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People work in this upside-down pie tin?

Junie Wye rolled her eyes. She prepped herself for an about face and a run back to the public car that had dropped her off at the entrance to the derelict, saucer-shaped visitors center. She wanted nothing to do with the place, but the soles of her shoes, despite her raging desire to mount an escape back to San Francisco before it was too late, stuck to the stained sidewalk.

She couldn't disappoint her father. Turning up her classic Greek nose at the brutalist architecture, Junie imagined him directing workers to pry out the letters that once hung on the wall by the glass doors. Reversed shadows of unbleached concrete made the old name easy to read: “Arroyo Grande Reclamation Project.” Removing the name was part of taking down the bone-white decommissioned dam looming behind the center. “It's one step toward fixing the planet,” her dad said.

Why does Dad need me here? It's hot enough to bake something in the pie tin. I'll end up a cinder.

She knew why. Support. A shoulder to cry on, though he'd never put it that way. Control over a teenager. That was more like it. “Face-time matters,” he said. She growled. Bullshit.

After two and a half days in the car, Junie was crabby from a rough night's sleep as the car's AI drove the 1,380 kilometers northeast to Utility. She would've arrived sooner, but she had to stop a couple of times to avoid feeling imprisoned in the two-seater. The countryside east of the Cascade Mountains was nothing but a sea of dust and sagebrush. A few orchards of apple and pear trees were an improbable green in this wasteland. She missed the home smell of ocean and cypress.

She'd rather be a million other places, but her father was right about one thing: The cinnamon-red basalt columns that rose in cliffs either side of the arroyo, like old-style bar codes, were breathtaking.

Sweating in the 43-degree heat, she cussed at forgetting her sun hat, and she fought an urge to retrieve it from the car, because she might climb back in and tell the AI to screw this place and take her back to her friends. She and Ed fought about it for days, but she promised him she'd come to Utility. Dammit. She had to, because she was 17 and still his responsibility, and he couldn't raise a child from 1,380 kilometers away. Child? Who made up these stupid rules? The day she turned 18, she swore to him, she'd steal money from her college fund, buy a plane ticket, and be back in time to entangle herself with Alex and watch the sunset from Golden Gate Park. She secretly hoped Ed would fail again, so she could go home sooner.

Fuck it if I don't love my dad and want him to be happy. And so I'm here.

Her surprise arrival was sweet revenge. Ed budgeted four days for the car and three days in hotels. He assumed Junie preferred to sleep in a bed rather than a public car's uncomfortable cot. Junie was outdoorsy in only a fair-weather way, despite a half-dozen summers at a Girl Scout camp in the Sierra Nevada. Rock climbing, hiking, gossiping, enough to last the rest of the year. Maybe not gossiping. It was true she preferred a mattress and sheets to a sleeping bag, but roughing it in the car was worth the chance to get to Utility a day early and see Ed go ape shit.

Pausing on the sidewalk, she shaded her eyes to study dark streaks on the looming dam's—What's it called? Spillway. Where's the water? A car with flashing yellow roof lights accelerated out of the nearby “authorized only” parking lot, teasing her curiosity. She watched the car for a few seconds as it raced toward the concrete monster like a police car chasing a robber. After half a kilometer or so, it halted among other vehicles with strobing lights.

Junie stepped through the glass doors into an arena-like open space under the pie tin's roof. The space was empty and deconstructed, as if a parasite had eaten out the interior, leaving a scattering of lonesome cubicles. The contrast between the desert air and the A/C in the building raised goose pimples on her butterscotch skin. She stepped up to a decrepit security bot.

“Excuse me, I'm here to see the project superintendent.”

“Junie-girl!” Edward Malcolm Wye's baritone echoed in the cavern of the repurposed building. It seemed to add 10 centimeters to his 188, as well as his open-mouthed smile. Junie's heart melted and she rushed to her father, her tenny-runners silent on the bare concrete floor. Father and daughter hugged, and she took in the smell of his broadcloth shirt tinged with coffee and maple from his breakfast cereal. For a moment, she forgot her resentment of his demand that she move to Utility. For the moment, she let herself be his favorite only child.

She stood on tip-toe to kiss his cheek. “Surprise!”

“You're supposed to be here tomorrow.” Ed wasn't angry, just a little nonplussed. “I've been in meetings all day, and I didn't think to check your progress.”

“I didn't see any reason to wait, Dad.”

“We're in an emerging situation, and I can't break away right now.”

Junie had no idea what “emerging” meant, but she took satisfaction from flustering her father. The triumphant feeling faded quickly. He was working, and by the look of the people around him, doing something important. “Sorry, Dad.”

“No, I'm glad you're here.” He returned the kiss.

Ed made quick introductions for Junie: A well-dressed, if dowdy woman who was mayor of Utility, and a craggy-faced, calloused man who had to be at least 80 years old. Culchies all. After a minute of negotiation, the group allowed Junie to come along on a site tour.

God, it's like I'm on a boring field trip. Junie donned a safety vest and a hard-hat labeled “Visitor.” Led by the mayor, the group made its way outside to an observation area on the southwest lip of the canyon spanned by the dam. The wooden platform was temporary, unlike the old public platform at the visitors center. Below was the answer to Junie's water question. There's a brown shitload of it. 

It had been raining like crazy in Canada, the mayor said, and all that water was backed up on the cougher—What?—more than was planned for. Junie accessed Wikipedia via her minds-eye to look up the technical terms. The data appeared in her field of vision, though it was an illusion programmed into the implants behind her ear, which fed impulses directly to the occipital lobe of her brain.

Coffer: A watertight enclosure pumped dry to permit construction work below the waterline, as when building bridges or repairing a ship.

The mayor kept going, saying the sheet piling was at its limit and the diversion channel was maxed out. Speak English, woman.

Sheet piling: A form of driven piling using thin interlocking sheets of steel to obtain a continuous barrier in the ground.

Junie guessed that “diversion channel” meant the man-made cut in the rock that let off the pressure behind the coffer. Russet water from the upstream flood event surged at the temporary dam, reluctant to bend toward the diversion channel. The only thing between the pilings and the bone-dry, 200-year-old concrete of the Arroyo Grande Dam was the yawning space of the construction pit. The vehicles with the yellow flashing lights raced across the top of the dam.

Junie watched her father talk with the VIPs. He and the mayor were friends from when he grew up in Utility. She was the head of the committee looking at hiring Ed for the job. The old man was on the committee too. Her father was the only finalist who hadn't withdrawn, and he worried that he might not get another job offer for a long time. So much had gone wrong with his work since her mother died, even before. It was part of the reason she came to Utility. Ed needed her near, to know she was safe. And a shoulder to cry on.

A vibration shook the ground under Junie's feet. It felt strange, not like earthquakes in California. More like someone dropping a heavy piece of furniture. She texted Ed via her minds-eye: What's going on, Dad?

We're perfectly safe. He didn't attach an emotional signature to the text, but Junie sensed his apprehension.

A notification appeared in Junie's minds-eye. The local network was sending her a video, emblazoned with the tulip logo of the Bureau of Environmental Security. Part of the tour presentation, the moving image was a drone's-eye view of the dam.

No one has built a dam of this size in North America for a century. Most of the economically viable dam sites were used up by the 1960s, and their reservoirs are the source of 20 percent, maybe more, of man-made atmospheric methane. It's 84 times more potent than CO2 as a greenhouse gas.

The information was straight out of Junie's environmental history book.

If you take into account the ecosystem destruction, not to mention the extinct Columbia River salmon runs, and the main justifications for dams—hydropower, irrigation, and flood control—fall apart. The average atmospheric temp is up three degrees since the 20th century. The planet can't handle dams any longer. Arroyo Grande has to come down.

The old man growled and said something about “bessie propaganda.”

Another notification interrupted the video. It ordered everyone away from the observation point, but no one in Junie's group moved when they saw the trouble below them. A section of the coffer bowed out like an infected pimple. The welds on the sheet piles had split. Geysers of water under pressure streamed through the broken seams.

Junie gripped the wooden rail as she saw workers on the pit floor tens of meters below scrambling to the single construction elevator. Water from the artificial lake held back by the coffer streamed into the pit. “Dad, those people will drown if they can't get out.”

“There's enough time if they hurry.” Her father's face was creased with worry.

Human-sized robots jumped off the coffer and scrambled to the dam's face, climbing U-shaped pieces of rebar pounded into the concrete. Junie thought they were good handholds, and some of the workers had the same idea, because they started up the dam face hand-over-hand. They tired quickly, stopping to rest as the bots passed them with little effort. A robot lost its grip and fell at least 50 meters, barely missing a man before it splashed into shallow water at the bottom of the pit. Pumps lifted the seepage water 50 meters, the coffer's height, and dumped the water back into the reservoir, but they were failing one-by-one. About halfway up the dam face, one of those platforms that window washers use on high rises rested against the concrete. Safety lines dangled from the top of the dam to the platform and below it. Workers at the top threw more lines down. Soon the lines draped like spaghetti and Junie worried they'd tangle.

“Dad, some of those lines aren't anchored properly.” The climbing instructors at summer camp had drilled her in setting lines and triple-checking knot strength and quality. A poor knot was a prelude to a fall. Her father didn't respond to her observation. Junie was ready to jump down from the platform and fix the problems, but the near panic was like a barricade across a road. I feel like I should do something.

Several lines rubbed against the concrete as they swayed under the weight of the terrified workers. Junie watched with horror as one of the lines showed signs of parting. She turned to get her father's attention, but Ed and the others were distracted by something Junie couldn't see.

Dad, these ropes aren't going to hold all those people.

The silence in reply to her warnings was maddening, as if she didn't exist. Seeing a coming disaster compounded by idiocy, Junie waved at the worker below her, pointing out the fraying lines. They ignored her as well, or they were too far away to hear. She was about to run over to her father to yank on his shirt like a toddler, but he and the others had disappeared, forgetting Junie on the platform. The scene below was chaos, as seams in the coffer opened up and let water gush into the pit. A chain link fence was the only barrier between the platform and the flat top of the dam, and the fabric was rusted and frayed.

To get to the workers on the dam top, she'd have to break the rules, trespassing in an area marked “Danger” and “No admittance” in signage and blinking warnings in her minds-eye. The unfamiliar working landscape was frightening in itself. She'd never visited a construction site before beyond the temporary office at previous projects where her dad worked. But nobody noticed, except her, the concrete cutting through the ropes like a dull saw.

What do I do? I have to help, but no one will listen. She'd seen a climbing accident once. One of the girls at camp didn't belay a line properly and it slipped. The climber fell only two meters, but her left leg shattered into a compound fracture. Junie imagined a worker falling twenty or thirty meters, and she closed her eyes to blot out the imagined carnage.

Junie had to go down there and tell somebody what she saw, or one of those workers climbing the dam face was going to die. She climbed over the platform's makeshift railing and ruined her tenny-runners as she scrambled over the rock. Dust enveloped her as she stopped to push through an opening in the fence. Focused on the rescues, no one on the construction crew stopped her or called to her. She glanced around for robots patrolling the fence, but saw none. She hid the blaring warning in her minds-eye.

On the top of the dam, surrounded by heavy equipment and escaping robots folding themselves into storage, she waved her arms and yelled, again trying to get the attention of a man in a yellow, stained shirt. Junie grabbed his arm. He glanced first at his arm, then her. She didn't belong there, and he didn't expect her. He mouthed What in h—.

“Mister, there's a rope over there about to part.” Junie pointed at the line that worried her. Robots and autonomous vehicles swerved around the pair. They argued for a minute, but Junie persuaded him to take a closer look. The fibers on the rope's outside layer had already worn to fuzz. The worker cussed and they peered over the edge. They saw a rowboat with a half-dozen people bobbing in the rising water. A few others clung to floating objects, like shipwrecked sailors. The worker shouted, and together, he and Junie pulled the line up.

Junie retied it properly around the base of an old lamp post. She asked for a knife, thinking to cut away the damaged portions of the line. The worker apologized as he handed her a pocket knife. She didn't have time to splice the line, and she wasn't sure how, in any case. She sat crossed-leg and thought back to the advanced climbing demos. She had the videos stored in her minds-eye account, but she didn't want to waste time searching. She gathered up the rope at the frayed point and tied an alpine butterfly, shortening the line, but taking the load off the weakened point. The worker watched in front of her on his haunches, while a drone floated overhead. They tested the knot, let the line back down, and someone grabbed it. The knot held perfectly.

Junie, what the hell are you doing? It was her father.

Putting that rock climbing experience to use. These guys have no idea what they're doing.

Get out of there before you hurt yourself.

You ought to be more worried about this project.

“Don't argue with me.” Ed appeared out of nowhere, mad as a cornered cat. “Here hardly ten minutes and you're already making trouble. You!” He pointed at the worker. “Take her to the visitor center.”

The worker was about to say something in defense of Junie, but her father stormed away. Meanwhile, the sound of metal scraping and tearing signaled the failure of the coffer, but as Junie watched the water pour through the breach, the last of the construction crew made it to safety, either at the top of the dam or above the water level. Men and women lay on the concrete sweating under a jury-rigged tarp. A few had passed out from the heat. Ambulances and fire trucks with rescue equipment arrived, lights and sirens blaring, but Junie didn't see anyone seriously hurt. Her escort was pulled aside by another supervisor and Junie reached out to a trundling robot carrying water bottles. She opened one and gulped it. She started handing them out to the exhausted.

The pandemonium eased as ambulances carried away the injured. She was exhausted herself and angry at her father and the other adults. At least the hapless worker mouthed an embarrassed “Thanks” as he lifted one end of a stretcher. She made her way to the visitors center parking lot and climbed into the public car, now surrounded by police cars and emergency vehicles, though no humans were in sight. Wiping the sweat and dust off her face and arms with a wet cloth, she darkened the windows of the car and changed into fresh clothes.

I don't want to be here.

She toyed with the idea of telling the car to take her home, back to the Bay Area and her boyfriend and her friends and real family. If the kids my age are anything like the rubes here, I'll go completely crazy. Her dad had yelled at her for trying to help after he ignored her warnings. That hurt. She thought her dad needed her, but now she wondered if she was just in the way. If I hadn't been there, someone might have died, but no one cares. When she was really pissed off at her father, she thought about her mother, wondering what she might say or do. It was easy to imagine soothing words from her or a sympathetic touch. You had to die on El Capitan, didn't you? Why couldn't you die of old age, like everyone else?

Junie told the car to reconfigure the seats to a cot, and she lay down with her arm over her eyes, hoping to keep the tears hidden, even from herself. After dozing a few minutes, she sighed, put the car seat back into normal travel mode, and ordered the windows back to transparency. She punched in a destination to the car's AI, and left the ridiculous pie-tin building behind.
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Ed Wye opened the door to the old visitors center onto an argument between a 30ish man in a loose tie and an older man in a hardhat and safety vest that bulged over his paunch. Holo-displays flickered. A robot trolley bumped against a wall. Mountains of papers on hand-me-down desks threatened to fall and crush an unlucky bystander.

The chaos that engulfed the project superintendent's office upset Ed as much as the collapse of the coffer and Junie's out-of-bounds behavior. He was happy to see her, but she got into trouble, and when he scolded her, she disappeared. He cussed himself under his breath. That girl causes me no end of grief. He was used to her quirks, however, and as he stood in the midst of the cubicles, he sensed Junie was the least of his problems.

I must've been mad to say Yes to Grace's job offer.

Next to him stood Connie Gasca, the project's operations supervisor, introduced to him hastily by Mayor Grace Cromer as reporters descended on the elected official. Dressed in a zipped-up safety vest and hard hat, Connie gave him a thirty-second summary with enough detail to impress him on her competence. Ed set his hands on his hips, and got his bearings. “Is this a project office or a middle school classroom?” Ed said, using what Junie called his “daddy voice,” a baritone growl.

“Who the hell are you?” The question came from a ruddy-faced man.

“Your new boss.”

“That's what you think.”

The man glanced at Connie, whose eyes flicked to the private offices. Ed perceived a private understanding that unnerved him. With Connie leading, they passed a door to a compact office with the name “Gasca” taped to it. In contrast, Ed's office door had nothing but a small rectangle of adhesive left from the tape that held up the name of the previous occupant. At least it's what I'm used to, a corner office. He laughed under his breath.

Ed opened the door to find a tall man with his back to him. Ed swallowed. The man of 60 or so wore the forest-green uniform of the Bureau of Environmental Security. The uniform fit on his athletic frame like a second skin. Turning from the window as if he had occupied the office for years, the officer's flinty gray eyes met Ed's, and he lifted a corner of his thin mouth. “Ah, Mr Wye. I apologize for the surprise. I wanted to see you as soon as I could.” The pips on the man's tunic collar next to the golden tulip marked him as high-ranking.

“Not at all, um...”

“Gerard Rossmann.” He extended his hand. “Deputy Inspector General for the Pacific West bioregion.”

Rossmann's grip was as firm as wound cords. He gave the clasp a tiny flick, like punctuation on a sentence, adding emphasis to his unspoken claim of rank over Ed. The Bureau of Environmental Security made a show of bringing in locals to advise it on major decisions, such as hiring superintendents on major projects. It gave the appearance of local control, or at least input, on big decisions that affected ordinary lives. Though Mayor Cromer made the formal job offer to Ed, the deconstruction was a BES project. Rossmann was Ed's boss.

Connie shuffled out of Ed's office and closed the door, leaving the two men alone. The office was bare and the desk empty, save for the holo-emitter. Ed noticed a separate door that led directly outside, like an emergency exit, or a bolt hole. “General, it's a pleasure to finally meet you.” Best for me to be diplomatic. Because of his position in the BES, Rossmann was the most powerful man within a couple of thousand kilometers.

“I'd offer my congratulations on your appointment, Mr Wye, but I'm afraid it might come across as sarcasm, given what's happened today.”

“I'm appreciative nonetheless, General.” Ed cleared his throat. Rossmann had a whiff of Ed's father. “How can I help you?”

“I know you are very busy, so I will come to the point, away from prying eyes.” Rossmann glanced through an interior office window looking into the chaos. Connie and the other workers tried to appear uninterested. Rossmann gestured to the exterior door.

Once outside, a uniformed young woman drew up, along with a security robot. It resembled a dark-green ostrich without a neck and head, and it walked on its two legs as if stalking the trio of humans, rather than watching for danger. News chan drones buzzed overhead, lured by the newly flooded construction pit. Rossmann and Ed ducked into a large equipment shed. The human guard stood at ease, while the bot watched the equipment yard. I don't qualify for bodyguards.

“Today's incident was not an accident, Mr Wye,” Rossmann said.

The statement took a moment to sink in. Once it did, Ed struggled to hide his anxiety from the general, knowing that the sensors in the bot's egg-shaped body recorded his breathing, pulse, and muscle tension, as well as sniffing the air for pheromones indicating his state of mind. “You mean the coffer failure was deliberate?”

“I suppose doubts are natural. It'd be foolish to brief you before you accepted this job.” Rossmann held out his hand to his aide, who handed the general a tab. The woman's tunic bulged at her waist, suggesting a standard automatic pistol, rather than the bulkier staser, though Ed was no expert on weapons. Rossmann glanced at the tab before giving it to Ed. “Ordinarily, I'd share a document over the com network, but this is too sensitive.”

Ed skimmed the email, more from an inability to concentrate due to Rossmann's stiff presence than impatience at his obtuseness. Phrases jumped out at Ed: “Illegal deconstruction,” “bessie lies,” “any means necessary.” Ed rubbed the back of his neck. He'd seen this kind of rhetoric before. The BES was the most unpopular agency in the government. The arguments in the text were disjointed, but the meaning was clear enough. “You're taking this threat seriously?” 

Rossmann regarded Ed with disbelief, then relaxed. “It fits a pattern. I hesitate to use the word 'terrorists'—the word is thrown about too much—but these threats are growing in scope and vehemence. Not only the actions, but the timing is no coincidence, Mr. Wye.”

His meaning struck Ed like a bullet. “You're saying the sabotage—if it was sabotage—was timed to coincide with my arrival?”

His own shadow of doubt crossed Rossmann's face. “I can't prove that, but I don't believe in coincidences.” He pursed his lips. “There is a substantial faction, perhaps a majority of people in this part of the bioregion, concentrated in Utility, that hate this deconstruction. They will do anything to stop it. Today's incident was a delaying tactic.” Rossmann halted and faced Ed. “I, on the other hand, will do anything to see it completed in an orderly manner.”

“Why don't you arrest these people?” Ed held out the tablet, as if the question was written on it.

The general failed to hide his embarrassment. “We don't know who they are.”

“You mean with all the security assets you have, you can't find them?”

“The cell is using quite sophisticated methods.”

“What about this signature?” The words were in a script Ed didn't recognize.

“The language is a dialect of Pashto. It translates roughly as 'Our Land, Our People.'”

“Why would someone from Utility sign this in Pashto?”

Rossmann grew impatient. “It's a joke of some kind. Malcontents like to do that sort of thing.” He waved at the tab. “It's not relevant, anyway. The dam must come down. Safely, of course, with no muss or fuss.”

“You have a job to do, General. So do I.” Confidence was the best response, though Ed imagined his knees wobbling.

“I will be watching you carefully, Mr Wye.” Rossmann's face was stony as the basalt on the cliffs above the dam. For a moment, however, he regretted his hard edge. He touched the back of Ed's arm with an open hand and smiled with aristocratic restraint.

Ed fought the urge to recoil. “I know what's at stake, General.”

“Just so we're absolutely clear, Mr Wye, let me explain those stakes. The BES and the Interior Ministry are behind the controlled deconstruction of the Arroyo Grande Dam. It's the last piece of a decades-long project to return the Columbia River to its natural state. The people placed everything run by the old American land and resource management bureaucracies into our hands with one goal in mind. Our mission is protection of Mother Earth, and her restoration, if possible.” Rossmann straightened his back, as if preparing to recite an oath. “We will accomplish this restoration, Mr Wye.”

Did we do the right thing after the Year of Storms? Was the danger from the changing climate so terrible we had to give up so much to these people? It was an endless debate on the news chans, the chat chans, and the c-tribes on the com net. Ed did not participate in these debates. To him, the decision was made a long time ago, and he had to make his way in this new world.

“Nothing will stop our plan,” Rossmann said, “including threats against you.”

Ed was taken aback. “I don't read that in the email.”

“You didn't read far enough.”

Ed scrolled further into the diatribe. “No one at the site is safe,” the text read, “from the night custodian to the project superintendent.” The impassive security bot and the armed woman loomed larger in Ed's consciousness.

“You're a man who does his due diligence, Mr Wye, so I'm sure you know that the first superintendent resigned after a year, and the second superintendent resigned after three weeks.”

“That was in the local media reports.”

“Those reports were incomplete. Both received death threats, though neither suffered an actual attack. At least they didn't report one. The first superintendent was an independent unmarried woman, an admirably tough woman, if I may say so. The second super was a man with a wife and two young children. Understandably, he could not take any chances.”

Ed imagined the frightened family packing belongings in a public van and running for safety. Is Junie in danger?

“Rest assured, Mr Wye, you and your daughter's safety are a top priority for us, and not just because we are committed to this project. You needn't worry.”

Easy for him to say.

“You can also rest assured that once the project is complete, you will receive all the support the Bureau can offer. We take care of our own.”

He knows everything about me. All the accusations against me. All never proven.

“Your reputation will be greatly enhanced, perhaps even restored, Mr. Wye, once you successfully bring down the Arroyo Grande Dam. I will personally do everything in my power to assist you in any effort, private or public, that you may pursue.”

The content of Rossmann's offer encouraged Ed, but it masked the real message. He sighed. The day was full of threats. First, the coffer dam's collapse threatened to set the project back by weeks, if not months. If Rossmann was correct, the saboteurs had succeeded, temporarily. Second, the threat against Ed's life by the deconstruction opponents elicited a sense of bodily dread he hadn't felt since he first heard the manner of his wife's death ten years previous. He shuddered at the memory of her recovered body.

However, it was Rossmann's threat, oblique but pointed, that made Ed's mouth go dry, once he grasped its meaning. He had taken this job in large part to rehabilitate himself in the eyes of his peers. After so many years of failure, he wondered if his colleagues back in San Francisco and Silicon Valley's rarefied investment world would ever greet him again as an equal. A high-profile success could reestablish him as a man to be reckoned with. Rossmann, in his own way, agreed, while implying that if Ed failed to take down the Arroyo Grande Dam, his career, possibly his life, would be over. He would never escape his past, never shrug off the label of “fraudster.” The BES took care of its own, but it never forgot, either.

What about Junie? Should I send her home? No, she's my daughter. I'd worry myself insane if she were far away.

“General, I appreciate your support. I feel safe here. I grew up in this area. I know these people. I'm going to see this project through.”

* * *
[image: ]


Ed lifted the plastic louvers over his office's exterior window, which looked out over a patch of anemic sagebrush. His last office was on the 39th floor of a new office tower in downtown San Francisco, and he could not recall a time in his old digs watching a security bot stow itself in a BES vehicle before driving off.

His office door opened after a light knock. Connie poked her head in and Ed gestured for  the ops supervisor to sit. She had a hint of epicanthic folds over her dark eyes. “I heard you were assessing the damage from the flood.”

“That's what I came in to talk with you about.” Connie studied her tablet, glancing up at him as if confirming a piece of unexpected information. “It's pretty bad.”

“Let's have it.”

“Ten major pieces of earth-moving equipment at the bottom of the pit, dozens of smaller pieces, tools, and so on. There's the coffer itself, and the derrick barge is partly sunk.”

“What about the pumps?”

“They couldn't keep up with the inflow, so I had the operators shut them down for now. No point in burning them out.”

“Good.” Ed was only a few hours on the job, but he already felt he could depend on Connie. Can I depend on anyone else here? “Let's get the department heads in the conference room right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

“By the way, what's your title?”

“Assistant project superintendent, operations.”

Ed assessed Connie as friendly and business-like, if standoffish. She had seen two supers come and go, one after he had no time to learn the job. She wouldn't take any emotional risks on him for now. She had the institutional memory he needed, and she knew almost as much about the real story behind the project's workings as the receptionist and the bookkeeper. “The title's new? I saw the paper sign on your door.”

“I was the first hire, after the first super, that is. I haven't got around to getting a nameplate.”

Connie knew her priorities. She probably deserves more money than she's making.

A thought about Junie flashed in his mind. Does she deserve more than I can give? He hadn't heard from her since her car departed, but she'd been out of touch for days in the past, so he wasn't concerned. She's never been here before. Maybe I should worry. He waited for a snarky text from her announcing she was 100 kilometers away and accelerating. If she did something like that, would he send the override command to the public car's AI and force her to come to Utility?

Asking her to leave her friends behind in San Francisco and come here was like asking her to remove her own teeth with pliers. If he let her stay, she argued, she promised to talk with him every day, even twice a day. Ed could not accept the deal. He had friends who tried to parent long-distance, but the results were sub-optimal, from his perspective. He was a man for whom in-person conversations with his daughter were as important as eating and sleeping. Even after a century of network technology that made distance as meaningless as national borders, nothing substituted for a hug after a long workday or a coffee shared on a lazy Saturday morning. Not yet, at least. Have I asked her to sacrifice too much?

In the conference, Ed greeted the engineers and foremen and women. Ten minutes after the meeting started, the office staff and the line staff were at each others' throats, each blaming the other for the coffer failure. After a half-dozen “Excuse me” and “I'd like a moment, please,” delivered in his best non-shouting, authoritative voice, a few in the room turned his way, and the others followed their leads. After high school, he moved away to Seattle and then San Francisco. Coming back, he thought he knew how to talk to local people, but the skepticism in the stony faces argued otherwise. I'm a stranger here, in more ways than one. Ed noted who listened, who had ideas, and who nodded in agreement. Connie scribbled on her tablet. By the end of the discussion, most of the group knew what to do next. Ed also knew which people he would fire.

None of them mentioned the threats.

He returned to his desk and rested his eyes, imagining a list of names, collaborating with Connie and the HR AI, and drawing a line through the ones he would let go. He'd done it before, right before giving speeches exhorting everyone to carry on. For a time, he wasn't an executive, but an executioner, albeit without the mask to hide his identity. The thought turned his stomach. That day would be terrible for everyone.

The 30ish man whose avatar labeled him Chandra stood at the door. “I'm sorry to interrupt, Mr Wye, but something urgent has come up.”

“Come in, Ramesh.”

“Well, sir...” Ramesh tapped his tablet and the holo-emitter radiated a simplified image of the Arroyo Grande Dam over Ed's desk. “The flooding caused a problem.” The display zoomed to a section of the dam below the crest of the spillway. The image showed a series of red dots in an irregular line. “We've embedded several hundred sensors in the concrete to monitor vibrations throughout the structure.”

“Why, Ramesh?”

“Millions of tons of water have pushed against the dam for nearly 200 years, and we wanted to know what the release of pressure might do.”

“Makes sense.”

“Everything was nominal until the water came back.” Ramesh touched the screen. A more or less vertical, irregular red line appeared from the spillway to the foundation. “A crack, probably caused by the inflow and reapplication of the water pressure.”

“Christ, if the water got to its max level, we'd be talking as high as 7000 kilopascals in the grout holes at the base.”

“The pressure's not that high, because the water is lower,” Ramesh said, “but it's enough to scare the shit out of us.”

“I'm with you there. How far does the crack extend horizontally?”

“We don't know, sir, but there's no seepage visible on the downriver side of the dam. It could be just a surface crack.”

If a saboteur attacked that crack with explosives, the whole thing might come down, and take Utility with it.

“Connie, what's the status of the pumps?” Ed said.

“Operational. We just have to restart them.”

“We need to get the water out of the pit as soon as possible.”

“But the coffer isn't repaired. That'll take at least a week.”

“Let's get as much water out of the pit as possible to relieve pressure on the dam face. What about the dive team?”

“I've ordered the submersible from the marine construction and salvage people.”

“Have them send a couple of divers as backup.” Ed said. “We can't take any chances of a breakdown slowing repairs. Ramesh, we need to step up monitoring of the crack. I'd like a daily report.” Ramesh and Connie turned to leave. “Send the safety team in here. I want to know the notification protocols to the authorities if we think something nasty is about to happen. When was the last time we had a drill?”

Ramesh and Connie looked at each other.

“That'll be on the agenda, too.”

“Knock, knock.” Grace Cromer appeared at the door, beleaguered.

“Are the reporters fed?”

“Fed, but not full. I have a lot to answer for, apparently, that's not my fault.”

“Hazards of the job.” How much does Grace know? Rossmann warned Ed against discussing his suspicions about the coffer collapse, though the threatening email was sent to dozens of people. The BES knew more than Rossmann was telling, no surprise, and he would tell Ed more when the time came. In the meantime, Ed should avoid fueling speculation in his office and in the media.

A half-dozen old-fashioned framed photos on the office wall distracted him. Ed liked history, but as a former tech entrepreneur, he found history was a shackle as much as anything else. The black and white images were labeled with hand-lettered notes, such as “First Concrete Pour, December 6, 1935,” and “West Powerhouse, January 1940.” The photos were familiar; copies lined the walls of every public building and school in Utility, including the ones he attended as a kid. One photo was unlabeled, but it showed people dipping nets into a roaring falls and pulling out large fish. The salmon had since gone extinct.

“That dam built this town,” Grace said, noticing Ed's interest. “It's a shame it has to come down.”

“If you don't mind my saying, Madame Mayor,” Connie said. “many people are happy to see it come down.”

Ed turned on the air conditioner, which shuddered like an old cat. Who would threaten, or kill, to keep the dam whole, or maybe take it down early to forestall...? His mind spun like a turbine. He remembered a story from World War II, of missions flown by bombers against European dams with specially designed bombs. The plan worked. A specially built drone—

“Have you heard from Junie?” Grace said.

Grace's question brought Ed back to the moment. “Radio silence.”

“I wanted to tell you. She's on the news.”

“No.” God, Junie could become a target.

“I'll send a link to your minds-eye.”

It was a news chan vid of Junie watched by a worker as she made some sort of a repair to a line. The image was fleeting, but Junie's face was clear. She was in control, and his instinctive concern gave way to guilt when he happened across her warning texts. She'd taken the initiative, something he'd taught her since the day she was born. His final emotion was amazement.

“Damn,” Ed said.

Grace chuckled. “That's either fatherly pride or a subtle freak-out.”

“Not sure which myself.”

“It ought to be the former. Junie's quite a young lady.”

Ed was used to praise for Junie, though it never got old. In some parallel universe, Grace might've been Junie's mother, instead of Marcy. Ed and Grace dated in high school, and they both went to Stanford, but their personal lives had diverged. Professionally, though, Grace had stuck with him through the best and worst of times. She recruited him for the deconstruction job—no doubt with Rossmann's blessing—making the stakes for his success even higher. She threw him a lifeline when no one else would. Ed tested the chair behind his desk. It squeaked. She could just as easily cut the lifeline.

“What have I gotten myself into, Grace?” He recalled the furtive looks of the staff as he met with Rossmann. “I feel as if people are measuring me for a coffin.”

“It's not personal, though I did hear something that... Well, maybe I shouldn't say.”

“What?”

“There's already an office pool.”

Connie blushed.

Ramesh fidgeted.

Ed was puzzled.

“On how long you'll last.”

That was the nut of it. Everyone expected him to fail, and someone, or some few, would do everything they could to make him fail. Catastrophically, if necessary. In an instant, his view of Utility changed. Who had the motivation or the means to stop him from doing his job, to do him in? From now on, he would have to be on his guard.

“I'll have to throw in a few euros. Are you in?”

Grace laughed. “I'm too much of a politician to give you a straight answer to that question, Ed. Good luck. I'll show myself out.”

Ed tried to read her face, to read her mind, to suss out the unspoken, the secret. She was one of the recipients in the threatening email. It's easy, though, to send an email to yourself from a masked account.

He blinked, deliberately. Now I'm getting paranoid.

“Wait.” Ed needed to shake his anxiety with a gesture. He got up from his chair, closed the office door, and lowered the blinds over the window that looked out on the open office. Gossip was one of the most important currencies of a small town, and he wasn't about to enrich anyone. He thought he could count on Connie and Ramesh's discretion, though he barely knew them. “I know I'm repeating myself, but thank you again, Grace. I needed this break.”

She grinned and kissed him on the cheek, lingering for a half-second. Her scent didn't match the one he remembered from high school.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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“Fuck it.” Junie reached for the AI interface on the car's dashboard. “Fuck it if I'm going to abandon all my friends in the Bay Area for a MON swarming with rednecks and culchies.” She reprogrammed the car to take her back to San Francisco. The car had settled onto the westbound lanes of the interstate after she ordered simply “West, by fastest route,” in the parking lot of the pie-tin building. Her fingers hurt as she punched the buttons with the new commands, as if her animus would make the AI pay closer attention.

The “Save” button was a blue oval on the holo-display, and it reminded her of her father's blue broadcloth shirts, the ones every businessman had worn for a hundred years, and the feel of it on her cheek when she had hugged him in the visitors center. He was happy to see her, and she him, and only Alex made her close to as happy. He'd asked her to come to Utility and help him with his new life. When do I get what I want? She pondered a decision. Should I stay or should I go? 

That's the trouble with Dad. He trusts me. He trusted her with everything after her mother died. She practically raised herself as he pursued one enterprise after another, though her mother's social circle was wide and loving. Junie was never without a place to hang for a day or two while her dad flew around the planet pitching his latest new thing. Years ago, an old guy on a news chan called him a “serial entrepreneur.” A month or so ago, a tongue wagger compared him to a serial murderer, because he managed to kill everything he started.

Junie would've punched the wagger in the neck, if she could.

Cooling down, she texted: Dad, I'm taking a look around. Not exactly a lie, but not exactly the truth. He could call up a map and see where she was and her direction of travel, but she liked to go off on her own. She sent the text so he wouldn't come unglued.

Thanks for letting me know. Her dad's text came back within a few seconds.

Junie had seen things go up and down with her dad her whole life. He said it was part of the world of getting pigs to fly, that is to say, starting up businesses with small chances but big potential profits, not that she understood or cared about business. Things went haywire in the spring of her junior year at Sierra Vista High School. Some of the California tech money in that school went back to the 20th century, and the kids let you know it. Junie knew Ed had a bit of that from her dead grandfather, but one day the bottom fell out of his world, and hers. The worst sign was her com allowance. Without asking, Ed cut her com services to text and voice and unsubscribed her from the emo-sig augmentations. She had a shit-fit. How the hell was I supposed to know what my friends were feeling? Their avatars were fucking blank. It's like shaking someone's hand and having your sense of touch turned off. Her father realized his mistake and added the emo-sigs back to her com account, but he complained about the cost.

Things got really bad at the start of the summer. Ed spent every day and night at home. It annoyed Junie, because she liked her independence, though they talked and texted every day when he was on one of his trips. She asked what was wrong, but money talk bored her, and she tuned out his explanations. She felt guilty, but there it was. At least he didn't chew himself into a blank-eyed stupor with prescription mist. Some of her friends' parents took that route and never returned.

Dad, are you going to make me go to school tomorrow?

Yes.

Figures. I wonder how far behind the rubes are.

Junie's circle included the math geeks, science nerds, and spectrum dwellers, though she counted herself in the subgroup of members with decent social skills and fashion sense. She'd catch the math errors of the AI cashiers at the mall. She once proved a rounding error in a physics class, which pissed off the teacher so much that he called Ed. Dad laughed and bought me sushi when he got off the com with the jerk. I wish he were that cool all the time.

When he gave her the news that he was taking a job 1,380 klicks away, and that she had to come with him, she lost it. Her yelling, door slamming, hairbrush throwing, and similar acting out went on for days. He ripped my life in half.

Her social life cratered before she said tearful goodbyes to her closest friends. A lot of the so-called friends stopped pinging or texting weeks before her departure. One of them let slip that Junie no longer mattered, now that she was moving to the Middle of Nowhere. One posted in a com-tribe: “We feel sorry for you. It's like you have terminal cancer.” The pity was humiliating. Her com net social tribes dwindled to two or three with a few kids each. As she cruised in the public car, grateful that there was still such a thing as friendship, Junie closed her eyes to commune with her remaining chums in the virtual hideout from parents, teachers, and cops. Images, voices, text, and emotions floated in her consciousness, shared on the com net via the implants behind her right ear, freshly tuned as a gift from Ed for agreeing to come to Utility with no more fuss.

“Hey.”

The single syllable in Alex's voice blew away Junie's c-tribe trance. Coming out of it was a little like waking up from a nap. “Hey, there.”

“I just got off work.”

“Cool.” Junie wished she hadn't run out of over-the-counter mist. “Everything okay?”

“Sure. Well, maybe not. I mean, I left work, and I started walking to your place to surprise you, and then I remembered you weren't there anymore.”

The pain of saying goodbye to Alex flooded Junie again. On their last night together, for hours, she nuzzled him in that space where his athletic neck muscles curved into his broad shoulders. “Sorry I wasn't there.” In the public car's uncomfortable seat, Junie wrapped her arms around herself. “You probably still smell like garlic anyway.”

“Canned tomatoes, cilantro, mozzarella, all the pizza ingredients.”

Junie giggled. Alex did that to her. “I miss you, baby.”

“Me, too.” Alex cleared his throat. “Are you alone?”

“If you don't count the people in the other cars, yes.” Privacy in public cars was an aspiration at best, but the risk of discovery was small. “What are you thinking?” I know exactly what Alex is thinking. I want it too.

“Do you want to sig-up?”

Without answering, Junie opened a private chan, started the app, and found her boyfriend on the net. The connection was strong and the feelings flowed as if their spirits merged in a higher reality. Every tendon and fiber relaxed, and Junie's virtual body blended with Alex's, as if they flew as one. She loved the sig matrix that simulated the space between the stars and planets. It was her favorite set of sensory images. It made her feel as if she and Alex commanded the universe beside the other gods and goddesses of the past ten thousand years. The climactic moment was as intense as a supernova.

Junie gasped for breath and the world around her returned. “Alex?”

“Yeah.”

“That was amazing.”

“Yeah, but...”

“But what?”

“I still miss you next to me.”

Her chest tightened, and she swallowed, as if the act could push her emotion far enough away as to make it invisible. Junie hated tears, thinking them maudlin and manipulative. Again, she thought of punching instructions telling the car to head back to the Bay Area, but she didn't.

“I miss you too.” Junie cleared her throat. “You're still coming to Utility in a couple of weeks, right?”

The pause lasted longer than Junie expected. “Sure. Everything's set.”

“You'd better not change your mind.” Junie was playful. “I have plans for you, and they include spending most of the time in my room.”

“What about your dad?”

“He'll be at work. He won't care.”

“Sounds great.” The emo-sig over Alex's avatar showed delight and lasciviousness.

“That's what I like to see.” Junie sigged satisfaction. “See you in two weeks?”

“Um-hmm.”

“Love you, baby.”

“See you.”

Alex closed the private chan. That was sudden. He didn't say “I love you” back. What's he thinking? Junie could not rebuff unease about her boyfriend, but she always felt that way when they said goodbye, virtually or in person. Another wave of anxiety pushed out worries about Alex. When her father saw the monthly com bill, he was bound to ask her about the sig-up. Strictly speaking
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