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          REMY CADE • VICKSBURG, MISSISSIPPI

        

      

    

    
      The troop carrier lifted out of the landing zone in a spray of muddy mist. Corporal Remy Cade slogged through the soggy meadow with the rest of his squad. Although the rain had stopped for now, the Mississippi humidity made it feel like he was breathing through a wet towel.

      From desert to deluge. That’s how the reporter on YourVoice poetically described his unit’s new assignment. After eighteen months in the Sinai, the rep of Graves’s Diggers was solid gold. In the Drought Wars of East Africa, there was no problem too big or too small for Colonel Graves and his Diggers. Their battalion motto was “Consider It Done.”

      Private Allen James, Jamie to his squad, took a knee beside Remy on the berm of the asphalt road bisecting the water-soaked meadow. “Asshole pilots,” he muttered, wiping his face. “They sprayed us on purpose.”

      “Cheer up, Jamie,” said PFC Rita Holmes, the other member of their fire team. “Now you don’t have to take a shower this week.”

      Remy chuckled.

      “Knock it off, both of you,” Second Lieutenant Raymond Zack interrupted in a harsh voice.

      Their squad was saddled with Zack, a brand-new butter bar fresh out of Officer Candidate School. Back in the Sinai, Graves would have taken a newbie officer under his wing and made sure he knew his ass from a hole in the ground before he threw him to the troops. But this was just a pissant little jaunt to the Deep South to prevent looters from trying their hand at a five-finger discount and help storm survivors stay alive. Easy duty compared to Africa. They carried small arms only, and that was just for show. Seeing real soldiers in the streets should keep the peace all by itself.

      Now that they were stateside again, things were changing. Promotions were happening, and people were leaving for new assignments. Good people. So many changes that for this last-minute operation, his platoon was operating well below half strength, deploying with only two squads of two fire teams each. The rest of the company was on leave or on loan to another unit. Even Graves himself, newly promoted to colonel, was in Washington for some high-level briefing. Remy knew he shouldn’t care, but part of him felt like his family was breaking up.

      Just as Jamie opened his mouth to deliver more colorful commentary, Staff Sergeant Hector Akito intervened with a curt, “Lock it up, people.”

      Remy elbowed Jamie to shut him up. Akito’s tone was a low growl, a familiar prelude to a full-blown ass-chewing. Sometimes Remy’s best friend failed to pick up on basic social cues.

      From what he could see so far, Hurricane Zoey, the second Cat 6 storm from the Gulf this year, had done a number on this place. Other Digger squads were being deployed to Red Cross camps all around Vicksburg to run crowd control and provide what aid they could to storm survivors until the National Guard arrived. As home to the only bridge for a hundred miles that wasn’t submerged by the swollen Mississippi River, Vicksburg was a gathering point for thousands of climate change refugees, as the media called them. To hear the news feeds tell it, the good people of Vicksburg opened their community to Louisianans fleeing their swollen bayous with the best of intentions, but things quickly went from how can we help? to keep your hands off.

      The feds made the call to use active duty troops to enforce law and order until the Guardies could get their act together. The public pressure to do something was intense with all the news drones, embedded reporters, and heartfelt interviews with little kids clutching soggy stuffed animals. So here the Diggers were, called back from well-deserved leave, to ensure disaster relief went smoothly.

      “Glasses on, people,” Akito shouted. “Let’s move out.”

      Remy suspected that even Akito thought this was bullshit duty, but he was putting on a show for the newbie platoon commander.

      Remy plucked his data glasses from his sleeve and slid them on. The two fire teams of three soldiers each, plus the sarge and the lieutenant, showed up as eight green bubbles in the lower-right of the display.

      Sarge’s no-nonsense voice whispered in his ear. “Corporal Cade, you have Fire Team One. Team Two, on me.”

      Remy acknowledged the assignment with no small swell of pride. Here he was, only a corporal and commanding his own fire team. Temporary assignment, of course. Fire teams were led by sergeants, not corporals, but scarcity makes all things possible.

      Jamie crowded behind him as they shuffled to their feet. “What are your orders, oh most exalted one?” he whispered in Remy’s ear.

      “Don’t be an ass, Jamie,” Holmes muttered. “Remy earned it. He’s not a fuckup like you.”

      “Hey, I resemble that remark,” Jamie whispered back with giggle.

      “Stow it,” Remy said in his best impression of Akito. Jamie laughed harder.

      The two fire teams hustled onto the asphalt surface, Remy’s team on the right, Akito’s on the left, twenty paces between each soldier as they trudged after their platoon commander.

      “What’re we supposed to do when we find the refugees, Sarge?” Jamie called out as they walked.

      “We babysit them there until the Guardies get here, dipshit,” Holmes said. “Make sure they stay in their box.”

      “Cool it, Holmes,” Akito said. “These people are all just trying to get through another day. We’re here to keep the peace. That’s all.”

      The rain started again, and Remy could feel his wet armor starting to rub at the small of his back. Their gear was made for desert conditions, not this kind of weather. Water ran down Remy’s neck, creating a chill despite the muggy weather. He was so lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t see Akito call a halt.

      The road bent around a copse of dense trees where a pickup truck with Louisiana plates was stuck deep in a water-filled ditch. It was a beautiful machine, a custom diesel, with chrome everything.

      “A gasser,” Jamie said, pointing to the exhaust pipes extending over the cab. “They don’t make ’em like that anymore.”

      Remy nodded agreement. Only the uber-rich could afford a vintage gas-powered beauty like this one. It was more a collector’s item than something you actually drove, though. For day to day use, they had their aircars. On the other end of the wealth spectrum, the truly poor had no other option besides nursing an ancient gas-powered wreck. Finding gas for them, though, was getting harder all the time.

      “Lieutenant.” Akito had his head inside the shattered driver’s side window. “Blood on the seat.”

      “So much for keeping the peace,” Holmes muttered.

      “Recommend we get to the camp before we lose the light, sir,” Akito said, looking at the gloomy sky.

      The Red Cross tent city was laid out on a neat grid, ten family-sized tents to a side, with the space between them churned to mud. A few dozen solar cars were parked haphazardly along the side of the road.

      And not a living soul in sight.

      Remy used the muzzle of his AR-21 to lift a flap leading into the nearest tent. The interior had a small rug in the entrance with muddy boot prints. Children’s toys littered the floor, and two narrow cots with mussed bedclothes were pushed up against the wall.

      Remy squinted into the still-weeping clouds. Maybe the squad could camp here tonight in one of these nice dry tents.

      “Sergeant,” Zack said, “let’s head into town.”

      “Sir, it’s getting late⁠—”

      “I’m aware of the time, Sergeant. Our orders are to find the refugees and set a perimeter.” He pointed down the road toward Vicksburg. “There’s only one way they could have gone.”

      The gloom deepened as they double-timed it down the highway, crossing into the suburb of Stout. The main street of the small town was lined with two- and three-story buildings, sustainable living structures with shops on the lower floor and apartments above. Despite the encroaching evening, no lights shone in any of the windows.

      Concrete planters with flowers and small, decorative trees dotted the pedestrian-only boulevard. After a few blocks, the street opened onto the glassy darkness of the Mississippi River, where a pair of floating casinos abutted concrete piers. In the distance, Remy could see rows of vehicle lights on the I-20 bridge and campfires dotting the opposite shore.

      Akito halted the squad at the end of the street.

      “What’s the holdup, Sergeant?” Zack called.

      “Sir, we expected to find thousands of refugees. Where are they? That many people can’t just disappear. This place is a ghost town.”

      The rain was falling harder, forcing Akito to raise his voice. Remy’s soaked uniform and battle armor felt like he was carrying an extra fifty pounds. He was tired, hungry, cold, and he felt a blister forming on his right heel.

      “There!” Holmes called out, pointing her AR-21 toward the casinos. The outside of the casino came to life with light. If he squinted, Remy could even see movement. That made sense. The refugees had abandoned the camps and moved onto the casinos.

      A swoop of movement halfway down the street caught Remy’s attention. “Sarge! I’m tracking incoming!”

      Jamie had his scope out scanning the street. “It’s a news drone,” he called, standing up in the pink doorway of a cupcake shop called Sprinkle Dome. As Remy watched, a second, then a third news drone dropped from the sky to hover over the street. Odd to have so many drones clustered in an area where nothing was happening.

      Jamie hooked a thumb at the sign above the cupcake shop. “This place reminds me of a strip club I used to go to called the Glitter Dome…” He paused in mid-sentence, the way he always did when winding up for the punch line.

      His head snapping sharply sideways, half of Jamie’s face evaporated into a red mist. A spatter of something dark splashed against the pale pink door. Remy saw a neat round hole appear in the jamb…

      “Take cover!” Remy screamed. His training took over, slamming his body flat against a concrete planter. Behind him, he heard Jamie’s body slap against the slick sidewalk. One green dot on the bottom of his field of view turned red.

      Remy barely registered the zip of high-powered rounds cracking the asphalt around him. Reflected in the shopfront windows, suppressed fire from the upper floors of the buildings along the street sparked like deadly fireflies.

      Jamie was dead. His best friend was dead.

      Rain mixed with the gore oozing out of Jamie’s head wound, creating little rivulets through the mess of clotting blood. He should cover his friend’s face with something. Remy started to reach out.

      “Don’t do it, Remy.” Holmes crouched behind her own concrete planter twelve feet of bare sidewalk away. It seemed much farther. “He’s gone.”

      They were US soldiers in an American city. Easy-peasy, that’s how this was supposed to go down. He and his best friend were going on leave together in three days … Vegas. They had it all planned out…

      From the other side of the street, Zack shouted into his headset. “Overwatch, this is Digger Squad Bravo! We need immediate evac from this location! One soldier down!”

      The answer came back calm and cold. “That’s a negative, Bravo. We have multiple firefights in progress. Fall back and secure a defensive position⁠—”

      The circuit turned into a hiss filled with static.

      Akito roared out a curse. “How are these fuckers jamming us on a military circuit? Remy, have your team lay down cover fire. Team Two, fall back.”

      Remy rolled to a prone firing position, switching his AR-21 to three-round burst mode. The butt of his rifle thudded satisfying three-beat punches into his shoulder. The enemy fire ceased, but he kept putting rounds into those shattered windows.

      Zack’s voice broke into the local circuit. “Fire Team One, fall back⁠—”

      The explosion was so loud it made the rifle shots sound like puffs from a bee-bee gun. The heavy concrete planter next to Remy rocked with the force of the blast. He pressed his face against the wet sidewalk as chunks of dirt, asphalt, wood, and glass rained down.

      The row of green dots on his data glasses blinked and three more turned red. Three greens remained: Akito, Holmes, and some new recruit from the other fire team.

      Holmes flashed a thumbs-up to indicate she was okay.

      “Sarge! You okay?” Remy yelled into comms.

      A streak of light shot over Remy’s head and through one of the apartment windows. He pressed his face back into the dirty sidewalk, clamped his hands over his ears. It was too late to run, and he knew what an RPG could do. Another explosion lit up the night sky. More debris rained down on his back.

      He could hear Akito’s breathing on the circuit. “Sarge?”

      “IED, Remy. These assholes set a booby trap for us, and we walked right into it. It’s just me and Smithson left, and we are not mobile.” The green dots that represented Akito and Smithson shifted to blinking yellow. They both needed medical attention and soon.

      Three doors down, the enemy fire resumed. They were ignoring Remy and Holmes. All the fire was directed at the injured Akito and Smithson.

      Remy saw his chance.

      “Cover me!” he screamed at Holmes. Remy staggered to his feet, lurching across the pedestrian plaza toward the store below the enemy. Behind him, Holmes pumped out continuous rounds at the remaining enemy fire team.

      The storefront turned out to be an Italian restaurant. Images of small square tables laid with snow-white linen, silverware, and shimmering wine glasses flashed by as he crashed through the glass front door and rolled against the bar. Outside, Holmes switched to three-round bursts. Inside, the loudest sound was his own breathing.

      Headlamp on, Remy edged toward the kitchen, rifle up. He wished with everything he had that Jamie was covering his six.

      The cold light from his helmet flashed over a worn range and hanging pans. There were two open doors. One opened to the back alley, the second revealed a set of narrow stairs.

      The yellow dot that was PFC Smithson blinked red.

      He could hear his breath whistling through his teeth as he climbed the steps to a single door. Jamie’s killer was behind that door. Remy closed his eyes.

      “Holmes, cease fire,” he whispered into the comm circuit.

      The incoming gunfire stopped immediately. And Remy listened.

      Two weapons in the next room started firing again. A pair of AR-21s, just like the one he carried. These guys, whoever they were, were using military grade hardware on his people. Their own goddamned soldiers.

      The ghost of Jamie Allen, fellow survivor of eighteen months in the Sinai, teller of dirty jokes, and the closest thing Remy had to a brother, stood beside him in the dark hallway, lop-sided grin and all.

      The grin slid off the spirit’s pale face like gravity had pulled it away. The image collapsed into half a bloody face melting into a dirty sidewalk.

      Remy kicked in the door. A shape to his left moved and he put it down with two quick pulls of the trigger. Another shift in the shadows, another pair of bullets. He swept the room again.

      “Clear!” he said.

      In the glare of his headlamp, Remy pieced together the scene. A red-haired boy with freckles wearing black body armor over a yellow t-shirt. A blonde girl wearing an LSU sweatshirt over her chest protector. Both held AR-21s. Neither looked older than Jamie.

      Both dead by his hand.

      His knees went soft and he found himself sitting amid a litter of glass and expended brass cartridges.

      “Why?” Remy said to the corpses. “We came here to help you.”

      A whirring noise drew his attention to the window. The red eye of a news drone stared back at him.
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          WILLIAM GRAVES • PHOENIX, ARIZONA • SIX YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Three days into the Phoenix Drought deployment, Colonel William Graves reflected on his time as the US military’s top disaster relief officer. He knew one thing for sure—he’d take a Category 6 hurricane over a drought any day.

      Sure, hurricanes were powerful, devastating events. What the winds didn’t rip apart, the storm surge drowned in brackish water and dangerous debris. Bacteria flourished, and diseases so long dormant people didn’t even know their names anymore resurrected with a vengeance. But hurricanes were defined disasters. They did their worst and moved on. Waters receded. People rebuilt.

      Staring out the window of the Walmart store he’d converted into a command post, Graves watched the baking heat of summertime Phoenix ripple off the pavement in waves. He’d been ordered here to yet another crisis point to manage yet another weather catastrophe. And while the Joint Chiefs rarely denied a request for resources or men, he just as rarely ever felt like he had enough to meet the threat. On days like this, his job seemed like a never-ending problem he couldn’t ever solve.

      How do you defend against the wrath of Mother Nature? His job had become less a determined dedication to helping his fellow citizens and more a low-grade ache of helplessness. Of feeling, sometimes literally, like he was spitting into a gale-force wind.

      No, he decided, hurricanes ended, but droughts just went on and on. He’d take a hurricane any day of the week.

      Phoenix was dying. He knew it, his people knew it, and the refugees he’d pulled from the suburbs to the camps knew it too. The only question was how long it would take.

      A preventable tragedy. A hundred years of piss-poor water management and stupid, unregulated growth in the middle of the fucking desert had sealed the city’s fate.

      “Sir?” A young captain appeared at his elbow. Hannah Jansen was a recent West Point grad and one of his most promising recruits. She wore her kinky dark hair cropped close to her scalp, which gave her a tough look. She’d told him her great-great-grandmother had died in Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and her grandmother, a child then, had been saved by the Army; that’s why she wanted to serve in the Disaster Mitigation Corps. Graves wished he had a hundred young officers like her. Dedicated, educated, and above all, motivated.

      “We’ve got word from Tucson, sir.” She stood at attention, her jaw tight. Jansen didn’t rattle easily.

      “How bad is it?”

      “The mayor ordered a mandatory evacuation over the YourVoice network.”

      Graves bit back a curse. Second only to the weather enemy were these shortsighted politicians and their social-media habits.

      “Get me the Tucson mayor on the line ASAP.”

      No matter how much he pleaded with them to think their decisions through before making them public, the goddamned politicians always made the expedient choice, whether it was the right one or not. Millions of people displaced by disaster, and all they could think about was losing their job in the next election.

      “I have the mayor for you, sir,” Jansen said.

      A Hispanic man in his mid-thirties appeared on the vidscreen. The mayor’s lips were set in a firm line. “Julio⁠—”

      “Don’t start with me, Colonel,” the young man snapped. “We have no water here. Zero. The trucks you promised would arrive this morning are still not here.” One flick of Graves’s eyes, and Jansen darted away to investigate. “These people are scared and they need answers—and water. We need water.”

      Jansen was back. She scribbled a note on his blotter: hijacked.

      “We’ll send another convoy, Mr. Mayor,” Graves said. “This afternoon, under armed guard. It’ll be there by nightfall.”

      “Too late, Colonel. I’ve already put out the word on YourVoice and I’m not going to flip-flop on this again. Fool me once.”

      Graves had talked him into reversing his evac order once before, and Julio Martinez had been crucified for it by the WorldNet trolls.

      “At least let me send buses up to move people to Phoenix in an orderly fashion.” When Martinez started to protest, Graves cut him off. “If everyone drives their own car, we’ll just make the problem worse.”

      In the sunniest place in the country, where people were literally dying from too much solar energy, there was still a high concentration of gas-powered cars. The very rich and the very poor, operating internal combustion engines for very different reasons.

      “You don’t get it, Colonel. These people are leaving Tucson. For good. They’re loading up cars and trailers with all their stuff because they are not coming back. They’re taking everything, their boats⁠—”

      “Did you say boats?” Graves resisted the urge to laugh out loud. He was fighting a losing war against a mega-drought and these people were towing boats to Phoenix?

      “I don’t expect you to understand, Colonel, sitting in your cushy office in Phoenix, but these people’s lives are being upended⁠—”

      “Thank you, Julio. We’ll do our best to accommodate these new refugees. If you’ll excuse me, I have preparations to make.” He ended the call as Tucson’s mayor opened his mouth to reply.

      Graves closed his eyes. One one-thousand. Two one-thousand….

      “You okay, sir?” Jansen asked.

      “Yeah.” Graves surveyed the busy floor of his command center as he counted his frustration away.

      The clothing racks and shelving had been cleared, the contents confiscated and stockpiled for distribution to refugees—the Consumer Goods Confiscation and Disaster Relief Act in action. All those refugees needed tents to live in and at least two square meals a day.

      The resulting large, open space of the Walmart floor had been sectioned off into grids, giving the impression of order. The Red Cross Section was a beehive of activity. The refugee influx had doubled since he’d ordered all the water for agriculture across the state diverted to Phoenix. The Power Section was calm. The power grid, heavily fed by solar, was the least of their worries. The colonel’s eyes landed on the nearly empty Security Section. The Arizona National Guard was heavily supplemented by regular Army. The combined forces had their hands full keeping looters out of the empty suburbs and securing the few ground wells still yielding water.

      Graves sighed. Now they had to provide armed escorts for water trucks as well. What kind of douchebag would hijack a water truck in the middle of a thousand-year drought?

      Jansen cleared her throat. She was wearing her data glasses, her right eye hidden behind the glare of data streaming across the lens.

      “We found the trucks, sir, in west Phoenix, in a warehouse owned by a black market gang. Do you want us to send in a team?”

      Graves counted to five before he answered in a measured tone. Black marketeers were everywhere, scoring profit off misery. And they were no doubt well-armed. “Tell Major Okunye I want that water back in our custody ASAP. Full tactical gear, deadly force is authorized.”

      “Yes, sir.” Her lens flashed as she subvocalized a command.

      Graves felt the sudden need to move, to burn some energy. “With me, Lieutenant.”

      He strode across the white linoleum to the Water Section. Captain Margaret Chou looked like she hadn’t slept in days. Her uniform was rumpled, her complexion ashen under her light-brown skin. She set aside a cup of coffee and stood when she saw Graves coming.

      “Colonel,” she said in a voice as fatigued as she looked. “You’ve heard about the hijacking?”

      Graves nodded. “Okunye’s got a team on it, but it’s only one convoy. Tucson has fallen, so we’re anticipating another wave of refugees in the next few hours.”

      Chou’s face contracted. She led Grave and Jansen to the city map. Green dots showed active water wells, red x’s dry ones. The red far outweighed the green. The Phoenix suburbs were color-coded as well: red shading for mandatory evacuation zones, yellow for recommended. Graves’s eyes scanned the familiar names: Buckeye, Chandler, Mesa, and the rest.

      “We’re bringing as much water as we can by tanker,” Chou was saying, “but we’re not even close to keeping up with the pace of usage. The groundwater situation is bad, but at least it’s stable. The Red Cross is running distribution at the active wells, with the Guard providing security. Like I said, not good but stable.”

      She changed screens. “This is what I need you to see, sir.”

      Graves studied the image. The bright blue line cutting across the map was the Central Arizona Project, Phoenix’s lifeline in the desert. The CAP provided nearly three million acre-feet of water a year, straight from the Colorado River to supply the entire region, including agriculture and water for Phoenix proper. The adjoining graph of water availability showed a bump when the Disaster Mitigation Corps had shut down the water supply to agriculture over two months ago. There were smaller bumps as Graves had isolated suburbs around the city, and then a final surge when Tucson went offline two weeks ago.

      But the CAP’s supply also trended lower. Small, but noticeable over the span of weeks.

      “I know there’s a drought going on, but why does it keep going down?” Graves asked.

      “Exactly, sir.” Chou pulled up another graph and laid it over the CAP supply line. “The story we’re getting from the engineers up in Lake Havasu is that our supply is being reduced proportionally to reservoir levels, in accordance with the city’s water rights. And that’s been true—until ten days ago.” She pointed to the slope of the line over the past two weeks. The drop-off for the CAP was much steeper than the reservoir supply’s decline.

      “They’re cheating us,” Graves said.

      “That’s what the data’s telling me, sir.”

      “And you’ve talked to them?”

      “They’ve been giving me the runaround on releasing this data.” Chou offered a faint smile. “I pulled a few favors with some whitehat hackers I know to get this. I also conducted a drone flyby for some on-the-ground stats. It checks out, sir.” She held her commanding officer’s gaze. “They’re definitely shorting us.”

      Graves ran his knuckles across the stubble of his chin. “What about Department of Interior?”

      Chou shrugged. “I just got off the phone with them. I showed them the data, and they were pretty pissed I even had it. They said they’ll consider launching an investigation. They’ll get back to me next week.”

      Graves chewed his lip as he considered the chart.

      “Sir? If I may?” Chou’s face was pinched but determined.

      “Spit it out, Maggie.”

      “This investigation line is bullshit,” Chou said, her voice heated. “I think someone’s on the take, sir. The water in that dam is being shifted to California and once it’s gone, it’s gone. What we’re dealing with now is bad, but it’s about to get a whole lot worse if we don’t get the CAP back online. I recommend a backup plan if the discussion with Washington doesn’t yield immediate results.”

      Graves regarded her with a wry expression. “You’re a cynic, Captain, but I think you’re right.” His position gave him the authority to commandeer utilities for the public good, but taking over California’s main source of water was a step that would rile Washington. Served them right.

      Graves turned to Jansen. “Tell Major Okunye to draw up a tactical battle plan to take over operation of the Lake Havasu pumping station. He should be ready to brief the captain and myself by 1800 hours.”

      “I think that’s the right call, sir,” Chou said.

      “Let’s hope it’s not needed.”

      Jansen followed him from the Water Section. “Intel needs to see you, sir. Priority one.”

      Graves double-timed it to the Intel Section. A second lieutenant who looked barely out of high school greeted him with a salute. His name badge read Perkins.

      “You new here, Perkins?” Graves asked in a gruff tone.

      “Second day, sir.”

      The kid looked so nervous, Graves thought he might swallow his tongue. The colonel shot a look to Jansen that said: He’s standing in as intel duty officer on his second day?

      “Well?” Graves said instead. “What is it?”

      The lieutenant guided them to a massive wall with multiple vidscreens and nodded to an equally young enlisted woman. The image changed to a drone feed showing a line of six people walking abreast through a desiccated suburb.

      “What am I looking at?” Graves tried to control his impatience.

      “Sorry, sir. One second.” Perkins leaned over another console and zoomed in on the figures. Three men, three women, all dressed in dusty jeans and tank tops. The drone’s viewpoint changed as it arced overhead to hover behind them. “There.” He stepped back as if the answer was obvious.

      “What am I looking at, Perkins? I don’t see the significance of six people walking down a street as a major intel threat.”

      “Their necks, sir,” Jansen interrupted. “Look at the tattoos.”

      “Exactly,” Perkins said, pleased with himself. “New Earthers. Neos.”

      A chill swept up Graves from the base of his spine as he squinted at the enlarged image of a man’s neck showing a tattooed split image of a woman’s face and the planet earth. The New Earth Order, followers of a mysterious WorldNet prophet named Cassandra, who directed her disciples to certain death in climate-related disasters. He’d seen it play out at other extreme weather events—a Corpus Christi hurricane, an Oregon wildfire, a California earthquake.

      All those prior events had one thing in common: when the Neos showed up, things were about to get much worse. His mind ripped through the possibilities⁠—

      “Sir? I think I know what it is,” Jansen said. She pointed at the screen. The drone operator had zoomed out, giving them a wide-angle view of the desert. A wall of clouds blotted out the horizon. It crawled across the desert like a slow, wasting disease.

      “Dust storm?” Perkins asked.

      A fork of lightning ripped through the inky blackness onscreen.

      “Thousands of people,” Graves whispered.

      Alarms began whooping around him as the storm showed up on radar.

      “The refugees from Tucson,” Jansen said. “They’re on the highway. They’ll be buried by the storm.”

      “That’s not a storm.” Graves exhaled, feeling helpless again. “It’s a mass grave, falling from the sky.”
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          MING QINLAO • LUNA CITY, THE MOON

        

      

    

    
      From the Moon, it really did look like a big, blue marble hanging in black space.

      Ming Qinlao studied the subtle white swirl of clouds on distant Earth. If she squinted and was patient, she could see them slowly painting their patterns over the oceans. She remembered gazing up with her father at clouds just like these when she was a little girl. They’d made a game of it, each racing to be the first to find the most exotic animal in their soft designs.

      She blinked away her childhood memories, the woman asserting herself once more over the girl. That had been a long time ago. Clouds, blue sky, open air … Ming didn’t really miss them.

      The view of the planet from this distance was simple, almost heavenly. But on the ground, she knew, it was a different story. She’d read just yesterday how citizens of Arizona were fleeing their homes for lack of drinking water. Floods, fires, droughts. Mother Earth was angry and mankind, like fleas on a dog’s back, scrambled for survival while the planet scratched to get rid of them.

      By comparison, life on the Moon was simple, tranquil even. She worked, she ate, she slept, she loved. And that was really all Ming needed. A simple life of order and purpose.

      “Ma’am,” a voice said with quiet insistence, interrupting her daydreams.

      Ming’s gaze dropped from the stars into the ancient lunar caldera, where the half-finished dome of LUNa City waited. Management didn’t like their precious engineers soaking up radiation on the Moon’s surface, but she justified her afternoon excursions as work inspections. Tiny, pressure-suited men, the yellow safety lights on their backpacks making them look like honeybees from this distance, crawled across the structural skeleton. Flickers of intense, white light flared across its surface as they welded.

      “Just another minute, Ban. Please.” She did her best to keep the irritation out of her voice.

      “Very well, ma’am.”

      Ban never looked at Earth, she noticed. He’d made his choice to stay moonbound long ago. Physically, Earth was no longer an option for him. Not, at least, without a long, painful rehabilitation regimen. Living in space made the human body lazy.

      He’s probably counting out sixty precious seconds right now, Ming thought, imagining the clockwork of her escort’s mind clicking and calculating as he paced behind her.

      Ban was a good man, but his constant presence wore on her. She understood the company just wanted to protect their investment by providing Ban. With all the competition in the job market from Taulke and the other space development companies, engineers willing to take Moon duty were rare. Engineers willing to sign up for Moon duty on a fixed-cost United Nations contract? Rarer still.

      Ming sighed and pirouetted in the low-g—she’d never been able to do that on Earth—to face her security escort. Gravity—she certainly didn’t miss gravity. Ban made a half-bow and held open the door of the crude lunar buggy they’d taken to the top of the cliff.

      She slid into the passenger seat without another word. As they rolled down the slope, Ming’s eye flicked, unlocking the do-not-disturb setting on her data glasses. She waited for the onslaught of incoming messages.

      Only thirty-two. A slow day. Most were routine inspection requests or change orders to schematics. In the world of government contracts, if something so minor as the thread count on a screw changed, the client demanded accountability in the form of a change order. The United Nations was building LUNa City, the first large-scale multinational civilian habitat on the Moon, so the change orders had to be processed into English, then into whatever language and currency were used by the country paying for that portion of the project, then batched for transmission and processing back to Earth.

      The bureaucracy was annoying and sorely slow, but that was the nature of the job—and Ming was good at it.

      After passing through the airlock, she exchanged her pressure suit for a red engineer’s jumpsuit and prepared to slay the paperwork dragon yet again. She had a reputation for being a ruthless task master, and that’s exactly how she wanted it. If you had a meeting with Ming Qinlao, you took it standing up. That made sure the meeting was short and uncomfortable, which tended to keep people on task. Construction crews who wanted to make progress sought Ming out for that very reason. Those who wished to suckle at the government teat a little longer found other engineers to work with.

      As she walked into her office, the artist’s rendering of LUNa City on the wall caught her eye, as always. It inspired her each time she noticed it. The designer had lavished his attention on the massive, arching dome and underlying high-rise structures, a space that covered an area the size of Minneapolis.

      The artist understood his audience. It was the dome that had sold the project, but the real treasure lay beneath LUNa’s surface in the honeycombs of tunnels and living spaces currently under construction for the three million people that would eventually live here.

      Ban took his position at her door as she surveyed the waiting readouts on her desktop. Would the politicians ever really get serious about living off-planet? The Moon had been inhabited for decades by helium-3 and mineral extraction crews, but not yet by ordinary citizens. Meanwhile, on Mars, Taulke Industries was busy building its own Mars Station. The next step, Taulke promised, would be a terraforming miracle. Anthony Taulke was certainly a genius, but more often than not, his public addresses seemed more hype than history in the making.

      Ming’s personal comm channel pulsed her a new message. She bit her lip at seeing the beautiful face framed in blonde locks and checked her display’s chronometer. Had she forgotten dinner with Lily again?

      No, she still had another 45 minutes in her shift. She and Lily had agreed that there would be no personal comms during working hours, barring an emergency. That said, Lily sometimes had difficulty with discerning a perceived emergency from an actual one. Ming accepted the call.

      “What’s up, Lil?” She kept her voice light, happy. They were about to embark on a two-day leave together. The last thing she wanted was a lover’s quarrel.

      “You have a visitor,” Lily whispered, her eyes darting to the side.

      “From work? Tell them to come to my office.”

      “Not from work.” Lily’s voice was urgent. “I think you’d better come home now, sweetie. She doesn’t look like someone who’s used to waiting. On anything.”

      “Who is it? Did she give you a name?”

      “Her card says Xi Qinlao,” Lily said. “It’s an actual paper business card.”

      Ming’s mouth went dry. With a wave of her hand, she indicated Ban should close her office door.

      “She’s a board member from Qinlao Manufacturing,” Lily continued. “She says she knows you.” Her tone rose hopefully. “Maybe she’s here to offer you a job?”

      “Listen to me, Lily,” Ming said, more harshly than she meant to. She tried to swallow and found it difficult. “This is very important. Don’t tell that woman anything about me—about us. Just don’t say anything at all. I’ll be home as fast as I can.”

      “Do you⁠—”

      “Don’t say anything!”

      Ming swept out of her office, surprising Ban, who bolted after her. Her home was ten levels beneath the surface, a quarter mile to the north. And the corridors would be full of off-shift workers looking for drink and diversion.

      Ming had maintained her Earth muscle tone with regular workouts and pharmaceuticals. Taking advantage of the light lunar gravity, she bypassed the elevator, descending the stairs three at a time and hopping the railing to avoid the dense foot traffic. Ban, with his moonsoft muscles, struggled to keep up.

      How had her aunt found her? More to the point, why had she bothered? And why come all the way to the Moon personally?

      Any answer Ming could find to any of those questions wasn’t good. And the thought of family politics reinserting itself into her life—her well-ordered, comfortable, purpose-driven life—frightened as much as angered her.

      She paused at the door to her quarters to compose herself and catch her breath. Ban caught up to her, his chest heaving. “Everything okay, ma’am?”

      Her own breathing under control now, Ming’s heart still raced. “No, Ban. Everything is far from okay.”

      She opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      Xi Qinlao was a woman of terrible beauty. Tall even by European standards, rake-thin, with high cheekbones and wideset eyes, the woman could have graced the cover of any fashion magazine—in fact, she had in her youth. But there was a hardness about her now, a coldness in her gaze suggesting her beauty simply was skin deep.

      She stood when Ming entered, her silken robes making a soft shush in the stillness of the room. Ming took three steps into the apartment and bowed deeply, a reflexive sign of respect she’d been taught long ago.

      “Auntie Xi. Welcome.”

      Ming’s voice fought to get the expected words out. Her least-favorite aunt had invaded her home, the refuge she’d made with Lily. Now that she was face to face with her aunt, fear outpaced the anger roiling in her gut.

      Her aunt returned the bow but remained silent. She made a show of looking Ming up and down, then casting her glare around the apartment. The place was a mess as usual, with blankets and pillows bunched on the loveseat where she and Lily left them after watching vids last night. The bedroom door was ajar, and their bed was a sea of jumbled blankets and discarded clothes. The old woman’s stony gaze lingered longest on Lily before returning to her niece.

      Ming’s gaze flitted to Ito, her aunt’s bodyguard. He stood stiff in his charcoal gray uniform like a knight in ancient armor, the Qinlao logo embroidered on the sleeve. When she was just a girl, Ito had been her father’s bodyguard as well as Ming’s self-defense trainer. Thanks to him she knew how to kill a person twelve different ways.

      One for each sign of the zodiac, he’d once joked. She’d felt closer to him than almost anyone else in her family’s circle. The skin around Ito’s dark eyes softened, and his chin ticked down in a barely perceptible nod.

      “What’s going on here, babe?” Lily asked, bringing her back to the present. Dressed in loose clothes, her blouse spotted with drops from last night’s dinner, Lily looked nervous but also excited. Ming could see she was braless and her golden hair was pulled up in a messy topknot, speared through with a plastic chopstick. A rushed attempt to make herself presentable to visitors.

      “Introduce us, Niece,” Xi said. There was challenge in her voice, not a genuine desire to meet Ming’s lover.

      “Lily, this is my Aunt Xi…” Ming began formally, then trailed off.

      She’d never told Lily that her father was the CEO of Qinlao Manufacturing; never told her anything about her past at all, really. Qinlao was a common enough surname in China.

      It was a fair trade; she knew very little of Lily’s past. They’d been happy in their ignorance of one another, each content with the romance of a new relationship. Even last year, when Ming bought out Lily’s construction contract, her girlfriend had never asked where the money came from. Ming’s trust fund, of course. Would she have told Lily if she’d asked? Or would Ming continue to pretend that part of her life had never existed?

      Auntie Xi’s disapproving gaze brought
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