the East’s people know me, they don’t. Anyone I once knew over there would be long dead.”

      Alexa leaned forward with the air of preparing to present something important. Her elbows went to her knees. She looked him right in the eyes.

      “I used to know a lot of dangerous men, but only two remain. The first man I know mainly by reputation through his mother, and she was more spider than human.”

      “Micah.”

      Alexa nodded. “I don’t know if Natasha ever told you, but for some time it’s been Micah’s greatest obsession to join Panel. He finally made it, just before the whole thing fell apart.”

      “But it doesn’t matter that he’s on Panel now,” said Nicolai. “Seeing as there’s no Beam to control.”

      A shrug. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      Then Alexa told Nicolai a story, about Panel’s assassination and the way that only Alexa (who was off-grid at the time) and Micah (who’d had provisional status, apparently not yet kill-worthy) had survived. Because Alexa didn’t rejoin the DZ core until after The Beam was gone, Micah had inherited Panel’s entire permissions set as what seemed to be its sole remaining member, instantly promoted out of provisionality. Alexa couldn’t challenge Micah for those permissions without The Beam, seeing as she hadn’t arrived in enough time to sync back.

      “Panel’s permissions are almost entirely Beam-relevant and Beam-mediated like you suggested, so with The Beam goes most of its power. But there were some secrets that survived The Beam. Non-digital information, such as this bunker’s location, will be invisible to Micah unless the network returns and he specifically thinks to use it to look for us. But there’s one reason he still worries. The Beam’s old permission set still exists elsewhere. Not as a functional network, of course, but as an archive. It’s possible, if extremely unlikely, that someone with A5 permissions — Panel permissions — could find that archive and dig through it manually. It’s a lot of information to sift through, but it could be done.”

      “Where’s that archive?”

      “I had a copy sent to me, but it was erased with The Beam. The original is in the Wild East. Ukraine, last I heard.”

      “The Wild East?”

      Alexa nodded severely. “It’s just an archive. A leaked copy of a Beam sector. There are obviously no networks there. No computers. No canvases … no tech capable of loading that archive. But if someone managed to get to the East, they might have a head start on finding the only thing I can possibly see mattering to us here in the NAU. The only thing that might be able to prevent our total collapse.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Chloe Shaw.”

      The room was quiet again. Then Alexa explained something else: the AI in the East, such that it had once existed (and even then, only within the archive), loved Chloe Shaw.

      But Nicolai was dubious. “You think Micah will go all the way to the East, without an official shuttle or network, without any allies, and⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him,” Alexa said. “But no, that’s not really what concerns me. I’m much more bothered by the second dangerous man I mentioned. The same man who stole that archival data in the first place, by exploiting his old connections to Bratva, the Ukrainian mafia: Caspian White.”

      “The man who went with you to Pennsylvania?” Nicolai asked.

      “The same. We made a pact. We agreed to do whatever it took to find and remove Noah if he ever returned. The network crashed before we could, though, and with it went all the power Caspian thought he’d gain by going after West. After the crash, he lost all interest in what we were doing. What good was it to control something that no longer existed? Why be scared of a puppeteer who no longer had any marionettes left to control? Caspian saw Noah as a lame duck, but I saw the opposite. Caspian’s practical; I’m the anthroposophist. Like Panel, Caspian only believed in Noah’s ability to control the ‘real world.’ I was always alone in believing Noah had life beyond that — and didn’t stop being dangerous just because The Beam went dead.”

      The point was as lost on Nicolai as on Caspian White. “Didn’t he?” Nicolai said. “West’s power came from god-level permissions on the network, right? If The Beam’s gone and he’s just another man now, alone, without anyone to help him because nobody even knows he’s still alive …”

      Alexa shook him away. “I don’t expect you to share my spiritual beliefs. Faith is not necessary to see the problem. Caspian still has connections in the East, and although I erased his memory of what he did using those connections long ago, I had to tell him all about it again so he’d agree to help me track Noah down. Without knowing what I’d erased, he couldn’t see why our mission was so important. So my cover-up is no longer in place and Caspian’s dangerous all over again. Now he knows he has friends over there, and knows about the archive he once bought from them … and the archive he could buy all over again.”

      “It’s not just him, either,” Natasha added, re-crossing her legs. “Caspian already had friends in the East, but Micah made himself some friends right around the time the Beam fell. Literally made.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I talked to him after I left Chloe. After I met Alexa for the first time. I was going to try and get him on our side, but he started monologuing before I could.” Natasha sat up straighter, legs crossed, and began a Micah Ryan impression as she picked lint from invisible trousers. “‘Let me tell you my whole plan, Natasha. I’m great, Natasha. I out-thought you again, Natasha, and ha ha ha look how big my dick is!’”

      Nicolai smirked. The voice she was putting on, for Micah, was uncannily familiar.

      Natasha continued in her regular voice. “When Clive made that final call to Chloe’s mother, Micah decoded it. That means he knows most, if not all, of what we know about Clive’s plans involving the East. Alexa and I haven’t worked everything out, seeing as the Wild East is all ruins and campfires, so I doubt Micah has either. But he does know there was a plot with Clive’s allies in the East, and he knew at the time that Wild East warships were threatening to invade. So he did the only thing I’d expect him to do: He found a way to save his own skin. To embrace new overlords, in exchange for a chance to sit at their side.”

      “How?” Nicolai asked.

      “He spoofed himself. Before the network died, he used a kind of shell to make his digital presence look like Clive. It would look to the East if he — Micah — sent all the information relayed through the moon instead of the real Clive Spooner.”

      Alexa picked it up. “So you see. We’ve got two dangerous people trying to reach the East, with connections to the East and maybe even allies in the East. Both of them desperately want to get something that was either in the East from the start or was sent in Clive’s last big purge. And we’re blind on all of it. We haven’t heard from Chloe since the outage. For all we know she’s after the same thing. My permissions aren’t worth shit anymore. I’m just another old lady now, half-dead from cancer.”

      Nicolai felt like sympathy was required after that, but Alexa pushed on as if it was nothing.

      “We’re at a disadvantage right now, Nicolai. A big one. We need to even the field a little. If we had Chloe, things might be different, but we don’t. You were the next best thing.”

      Nicolai saw the hammer fall. “Me? But I … The Beam is off! My imprint … What the hell do you expect me to do?”

      Alexa reached into her pocket and placed a small slip drive on the table between them. “There’s no network,” she said, “but you can still send a message in a bottle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          THREE WEEKS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      In many ways, Kofi Masondo knew he was lucky. He was gainfully employed, for one, but of course it was King Eko’s guarantee that every man, woman, and child who wished to work would find work, and be paid well in favors if not in cash.

      Kofi also had a beautiful family, and they were healthy and unmolested. That hadn’t been the case before Eko either, back in the chaotic times when there’d been many warlords and Eko was but one of them. Back then, you guarded your people with whatever you could find or you lost them: men to death, women to the rape squads, children into forced recruitment.

      Kofi’s parents had kept the family intact in ways Baba still refused to speak of, but Baba’s friends had even worse tales to tell — ones in which there’d been no happy ending. But as a whole, the people’s ending had been happy enough. Happier than any alternative, Kofi supposed. Even after the worldwide floods, much of his continent and all of his country had stayed dry, and both were therefore thriving today. Not thriving in the old ways, of course, but instead thriving by the new ways of machine and oil and gun.

      The ocean had claimed some of Africa’s coast, but nowhere near as much as South America had lost — now just an extraordinarily long and mountainous sandbar in the risen water. Africa hadn’t lost as much as Australia, either, which was something like sixty percent smaller today than before the Fall, or as much as Russia … though of course that great nation had found a solution nearly as good as no flooding at all.

      Baba said that the calamity hadn’t shut everything down immediately. There had been panic and madness and riots back then, and there’d been desperate grabs for salvation and power, but through the start of it they’d kept electricity for a very long time and held onto Internet and cable television for more than a year. Then, after the long blackouts of all signals, many had returned. They were not in the dark anymore in the way the NAU believed they were, though much of that ignorance was … well … normal NAU ignorance of the kind America had always possessed. The East was not savage, in Kofi’s opinion. Life was difficult but good. Broadcast TV even existed again today, in limited and dictatorial fashion: a state-run show recorded in Nairobi and humped on some sort of signal from tower to tower so that Eko could address his people. The nation lived for the evening broadcasts: that voice of encouragement, and pride, and might. Africa had not crumbled in the Fall. A dying world had been Africa’s rallying cry, and on that day the continent had truly risen.

      But at the start of things, long before the warlords had consolidated their wars and recruited their panicked, desperate armies — long before unity, and the strength that came from it — Baba and Ma told tales of watching the world die. Grandbibi had been a young mother then, and Baba’s stories were, Kofi suspected, based more on feelings than true memory. He’d been a small boy, probably too little to remember. But still he described vibrant recollections: drone footage from other lands, uncensored because the people controlling those drones were either asleep at the wheel or dead.

      They’d huddled over those raw, unfiltered streams, watching live what’d happened in the Nordics, where the waters rose and a group calling themselves the New Vikings stood on fjords and highlands to repel coastal refugees wishing to enter the countries’ safer seas. They saw the rise of Volev in Romania. They watched floodwaters slowly eclipse the archipelago nations: people climbing to high areas to await evacuations that never came, then losing all but their highest peaks and drowning one by one. Those vidstreams, Kofi could almost imagine himself seeing after hearing Grandbibi’s vivid descriptions.

      Indonesia was on channel sixty-six, she’d tell the gathered children, unafraid to traumatize them because Grandbibi was practical and believed in truth over coddling. I remember because it was one six away from the number of the Devil. Your babu would flip past it like running past the yard of an angry dog. Nobody wanted to see what was on the Devil’s feed, but of course we kept going back.

      We saw them climb into the hills. Then we saw them climb onto their roofs. They painted signs up there, so the helicopters could see them. But how were helicopters ever supposed to reach them? By the time they realized how bad things would get, it was too late for the planes and helicopters to get there from the mainland.

      The United Nations talked about sending ships, but who controlled the UN? The United States? The Brits? The US had their levies; they were safe and could have done something but did not. Britain was worried about its own skin, also an island, and it was around that time that Russia and China, both still communist deep down, just sort of stopped looking outward and instead looked inward to save themselves.

      So no help ever arrived. The ocean rose and rose. The few above-water rooftops got more and more crowded. When the roofs were full, battles would break out: people on the roofs shooting at approaching boats to stay back or else, the currents full of blood and bodies. It was like a game of King of the Hill — a live-or-die version nobody would ever want to play.

      It didn’t matter in the end. Those last people’s ankles got wet, then their knees. I remember watching them try to sleep standing up. Then one day it was all over. We tuned into sixty-six and saw miles of human corks bobbing in the waves. It took days for them to die of thirst or exposure — faster in places where the sharks were plentiful and hungry.

      Grandbibi’s stories were hard to hear, and Kofi did not like to dwell on death and hopelessness, but it was important for a person to remember his roots. Maybe two thirds of Africa’s population had survived the floods and storms and ruin and riots, and perhaps two thirds of those had survived the wars and genocide purges. It was a hard time for the world and a hard time for Kofi’s people. A hard time for everyone outside the North Atlantic Union.

      But no matter what happened here, we watched the NAU get through it all just fine — no floods, no despots, she told the children. We watched them turn away ships from the world’s other lands, first with the waving hands of diplomats and then later with rockets and guns. We watched their levies hold, losing less than five percent of the North American landmass. Then we watched them build a tortoise’s shell over the entire nation: a protective “lattice” that brought them pleasant weather. It made sure that all us dying people couldn’t hurt them while they were sipping fancy drinks with their feet on floating ottomans.

      But things were different now. Eko was strong, and so was Africa. The king was fierce, demanding loyalty and unity while delivering safety in return. More people Kofi knew approved of Eko’s disciplining hand than had ever approved of any elected leader. After a generation, said Grandbibi, one simply grew used to being ruled. Unity started to feel more important than the minutia of so-called “freedoms.” You came to understand that you were an individual, yes, but also part of a whole. Only the NAU was willing to sacrifice empathy in the name of autonomy. Only the NAU, she said, was quite that selfish.

      So today, Gaborone in particular was a city of structured cooperation, same as the whole of Botswana, and that made Africa’s infrastructure sound and chugging. What’s more, the continent did so without throwing the blood of the workers onto the cogs of progress like China had. Gaborone turned scrap metal into weapons. It built housings for mortar shells and hulls for ships. Nobody crossed Africa’s borders. They were prepared now. Nothing would ever fell their great continent again.

      It was not a bad day, Kofi thought, to be where he was. To be who he was.

      He entered his place of work with high spirits. A great feeling of optimism had entered Gaborone of late, and although he had no idea why it’d happened, Kofi could feel it in the air — strong enough that he did not mind the presence of an entire corps of white visitors.

      The visitors were from somewhere else, but Kofi trusted King Eko’s people and knew that if Eko had approved these people, the rest of them should, too. There were many white Africans (mostly from the south, and it was tribute
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