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Chapter 1
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Some poor devil down-valley’s going to have a carbon ticket in their com if they don’t douse that fire now. Anne Penn dismissed the thought before turning back to the male Klamath magpie. Pushing hair the color of fresh-sawn pine from her oval face, she was so intent on the bird she was observing from her blind that she didn’t notice the disappearance of the sun as charcoal clouds skulked east. The bird grasped the carcass of a dead tree with its needle-like talons, the yellow band on its left leg visible. He belted out a screep-screep-screep. Anne hoped a female answered. If it didn’t, the sub-species was doomed to extinction, another victim of the Warming.

Anne, what do you want for supper? The com message from Anne’s father blinked in her visual field.

She clicked her tongue impatiently.  Wait a minute, Dad. He always managed to break her focus at the wrong time. Something’s happening.

Can't wait long, my dear.

Another rumble rolled down the valley toward their ranch a half-mile away. Anne crouched in the wildlife refuge where she had watched a colony of the magpies since her fourteenth summer. For five years she had worked as a volunteer observer, following the instructions of government scientists. That first summer, the ornithologist called her “swiftie,” a comment on her keen, if immature mind, which bounced from subject to subject, turning on a dime like the swifts he studied. Last summer, one of the young biologists, a cute, bookish boy, claimed her elegant, streamlined shape compared well with the swift's. The awkward compliment made her laugh. She thought the word “lanky” was enough of a description. Her mind was more disciplined now.

The male bird called again, and Anne heard a whoosh overhead as a drab female Klamath magpie swooped onto the nub of a broken branch. The male called again, showing his blood-red throat patch. The lady bird lingered. The male spread his wings in an invitation. They tussled.

Anne was elated at the mating. This population of Klamath magpies, the last known on earth, just might make it through another year. She yawned, tired from the long day, and she grew hungry in anticipation of her father's basic, delicious cooking.

Coming home, Dad.

I broke out a jar of my pasta sauce. Pasta’s boiling on the hot plate.

Bill Penn made gallons of Anne's favorite Italian sauce from the tomatoes they didn't sell at the farmer's market, but the smell of smoke drowned out her anticipation. Two fixed-wing aircraft roared overhead up the valley. Anne called up the Brier Valley news chan, and she found live images of a forest fire 10 kilometers upwind under attack by the tankers. The images broke up in her minds-eye display.

Anne, I’ve got a problem. Her father’s message broke into her minds-eye. “Anne, are you there?” He never uses that voice unless something’s wrong. “Anne, answer me.”

“Switch to voice,” Anne commanded the com stud in her ear. “I’m here, Dad. What’s wrong?”

“Call 9-1-1. I’ve got a fire in the kitchen. The extinguisher is exhausted.” His voice was calm, if clipped.

“Did you say 'fire?'”

“I'm rigging up a hose. I need you here.”

He spoke in his sailor's voice, the one he used to give orders, the one that gave others confidence. “What about Maxie? Where is she?”

“I don't know where the dog is. Get down here now, please.”

She scrambled across an old stream bed and ducked under a fence. Despite his even tone, she heard impatience, and it magnified her anxiety. Her house was a hundred yards away, and a thin plume of black smoke rose from behind it. She'd lived there all her life. Everything she owned was there. The woodcut. Please God, no.

Anne remembered her father's order and directed her attention to her com. “Emergency numbers. Call 9-1-1.”

“McCall County emergency services. Can we help you?”

I can handle this. “My house is on fire. It’s in the kitchen.” A tremble in her voice betrayed her fear.

The emergency dispatcher confirmed Anne’s coordinates sent to the dispatcher when Anne made the 9-1-1 call. “The Penn ranch, William Penn?”

“Yes, that’s right. Hurry, please.”

“Fire units on their way, ma’am.”

Anne ran to the far side of the house. Her father was spraying water from a garden hose into the kitchen though an open window. An electric pump labored, drawing water from an aluminum horse trough, but the stream was weak. That will never put out the fire. Sparks curled up over the eave and landed on the roof. Anne felt useless as the water hissed off the shingles. If I can save the woodcut, I don't care if the whole place goes up. She approached the kitchen steps, putting her hand up to block the heat.  

“Stay away from the kitchen,” Anne’s father bellowed. “Damn this piece-of-shit pump. I’m going to start the gasoline pump.”

The thought of rescuing her father's precious gift vanished. “No, Dad. You can’t do that. The cops—”

“To hell with them. I'll do what I have to do.” Bill Penn headed toward the shed where they hid the obsolete engine. His intricate tattoos shone through his water-soaked t-shirt. In the shade of the outbuilding, Maxie whined. The ranch's old basset hound was frightened, but unhurt.

“No, Dad, you can’t risk it. What if the cops show up? You know what the judge said.”

“Screw the judge. This is all I have.” He pointed at the burning house. “It’s all we have.”

Fear for her gift returned, even as flames licked the walls of her home and threatened everything else she owned. Her father found the woodcut in an antique shop in Port Simpson a year after they stopped hearing from her mother. It was a page in a book of poems published in the 1820s. Frayed, yellowed, but preserved under glass, the print showed a vigorous English sailor and a girl child of four or five reaching out to embrace each other. To Anne's eye, the sailor looked exactly like her father: pleasant face, strong arms, rough around the edges. The gift marked the moment her anger toward her mother began to fade. For 15 years, the artwork hung in the kitchen, above the table where father and daughter ate their meals. More than two hundred years ago, an artist had captured their love and respect for each other. The thought of losing the image tore at Anne.

Bill knocked down the tongues of flame, but two sprang up in their places. Convection currents carried embers over the roof and out of sight. Soot stung Anne’s eyes like tiny insects until it obscured the minds-eye display for her com. Messages came in from her loop as friends picked up her emo-sigs of distress but the smoke made her eyes tear up, and when she wiped the tears away, her hand distorted the shape of her eye and the display went fuzzy. Dirty sweat trickled down her neck along a gold chain with almost microscopic links that held a thumbnail-sized crucifix next to her skin. Her control over her fear slipped as it mixed with the stink of burning insulation and decayed tar paper. She heard her father’s voice, but couldn’t see him.

“Anne, where are you?” her father screamed through the surging blackness. “Call 9-1-1 again. The fire’s spreading.”

Anne updated the dispatcher, but it would take ten more minutes for the trucks to arrive because the Penn place was so far up the valley. Her rising terror emerged as frustration when he repeated his plan to use the gas pump. She grabbed the dribbling hose. “You're always breaking the rules. Is that why the fire started?”

The accusation brought her father up short. “What are you talking about? I need your help, not a lecture. Help me with this pump.”

“I'm sorry, Daddy. I'm scared.” She rushed to the back of the building, guilt and thoughts of rescuing the woodcut and a few belongings driving her. A window shattered from the intense heat, discouraging her. She called out to her father again but he didn’t answer. She wished he would get one of the new augmenters. Adding him to her c-tribe would give her a better sense of what he was thinking and feeling, even when there wasn’t an emergency.

“Dad, I’m in the back.”

Most people over thirty didn’t get the concept of c-tribes, anyway. Like her dad, they were still using old-fashioned slow jack-in’s. They might as well be using cell phones.

Her father came out to the back porch and Anne pointed to the sky. “There’s smoke coming from the roof, Daddy.”

“Get some water on it.” Fear pitched his voice high as he handed her the garden hose. For the first time in her life, she saw raw horror in his face. It was the opposite of what Anne knew. There was the time Maxie confronted a rattlesnake when she was a puppy. The snake coiled to strike, and Bill crushed its head with a shovel. He was always calm in a crisis, but this one was getting away from him, and it frightened Anne.

He coughed as he held a cloth over his mouth. “I’m going to move the truck. We can't lose it.”

The decision bolstered Anne's confidence. If I could just get inside the house for 30 seconds. Mentally, she listed holo-pics of dead ancestors, trophies and ribbons from school, her prom dress, the signed t-shirt from the Hindu Mistress concert, the only time she'd ever seen a live music performance by a pop band. Bill had taken her.

A bark from Maxie brought Anne back to her job: get water on the roof. Mist from the nozzle soaked her denim overalls. Water dripped on the rockery by the front porch and boiled away. On the roof, flames danced among the shingles.

Anne heard the whine from the old truck’s electric motor pitch up and the churrr churrr of the gears as her father tried to find reverse. They couldn’t afford to take it to the repair shop. Despite their poverty, he had bought her the minds-eye for Christmas after she had begged for months. Everyone in Brier Valley owned one. Everyone she knew, at least.

Helpless as she and her father waited for the firefighters, Anne’s thoughts flashed to that birthday. She went with her best friends to the mall in Medford and the com company booth with the gift certificate in hand. She was not one to buy gaudy electronics, and she picked out a head appliance styled like an ordinary silver stud, if larger than average. She had it installed at the top of her left ear, which was the fashion at Brier High. She had to settle for one without the imager, because of the cost, so she wouldn’t be able to share stills and vids. It would take her months to save for the imager add-on. The sales tech tuned the appliance to the wave frequencies of her occipital lobe and limbic system. She squealed with delight as she looped herself into her friends’ tribes and created her own tribe.

Her digital memories were safe with the com company, but when a corner of the porch collapsed, she despaired for her other memories, the ones she could hold in her hand. They're all gone. Pieces of her life were slipping through her fingers. Bill managed to get the truck moving, even as the fire’s heat blistered the paint off the hood. A gust of wind lifted an ember and it floated like a feather in a breeze. The wind carried it to the woodland next to the ranch. As if she had second sight, Anne saw the future.

“Oh, god. The refuge.”

The wisp of fire landed in tinder-dry brush and flared. Her fear turned to panic, but not for her home. Her matted hair flying, Anne ran past the lurching truck carrying a tin bucket. Bill yelled as she flew by. The house no longer mattered. She dipped the bucket into the half-empty horse trough and splashed the water onto the blackening grass. It wasn’t enough. Within seconds, the offspring of the house fire raged into the pines. The fire jumped from tree to tree like a mad demon. Anne made another call to 9-1-1. “Where are you? Are you coming? Please hurry!” 

As if in answer to a prayer, a fixed-wing aircraft arrived first. Anne heard the drone before she saw it. It's about time. Several of the big tankers were always somewhere over the Cascade Mountains twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week during the dry season. Their pilots waited for orders at workstations in the western states fire suppression center. Anne had taken a tour of it for her junior year environmental defense class. The tour guide said most of the pilots were veterans of the Three Degrees North War.

Anne ducked by instinct as the initial sorties dive-bombed the forest around the refuge at tree-level. It was now a war against destruction. She prayed for every strike. Experienced pilots were as precise as raptors. They could hit a single tree with their water payloads, leaving the tree’s neighbors dry as a bone. She leapt for joy at each hit. She messaged her c-tribe in jubilation and the Hurrahs and Yays came back within seconds. Thousands of gallons of fire retardant and water carpeted the blaze, but the flames defied the aircraft like rioters. More sorties attacked the fiery stragglers. Messages in her minds-eye warned her to stay clear, but she thought she saw the magpie nest with the newly mated pair, unharmed. Stay in the nest. You'll be fine.

The sun glinted off the silver wings as the planes banked to avoid the mountains. As soon as they turned, the fire flared again, marching in patches up the hill, heading straight for the refuge and the birds. Anne was running up to the blackened, still burning forest when her father texted her.

Anne, where are you? I can't fight this by myself.

She hesitated, torn between the birds she had come to love like a family and her father, the only family she had. More tankers roared overhead. I'm coming.

When Anne returned to her father’s side, gray ash covered his face like a shroud, highlighting the shock in his blue-green eyes. The entire house was engulfed in a roaring cacophony of fire. A helicopter slinging a full bucket of water hovered into position over the house. A thousand-gallon deluge dropped onto the house’s remains.

All the flames at the house died, leaving charred wood, twisted aluminum from the window frames, and a concrete set of steps that led nowhere. White steam rose from the debris. A puff of brown smoke escaped from the stove pipe. The wood stove was one of the few pieces of the house left over from the original building, which her father said was built a century ago, long before the development restrictions of the 2020s made the appliance illegal. The stove kept Anne and her father warm in the high-country nights. Its blackened carapace chilled her.

“Oh, god. Oh, god.” Bill clasped his hands on his head, as if protecting it from the devastation. Anne had never seen him in a state of shock. Was this how he looked when Molly left us? They walked into the corpse of the house. Heat rose from the ashes. Grit choked the air. She searched for the woodcut, but found nothing, not even the glass case. The only fragment she recognized was the cooked blob of her pistol marksmanship trophy. Bill lifted a metal picture frame, which still held a seared, soaked image of Anne’s dark-haired, fair-skinned mother. He dropped the photo among the scorched fragments of two lives—mementos of his sailing days, melted plastic toys—and he keened as if his heart had been torn out.

Anne wished the photo had burned. It had the opposite meaning of the woodcut. The photo sat on the shelf for her father’s sake, not Anne’s, a reminder for her of abandonment, not love. All she remembered of her mother was her anger, which flared into rage in dreams or the occasional argument with Bill. Her father sometimes fell into dark moods and glared at the photo. Why he kept it was a mystery to Anne as a child, though as she grew into a young woman and noticed the young men around her, something about her father's need for the photo became clearer. He was lonely, and some of his memories of Molly were happy ones.

Daughter wrapped her arms around her father, guiding him like a child, pulling him away from the carnage, ignoring the sweat and caked dust on his body, her own tears mixing with the dirt and water that saturated his shirt and jeans. Her c-tribe posted dozens of messages trying to soothe her and tell her she wasn’t alone and that the community would help. She heeded nothing aside from her father’s grief, her own disbelief at the destruction of her life, and the cadaver of her home. It was the end of her world.

The world around Anne kept going. Two fire trucks, one a red pumper from the local fire district, and the second a fire-suppression unit from the state Department of Forestry, roared up the pitted dirt road that wound through the Penn place’s forested ravine. The pumper peeled off across a field to the front of the ruined house. A firefighter, his face streaked with sweat, dragged over a hose to soak the coals. He impressed Anne with his fearlessness.

The suppression unit pulled up to the rear near the equipment shed, its electric motor straining as it climbed the steep driveway. It drove to the blackened edge of the trees that bordered the refuge. Hydraulic levers lowered a squad of four-legged robots to the ground. Each robot had two huge tanks on its back. They moved like enormous, headless bulldogs. The machines climbed straight into the trees and up the hillside into the flames, as if they were fireproof goats. 

A wailing aid unit stopped on the dry grass that was once the Penn's yard. A McCall County sheriff’s helicopter, the size of a wren, hovered twenty feet over Anne’s head. A patrol car, lights blazing, kicked up dust as it parked next to the aid unit. A well-built man, wearing body armor and a pistol, trotted up to Anne and her father.

“Are you and Anne alright, Bill?” the officer said.

Anne’s father was weary and red-eyed. “I can’t say I’m glad to see you, Gary, but was I ever glad to see you?” Anne's father shook as adrenaline rocked his body. She was jittery herself. The EMT led them to the back of the aid unit. He draped each with a thermal blanket, despite the ninety-five-degree temperatures.

“I don’t remember a single time, Bill,” said the officer. His name was Lieutenant Gary Schmidt. He was responsible for the scattered farms and homesteads in this part of the valley. Schmidt was one of the few cops Anne trusted. “I’m not going to ticket you this time, Bill, even if you deserve it again for that wood stove.”

Bill lowered his head into his heads, as if hiding from the horror around him.

“Do you need anything, Bill?”

Anne’s father shook his head. She clung to him in a way unlike any since her mother said goodbye. Anne’s eyes—which her father said were the color of fertile loam, like her mother’s—stared toward the remnants of the house. Neither she nor her father was physically hurt, and the fact of their material losses did not feel real, despite a hollowness in her chest. Are the magpies gone too? She remembered the single nest, untouched by the fire as the tankers fought it. She raised her eyes to the refuge, and she watched another small remote-controlled helicopter buzz over its smoldering remains.
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Deputy Inspector Janine Kilel tracked the surveillance drone out of the corner of her eye as it hovered over the blackened landscape of the refuge. She sat in the front seat of her forest-green cruiser, its doors emblazoned with the shield of the Bureau of Environmental Security, going over intelligence reports on her highest priority case, an oil-smuggling ring operating on the west coast of North America. As the one available case officer in the region, she was sent to the fire scene when BES monitoring stations picked up the emergency calls. A screen showed the refuge from the drone’s perspective, but Kilel’s attention was on an analysis of the smugglers’ conjectured routes. The pigeon-sized copter’s AI maneuvered among the blackened pines and halted the aircraft at each stump of wheat grass, sedge, wild sunflower, and yarrow.

A tiny beep interrupted Kilel’s focus, and the drone’s camera showed the ash-covered corpse of a bird, its feathers burned off. Taking control of the camera, Kilel sought out a yellow band on the leg, but the bird appeared to be a juvenile, rather than an adult banded by the biologists who monitored the refuge. Kilel touched a key, instructing the copter to search for similar objects, and the aircraft found two more dead chicks.

Kilel recalled the copter, and she opened up the local fire district database via her tablet. She found the preliminary report on the fire. It pinned the cause on flying embers from the fire at the neighboring property, which belonged to a William Penn. There was a link from the name in the fire district report to the county sheriff’s database, and she read a summary of his case file. A driver’s license photo showed a man in early middle age with short-cropped hair, kind eyes, a roman nose, and thin lips. She noted numerous carbon breaches, though the penalties were slaps on Penn’s wrists. Penn was an ongoing problem, and Kilel wondered if law enforcers in these parched Oregon counties would ever understand the seriousness of environmental crimes. It doesn’t matter. It’s in my lap now. She pressed the accelerator, and the car’s electric motor whispered.

Kilel saw the mailbox at the gate to the Penn property before she made out the burned-out house, eddies of smoke rising from the ruins. The lights of the pumper truck and the aid unit flashed as the firefighters and the paramedics packed up. She edged the cruiser past the scene to a spot closer to the refuge. The state fire-suppression unit was mopping up near the ridgeline.

The inspector was tall, athletic, with bust and hips proportional. She wore office-style attire, standardized for the Bureau. The com stud in her ear was functional, without the decorative flourishes some women preferred. Her blond hair was cut in a plain manner and she wore little makeup. She didn’t need it. Her father described her as pretty, but not girlish. She had a voice the color of fine dark bread, and lips as smooth as nectarine skin. She was a woman unafraid of her own power.

Walking a quarter-mile up a trail that wound through the desolation, she found the corpses of two adult birds, a type of magpie, near a dead chick in the remains of a nest. She bent down to the victims, resisting the urge to touch the evidence in a crime scene. Kilel grew heartsick as she imagined the adult birds, torn between escape and protecting their offspring, overwhelmed by the speed of the fire. How many other times will this drama play out, as the Spike continues to devastate the natural world? All the efforts to protect wildlife for future generations undone by the thoughtlessness of one person. She had joined the BES to defend nature and her planet against such people.

The birds were dead, but the ID chips in the bands still transmitted species, sex, banding date, and ID number. Kilel noted the codes as she tapped into the biologists’ database. Only twenty-nine nesting pairs remained in the wild. Walking through the open graveyard, Kilel found fifty-two more dead adults. She guessed that all the chicks were dead, or soon would be. All the nesting pairs lived in this refuge. No signals broadcast for the remaining four known adults. She imagined them flying off in terror; it would be up to the biologists to find them in the follow-up investigation.

Kilel tipped her head back and opened her eyes to the sky, where a pair of turkey vultures circled overhead. She offered a prayer for the deceased birds.

The inspector returned to her car, and she drove into Penn’s driveway. She recognized him from the driver’s license photo. Next to him was a young woman whom Kilel deduced was his daughter Anne. Her arm was woven into her father’s. A sheriff’s patrol car obscured Kilel’s view, but she watched them through the car’s glass, as if peering through layers of time.  An unwelcome memory stirred: a grieving father at the bedside of a dying mother. Brushing the memory from her mind, Kilel glanced in the rear-view mirror, her mahogany-colored eyes seeking out the robot in its locker, which took up half of the rear compartment. A ready light glowed green.

“Security, deploy.”

The robot left the car, and Kilel followed, smoothing out the dark green fabric of her BES uniform. The color matched the green paint of the car. A small gold tulip was pinned to the collar of her blouse, the color of malachite. Kilel approached Penn, the girl Anne, and the deputy, her robot a step behind her.

The girl glanced back to the refuge, which was smoking like a vision of hell.

“No, you can’t take him.” Anne shook her head, in denial of facts she knew to be true. “It was an accident.”

“William Penn?” Kilel ignored the girl and addressed a man with a dirty face and stained t-shirt. Her voice was even and smooth. The sheriff’s deputy stepped back.

“Yes.” Penn’s eyes widened with fear. Fear is good.

“My name is Kilel.” Her BES badge reflected the lights of the emergency vehicles. “I am an environmental crimes investigator. This is—was—your house?” Kilel saw his pulse jump, belied by the throbbing carotid artery in his neck. If he ran, the security robot would hunt and stop him.

“I’m sorry for the loss of your house, Mr. Penn.” Kilel’s feeling was sincere. “A preliminary investigation of this incident has found that the burning of your structure led to the fire at the wildlife refuge.”

“It was an accident.” Anne’s blond hair hung limp against her face.

Penn broke in. “I was cooking dinner when there was a spark—”

“Before you say anything more,” Kilel said, “I advise you that this conversation is being recorded, and your words and actions are evidence.”

Penn swallowed.

“I must ask you to turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

He complied, as if it were a habit. Anne shouted and tried to push Kilel away, but the deputy restrained her. “Anne,” Penn said, “don't make it worse. You know the bessies will, if they can.” Penn's face tensed with rage.

Kilel ignored Penn's assessment and the “bessie” insult. She tightened the handcuffs around his wrists. “You are under arrest, Mr. Penn, for destroying protected habitat of an endangered species, unauthorized killing of members of that species, and violations of the Carbon Acts.”
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Martin Scribb’s begging bowl yawned empty for three hours before the colonel dropped in his business card.

The clunk of paper on brass echoed around the dun walls of the town square. Waves of April heat rose around Martin into a sky the blue of a gas flame. The scrubby foothills beyond the town reflected the heat back to the square and added a new load of dust. How many years has it been since April was a pleasant month in northern latitudes? Twenty? Thirty? Martin's thought was an attempt to distract himself from the card. The attempt failed.

The bowl’s rim glowed a poppy red when the card hit the metal. A second later, it glowed amber, instead of the usual green.

Martin bowed to the colonel as he did to every alms-giver or petitioner. “I apologize, sir, but my bowl isn’t reading your card.”

“I wouldn’t expect it to.” The colonel was on his haunches in front of Martin. “Give the card to your abbot. It has a message.”

Martin’s stared at the card, which was embossed with the tulip of the Bureau of Environmental Security. Martin reflected on the simple three-point beauty of the stylized flower, and the terror it provoked. The tulip mirrored the brand above his left eye, just below the hairline. 

“Thought you were done with me, eh, Brother Martin?” The colonel winked. “Never.”

Martin felt as if something in the air had ignited and engulfed him. He held the folds of his dirt-brown woolen habit against his chest.

The colonel stood over Martin as he sat cross-legged in his customary place in the center of the square. His vows of penance compelled him to sit far away from the slivers of midday shade, but the colonel’s shadow covered Martin, reminding him of his sins. My alleged sins.

“How did you find me?” Martin whispered the next words. “I am dead.”

The colonel spoke into the beggar monk’s ear. “Not easy, even for me, Brother Martin. I supervised your disidentification, after all.” The colonel resumed his full six-foot plus height. The black faux-leather of his shoes shone so brightly that Martin spied the overhead disk of the sun in the uppers. “The Bureau is skilled now with erasing an existence, though it was so much simpler in the old days, before the squeamish ruled the world.” Martin raised his tonsured head and torso from his obeisance, and he saw a grin on the colonel’s face. “The authorities killed miscreants. A couple of injections, bury the corpse, and call it a day.”

Yes, physical death would’ve been easier, Martin thought, remembering the worst day of his life. “Our sentence of identity obliteration is too good for the defendant,” the judges on the Environmental Crimes Tribunal announced. If I don’t exist in any human record—digital or otherwise—am I alive? Or am I a damned soul in a living hell?

Martin visited a library a few weeks after his sentence, and he found not a single hit about himself. Nothing on web pages, news groups, or com nets. No images, moving or still. He wasn’t in the government databases. His birth certificate was gone. Because he hadn’t been “born,” in a manner of speaking, he didn’t have a death certificate either.

Before the Spike, a person would find hundreds of thousands, maybe millions of hits about Martin. The whole planet knew who he was.

Despite his lack of ever existing—officially—Martin had a tombstone. It had no name, year of birth, or year of death. It was raised like a penny-sized monument out of his forehead, reminding all of his sins, telling all to treat him as non-existent.

This is what happens when someone bears false witness against you.

The colonel regarded the disidentified man. “Even though you’re dead to the world, you might say, there are always traces. I dug them up, and here I am.”

The colonel moved back a step, letting the sun pound down on the monk again. “The Catholics have this concept of ‘limbo,’ Martin.” The colonel taunted him. “I think that’s where you live.”

Martin found limits to society’s twisted tolerance. One rainy winter day, he took a poncho from a sporting goods store in full view of everyone—he never hid his intent—and left the store. A block away, the manager, his badge flopping on his chest, ran up to Martin and took the poncho from his hand without saying a word and ran back to the store. Martin was elated, as well as disappointed. The manager’s behavior was a silent and reluctant acquiescence to the physical fact of Martin’s existence, if not the social fact. 

“The Penitents of St. Francis took me in.” Martin blinked at the colonel. “Father Gonzales found me after I had sat at a bus stop for three days. I’m a lay brother now.”

“Penitents? As in penance? As in forgiveness?” The colonel shook his head, as if looking at an abstract painting titled with a person’s name. “Is that what you want now, Martin? Redemption?”

The colonel loved to dangle the prospect of a slate wiped clean in front of Martin, always before he asked for something Martin was sure he would never give, and did anyway. The thought forced beads of sweat to seep onto Martin’s forehead, as if the colonel were squeezing his skull like a damp sponge. Taking his time, hoping to hide the terror in his trembling hands, Martin gathered the card and bowl, placing them in his shoulder pouch. He kept his eyes down as he got to his sandaled feet and put on his tattered straw hat.

“You won’t find what you want in this hellhole,” the colonel said.

Martin adjusted his habit to maintain some dignity. He glanced upward. The colonel’s familiar face was in shadow. The eyes, though, were backlit by contempt.

“I have some of what you want, Brother.” The colonel’s pattern was repeating. “Remember your days in parochial school?”

Martin did remember. The severe, though loving stares of Sister Sabina. The boredom of First Friday mass. The soaring echoes inside the archdiocese’s cathedral.

“The old nuns said that once you had confessed your sins and received absolution, your soul would be like a fine linen sheet, spotless. I can do something like that in the real world. I can resurrect you.” The colonel laughed. “You’d have a fresh start, at least in this life. What your god does to you afterwards, I can’t influence.”

“I ask for nothing, sir, except for what people may put in my begging bowl to help my brethren.”

The colonel sneered. “How pious.”

It was true. It was the begging bowl that brought Martin back from physical death. Father Gonzales cleaned him up, dressed him in a habit, and set him down, back at that bus stop, with the bowl. There’s something about that open, silent request, made by someone who does it with a purpose larger than himself—in Martin’s case, supporting a religious community—that leads people to act.  Despite the official ostracism, he’d never forget the joy he felt when the first coin dropped into the bowl.

The colonel, the man who, for all intents and purposes, had put him to death, was back in his life, wanting something more. Martin made a 180-degree turn, hoping to leave the BES officer behind, resigned to knowing he would follow him until he got what he wanted.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the colonel said.

“I have my devotions.”

“Devote yourself to this, Brother.” The colonel chuckled. “Molly Bain. It’s time to give her up, Martin Scribb. To me.”

Martin stopped mid-stride. A death certificate for Martin, if one had been issued, would list the cause of death as Molly Bain.

* * *
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Father Alberto Gonzales was at the front door of Martin’s house saying goodbye to a guest when the beggar monk returned home. The priest was a dark, demanding man who bathed irregularly. He was forty-one years old and the abbot of the community.

“You’re back early, Martin. Something wrong?”

The lay brother told him about the colonel’s visit.

“Did he force you to leave the square?” Gonzales said.

“No, Father. I was afraid of him.”

“You should not have left an hour before your scheduled time.”

“Father, I...”

“Brother Martin, do I need to remind you of your vows? Four hours a day begging in the square. In full sun. In any weather.”

A grizzled monk walked between Gonzales and Martin carrying a well-thumbed Bible, the screen scratched and the casing chipped. Like the other monks, he glanced at Martin, but offered no other connection. 

“Come to my office.” Martin followed the abbot through the reception area with its out-of-style, tattered furniture to an interior door. A life-size marble sculpture of St. Francis of Assisi guarded this private entrance, which led to the community’s cells and living areas. Lay people—except lay brothers, such as Martin—weren’t permitted beyond this door.

Once in the hallway, the temperature fell ten degrees, due to the construction of the house, which imitated the old adobe haciendas of the colonial Spanish. The style had crept north as the local climate dried out, even before the Spike. The architect wanted to install air conditioning, but the Franciscan builders a century ago didn’t like artificial cooling, because it increased their carbon footprint, as people used to say. The plain, clear windows were small, and artificial lights few, so the house had a close, airless quality. A few devotional paintings hung on the walls. The air smelled of just-snuffed candles.

In Gonzales’ office, the abbot gestured for Martin to sit. Gonzales switched on his holo-console. One of the abbey’s benefactors was the wealthy, retired president of a pre-Spike, eco-boom company who liked gadgetry.

“Brother Martin, I’ve been thinking for awhile that we ought to review your place here.” The changing reflections of light in Gonzales’ concentrating face suggested he was looking for something. “Here it is, your record. You’ve been here since—”

“March 16, 2053.”

“A little more than four years,” the abbot said. “You were one of the youngest men that we’ve accepted. How old were you?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“It’s rare enough that a man your age comes to a vocation. It’s even rarer that one agrees to vows of penance.”

Martin contemplated his folded hands.

“You’re an unusual case. Penance was certainly called for.”

“I’ve kept the penance candle in my cell lit day and night, Father.” Martin laughed. “I must use the most chem-dle’s in the abbey.”

“Don’t boast,” Gonzales said, “but yes, despite today’s lapse, you have kept your vows.”

“I’ve done my best so far. I am sorry for my deeds, and I want to show the world.”

“I believe you, Martin, but your breach today must be addressed. Let me think on it.” Gonzales paused, moving his hand in front of the console. “I see that you did not take in any donations today.”

“No one was out because of the heat.”

“This is puzzling.” Gonzales’ brow creased. “There’s an error message, something about ‘unreadable data’, just before you left the square.”

“That must be the business card.”

“Whose card?”

“I did get one visitor, as I said.”

“Give it to me.”

Martin handed over the card. The abbot placed it on a reader near the console. The light on his face shifted, and he turned the display around for Martin.

The colonel’s face was angular, like an unfinished stone sculpture. The image spoke. “Good afternoon, Martin. If my avatar is not mistaken, I’m also speaking to your Father Abbot. Good day to you.”

Gonzales didn’t acknowledge the greeting. He knew of Martin’s history with the BES.

“Father Abbot,” the colonel’s avatar said, “some of the material I have for Brother Martin is sensitive.”

“I am his confessor, avatar. Martin would be required to relay this information to me anyway. Secrecy is frowned on in my abbey. It makes no difference if I hear what you have to say now or later. I will keep what’s said in strictest confidence, according to our rule.”

Martin was struck by the cordial affect of the colonel’s virtual self, which was so different from the bullying corporeal version in the square. Perhaps the avatar was programmed to be deferential to authority.

“As you wish, Father.” The avatar turned to me. “Brother Martin, I want you to disappear.”

Martin’s heart skipped a beat. Gonzales shifted in his chair.

“I want you to leave the abbey and head north, without anyone knowing about it, except Father Gonzales, of course.” The avatar’s voice contained a hint of disappointment in that final phrase. “I’m sending you to Bežat, in Russia.”

Gonzales wrinkled his nose. “What interests you or Brother Martin in Bežat, if I may ask. I’ve heard that it’s a haven for prostitutes and deviants, if it even exists. It seems to be more legend than fact.”

“BES does not concern itself with fringe behavior, Father. Our mandate is protection of the environment, not morals.”

“Bežat is said to be in the Arctic Free Economic Zone,” Martin observed.

“Or near it,” the avatar said. “Believe it or not, BES does not have its exact location in ‘The Wild North,’ but we’ve learned that you have a reputation in Bežat and the surrounding area among people who question our carbon control laws and policies.”

Martin was taken aback by the avatar’s statements. “If what you say is true, I’m ashamed of it. I’m ashamed that a few people have praised me for my past actions, even if the actions were well-intended. I don’t understand why they have overlooked the consequences.”

As always, some people refuse to adapt to new realities. Oil rebels and coal criminals were a staple of news chans and the primary targets of BES investigators. Both were ruthless, but the BES was fighting for a sustainable future, while the miscreants fought for a profit-driven past. At least, that's what the BES propaganda claimed.

“These misfits exist, nonetheless, Martin. We have reason to believe they are more dangerous to the earth than we originally thought. We think some of them are the leaders of a carbon smuggling ring, a very large one, with global reach.”

“Smuggling?” Gonzales said.

The avatar addressed the priest. “Raw materials. Crude oil. Coal. Sometimes refined materials, like kerosene. We think Bežat might be a center of these activities.”

“Why are you sending me there?” Martin said.

“Our agents have never been able to penetrate the organization, but we think you might get in, given your reputation. We want you to get information that will prove their guilt, and then we will destroy their facilities and arrest the ringleaders.”

“What if I don’t want to go?”

The avatar ignored Martin. “Detailed instructions follow this message.”

Gonzales raised himself in his chair. “I believe I have a say in this matter—”

“Father, let me say that you do not. As you know, you are technically in violation of an authenticated disidentification warrant by helping Mr.—Brother—Scribb. I’ve overlooked this because of Martin’s potential usefulness to BES. I could notice this problem at any time. Do we understand each other?”

Gonzales swallowed, and agreed.

“Martin, if you are successful,” the avatar said, “I will personally usher a decision through the agency and the Environmental Crimes Tribunal to restore your identity. That would include a new name. You would be a legitimate person again.”

“I’ve never heard of this,” Gonzales said.

“It has been done in exceptional cases of service.”

“Why should I believe my executioner would resurrect me?” Martin’s puzzlement went further. Why has your avatar said nothing about Molly? Today in the square, you were interested only in her.

Gonzales wiped sweat from his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Martin, you must learn more gratitude. BES doesn’t have to give you anything. This is a generous offer.”

“I suppose I don’t have a choice, do I?” Martin said.

“We always have choices.” The avatar sighed, as if it regretted something. “Some choices have more utility than others.”

The message ended, and Gonzales closed the console window. He gave the business card back to the monk. “You have another vow, Martin. Obedience to legitimate authority.”

The vow referred to the abbot, in an ecclesiastical sense. In this case, the intimidated Gonzales also applied it to secular authorities.

That evening, Martin served the abbot’s sentence for leaving the square: a night in the 40-degree heat of his cell, instead of sleep on the roof of the community house under the stars with the other brothers. It would be 30 up there at midnight, and down to 25 by dawn. Was the room any cooler before the Spike? Yes.

Father Gonzales sent Martin to the abbey barber, who trimmed his hair and beard, and shaved his tonsure down to the scalp. The barber avoided the skin that grew over the brand at Martin’s hairline. The DNA of the bone cells had been altered to grow it, never to be removed. The colonel promised...

He prayed for an hour at the prie dieu under his tiny window and a crucifix.

That night was the last Martin spent in his cell.

An hour before dawn,  Martin rose, donned a homespun robe, straw hat, and rope belt, which hung on a wooden peg in the adobe wall above his pallet. The colonel’s card, with its instructions, waited by his stoneware water cup.

Martin ate breakfast with the rest of the community in the dining room, savoring the sourdough bread famous throughout the region. Gonzales announced Martin’s departure from the community after the Gospel reading. The abbey rule forbade speaking during meals as a sign of reverence for God’s bounty. Martin had learned to read these silences, and he sensed the monks were happy he was leaving. After the meal, Martin returned to his cell and studied the colonel’s instructions. Gonzales came to say goodbye, and he gave the lay brother a gift: a new pair of sandals.

“Thank you, Father, but my current pair is still in good shape.”

“The most important thing a traveler needs is a good pair of shoes.” Gonzales handed him the faux-leather footwear. “Go with God.” He smiled as if relieved of a burden. “You are still bound by your vows, though I can’t supervise you. Remember that I’ll know something about what you’re doing by your bowl’s automatic reports. I still expect you to bring in money for the community.”

One of the friendlier brothers had once remarked to Martin that the abbot had his own special omniscience.

Martin placed the sandals in his pouch with his bowl, religious ID card, abbey debit card, and com link. The ID card, not strictly legal, was a convenience in case Martin was challenged by local cops. As a former businessman himself, Gonzales trusted Martin with money, thus the debit card. Martin’s share of donations to his bowl was transferred to the debit card for living and travel expenses. Perks such as frequent flyer miles were forbidden, but earned individual carbon offsets were encouraged in light of the Penitents’ mission of prayer for the earth’s healing.

Gonzales walked Martin to the front door. Martin turned to shake his hand in goodbye, but the abbot averted his eyes from the lay brother. “Is something wrong, Father?”

Gonzales folded his hands beneath his mantle. He coughed. “Martin, I must tell you something. The colonel threatened our community in his message.”

Martin feared Gonzales’ next words.

“I’m not sure we can welcome you back here.”

“Father, this is my home now. You are my family.”

“Yes, but—” Gonzales cleared his throat, his eyes askance. “—just make sure you do what you have to do.”
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Chapter 4
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Bill Penn's holding cell on the fifth floor of the McCall County Courthouse smelled of chlorine bleach. The acrid, gassy odor nauseated him, and he clawed at the collar of his blaze orange jail jumpsuit. Bill had breathed jail air before. Vagabond young men and women with no ties and the vaguest sense of the future got drunk and fought with each other for no apparent reason. That cage in Vladivostok was fit only for rats and carbon dealers. The next day, they went back to the ship and shared a fo'c'sle and climbed aloft as if nothing had happened. Bill had nothing to lose in those days, which meant a level of freedom he missed occasionally as he worked the Brier Valley ranch. Once, when he was sick of digging post holes to replace an old fence line, he was nearly overwhelmed with an urge to run back to the sea and freedom. Aware of his frustration, Anne brought him a jug of flavored ice-water—orange, my favorite—and his desire to escape evaporated as he remembered why he had given up the sailor's life. From the moment Molly's midwife handed Bill the tiny, mewling, pissed-off-after-being-squeezed-into-life Anne, Bill had only one purpose: caring for this child. Now, for the first time since Molly went away, they were separated and kept apart by iron bars.

The refuge fire and the BES threatened the unthinkable—losing Anne—but he had no idea what to do. He imagined a tiny spider that crawled up the wall next to his head as bewildered as he was. Surrounded by a featureless sea of concrete, with no landmarks to guide it, the arachnid was adrift and uncertain. No, it's figuring out its next move. He remembered his training: When shipwrecked, panic kills. Stay calm, take stock, make a plan, have a goal. Get back to Anne.

He had no idea if his daughter would be at his hearing before Judge Parker or even if she knew about it. From the moment he stepped off the special elevator for inmates in the custody of Gary Schmidt, he lost touch with Anne. The jail blocked all com signals. No texts, no voice, no emotional signals, though Bill couldn't run the emo-sig package due to his obsolete jack-in. I need you there, just so I know you're alive and well. His gut twisted into knots.

The spider crawled a few centimeters, stopped, and lifted its head as if discovering Bill's presence. Maybe the spider is a BES surveillance bot. Let them see the fear in my face. I don't care, because, God damn it, I'm afraid, and I'm not ashamed of it. It'll keep me alive.

“Bill Penn! Are you there?”

Bill pressed his face to the hand-sized, bullet and staser-proof window on his cell door. Twelve cells in all. The arrangement brought to mind the stalls of the dairy barn on his parents' farm. Long-dead, long-gone, thanks to Raleigh. “Vassy! Is that you?” Vasily Petrov was an occasional hire at Penn's ranch.

“Fu, I thought I was dreaming when they brought you in last night.” Vasily was Russian, but his accent was almost gone. The other cells were quiet.

Hearing the ranch hand's familiar voice cheered Bill. “Why are you here?”

“Water overuse. Second strike. Too many showers at the shelter.” Vasily's back was strong, his mind sharp, and his ambition minimal.

Bill itched his scalp at Vassy's mention of bathing.

“I'll soon be granted the honor of career criminal status.” Vasily laughed. “What is your heinous crime, boss? Forgetting to compost the cantaloupe rinds? I thought you left your vices at the bottom of the ocean.”

Bill's chest tightened. He didn't want to list the accusations against him, as if saying “species genocide” out loud would make them true. He'd worked hard to build a life for Anne, though his compulsive habit of forgetting the details of the rules of living in a world damaged by the Warming and the Spike got him into trouble. He recounted to Vassy how he fought the flames destroying his home. He left out the feeling of total helplessness, the utter loss of control as the inferno consumed everything he owned. The memory of his reaction as he surveyed the ashes embarrassed him. He mentioned the refuge in passing.

Bill grasped the stakes. The loss of his house was the least of his troubles. If the bessies blame me for the refuge fire, Anne would be alone. “I'm not guilty of anything, Vassy.”

“Of course, you're not, boss. No one in jail is.”

Bill denied the doubt in Vasily's observation. “I'll fight them, just like I fought the house fire.” I'm not going to lose control again.

“Yes, well, you lost that battle, didn't you?” The ranch hand hacked. “Boss, you're a tough guy, but don't fuck around with the Bureau. Maybe you can work something out.”

“Not a chance in hell. I won't let them wreck my life a second time, not after what they did to my family.” What Raleigh did to our parents.

“There's Anne to consider—“

“That's what I mean. Anne is my life.” Bill's eye was drawn again to the spider on the wall. He put his thumb over the bot, ready to crush it, then changed his mind. What if it's a real spider and not a bot? He laid his thumb in the path of the spider, and it crawled onto his nail. A bot wouldn't do that, would it? He carried it to the slit in the cell door. The spider jumped off and ran out, disappearing over the lip. Bill smiled. Don't worry, shipmate. I'll be following you soon. I just need to—

A jangling interrupted Bill's thoughts. “Penn! It's time for your hearing.” A heavy man in a uniform approached Bill's cell. “Back away from the door.”

“Hey, boss,” Vasily called out as the guard put Bill in cuffs. Bill glimpsed Vassy's grizzled face through his cell's window. “Give 'em hell, okay?”

After a short ride down the jail elevators, Bill was listening to the judge interrogate Inspector Kilel. Anne was not in the courtroom. His bravado in the cells ebbed.

“Inspector, please come to the point.” Judge Ezra Parker was a gnarled man who stooped over even when he was sitting down. “I’ve already read through your report and I know the facts, such as they are. Tell me what you want.”

Bill sat on a plain metal chair within reach of Kilel's security bot, which was ready to stop an escape attempt. Bill wished it would step forward, so he could put his foot out and trip it.

“Your Honor,” the inspector said, standing at an aluminum table similar to Bill’s, “I’m asking the court, in its capacity as the judicial representative for the Environmental Crimes Tribunal in this circuit, for authorization to take the accused into my custody, permanently.”

No, I can't abandon Anne. Bill caught Parker’s eye. “Judge, I...”

“The accused will remain silent.” Parker’s gaze was soft. “I’ll give you a chance to speak, Bill. Be patient.” The judge spent three days a week hearing small claims cases and presiding over trials involving shoplifted coats, failure-to-recycle tickets, and graffiti citations. Today, Kilel made a case to Parker for taking Bill into the byzantine world of the ECT.

Kilel inclined her head toward a tablet. “If you will allow me for the record, Your Honor, to recount the facts. On Thursday the 23rd, a fire destroyed Mr. Penn’s house.” 

“Yes, yes, go on.” Parker rested his chin in his right hand.

“Investigations by the local fire marshal and my own investigation show that the house fire led to the refuge fire, which killed twenty-three of the twenty-five nesting pairs of the Klamath magpie, along with all of their chicks.”

Bill was bursting to speak, but he kept his thoughts to himself. When he got the flyer from Anne's school about the citizen observation program, he promised to help her build the blinds. It reminded him of how his parents cared for the wetland next to their farm. Anne and I knew our wetland was the magpies' last home.

“The number of deceased birds is approximately eighty-nine percent of the entire population of this endangered species.” Kilel touched a stylus to the tab. “I have an affidavit from the managing biologist at the refuge that says this loss has a ninety-three  percent chance of causing the extinction of this species. In other words, the species is no longer viable and will likely disappear from the face of the earth within three years.”

Thoughts of Anne and his lost home crowded out the ritual playing out around Bill. Where is Anne? Does she know I'm here? More than anything, other than seeing his daughter, he wanted to go take stock of what was left from the fire, salvage anything useful, and start over. He'd managed to save a couple of items from the house, a few memories. The outbuildings weren't touched. I've got all of my farm implements. The AIs might need some upgrades. A year or two from now—

Kilel drew herself up. “As you know, Your Honor, the charges the State will bring against Mr. Penn are capital offenses.”

Bill snapped up his head. Social death?

The judge spoke as he studied Bill. “Has the accused been advised by an attorney?”

“Your Honor, in light of my ongoing investigation, I’ve elected to postpone review of Mr. Penn’s case by a defense attorney. I need more information from the prisoner before I can allow that.”

Parker scrolled through Kilel’s report on his tablet. “I see here, Inspector, that Mr. Penn has cooperated with your investigation, though by your notes—” Parker touched the screen with a stylus “—he’s not given you anything useful.”

Bill lifted a corner of his mouth in a half-smile. After his arrest, Kilel peppered him with questions, but he didn't need a lawyer to tell him to keep his mouth shut. Anne said nothing either. Good girl. The BES may be the most powerful law enforcement agency on the planet, but it still had to follow the principle of innocence before proven guilty.

Kilel shifted on her feet. “I consider his reticence uncooperative, Your Honor. The accused has a long record of flouting the law. The violations of the Carbon Laws due to the burning of the house alone are Class A felonies. They carry automatic prison terms of several years each.”

Bill regarded Kilel in profile and felt a flash of awe.

“I expect my investigation to take several weeks, perhaps months, to complete. Once I am ready, I will allow counsel to interview Mr. Penn. I don’t want his evidence tainted by discussions with others.”

Parker grunted, then turned to Bill. “Do you understand the spot you’re in? What do you have to say for yourself?”

Bill’s wrists were bound to a linked steel chain that encircled his waist, and his ankles were shackled. He blinked as he turned back to the inspector. The shade of her suit was responsible for the sobriquet “green shirts,” whispered whenever rebellious-minded people spoke about BES and the regime it served. He addressed the judge. What can I offer him?

“Don’t let her take me, Ezra,” Bill said, speaking to the judge as if he were an old friend. “I haven’t seen Anne or heard about my house or anything.” He hoped that Parker, who had presided over Bill’s occasional run-ins with the law, would sympathize. “You know me. I make mistakes now and then, but I’ve always paid my fines and tried to do better.”

Parker knocked his finger on the table. “Bill, how many times does the sheriff have to ticket you before you understand that it’s against the law to burn wood for heating or cooking or any other reason? The atmosphere can’t
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