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  Chapter 1


  The lobby of the Medicorp building loomed above Grace’s head like a majestic cavern, complete with holographic stalactites that almost perfectly imitated the age-old giants beneath the ground. Only the ridiculous notion of a skyscraper playing host to stalactites gave the ruse away; that and the recent popularity of cavern décor in buildings owned by people with too much money.


  It was wasteful, Grace thought. Boastful and wasteful. But she had not come to this building to pass judgment. She did not know why she had come, actually. Every instinct in her told her that she was a fool to have agreed to this meeting.


  The receptionist took quite some time verifying Grace’s identity and her appointment. Grace half expected them to turn her away, telling her there had been some kind of mistake, that Matthew Stanton, Jr. had not asked to see her that morning and she should leave before they called security. She wouldn’t blame them. Her skills were not exactly suited to Medicorp’s usual business.


  “He’s expecting you,” the receptionist said. “Take the elevator to the thirtieth floor. I’ll buzz you through.”


  The receptionist did not point to the set of elevators where dozens of people waited to go to their various jobs or appointments. Rather, she pointed to one that stood alone, with a large sign marked “PRIVATE” above faux-rock doors.


  Grace nodded and headed for that elevator, which opened to reveal more cavern décor on a smaller scale. She stepped inside and shuddered as the doors closed, encapsulating her inside a space that felt a bit like a rocky grave. Or maybe that was just her overactive imagination.


  Why had she agreed to come? The last thing she needed was to cross paths with The Establishment again. Mr. Stanton had told her she “would not have to worry about money,” but that only made her more nervous. Besides, she liked worrying about money. It was part of who she was.


  So was curiosity. Her mother always told her it would kill her one day. Today might be that day, but she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t find out why the richest man in Kansas City had requested a meeting with a blacklisted private eye.


  When the elevator doors slid open to reveal the thirtieth floor lobby, Grace managed to forget her worries long enough to gape at the lavish décor. It was so over the top that the word ostentatious sprang to mind. How much had been wasted on the holographic windows, the authentic-looking paintings, and the fountain? A dozen or so pedestals lined the walls, boasting different marble statues that Grace would have bet were originals.


  A man in an expensive green on gray suit sat behind an executive desk in front of the only doorway on this floor. He motioned for Grace to cross the distance between them, and then pulled out an ID chip scanner. He did not say a word. His eyes and the scanner told her what he expected.


  As Grace held out her left wrist for him to scan, she saw that this man used a better scanner than the receptionist below had used. The receptionist had compared Grace’s appearance with a picture programmed into the chip. This man’s scanner showed all the physical and medical data recorded on the chip and compared it with information collected by the building’s sensors.


  “Thank you, Ms. Harper. Mr. Stanton will be available in a few minutes, if you would care to have a seat.”


  Grace nodded and selected one of a half dozen chairs positioned along the wall. They overlooked holographic dreams of what the world outside might have looked like if it had not disintegrated into hell several centuries back. It was a bit showy, but Grace had to admit that it was also well done. Most of the time when she saw holograms like these they were inconsistent. They would either show the exact same picture through each window or they would each show a scene that had nothing to do with the next. This was far more convincing in its subtlety. Through one window she saw a view of a park, lush with trees, grass, and a handful of people walking, biking, or jogging. The next window showed the same scene at a slightly different angle.


  For a moment, Grace tried to pretend the world really looked that way, but she could not pretend for long that these window scenes showed anything other than fantasy. It was the world that might have existed four hundred years ago, in the mid-twenty-first century. Now the park across the street had no trees, no grass, and no small number of people exercising in a carefree manner. The people who lived in the park now were crammed in elbow to elbow, using one another’s body heat to fend off the bitter January chill. A life like that couldn’t last long. Many died, especially this month, but the recyclers did a good job of removing the dead ones.


  Somehow, despite all the deaths, their numbers never dwindled. Somewhere out there, a new mother would be giving birth to a baby with no chances and no hope.


  An antique clock chimed nine times. Grace sub-vocalized, “Time,” and a moment later her portable unit, a thin silver bracelet plugged into her ID chip, replied, through her ear buds, “Nine oh two a.m.” The appointment had been set for nine o’clock, but Grace did not know what kind of man Mr. Stanton was. Would he be on time or late? In Grace’s experience, no one in a position of power was ever early.


  Her thorough analysis of the floor and its holographic windows complete, Grace had nothing better to do than to continue to dwell on the upcoming meeting and what might have prompted Mr. Stanton to seek out a private investigator–especially one on The Establishment’s black list.


  She knew that less than a month ago, the former CEO of Medicorp, Matthew Stanton Sr., had been killed in a stunning robbery. The stunning part was the fact that it had succeeded–rumor had it that the intruder had walked off with a brand new holosuit prototype that had not yet been released to the public.


  None of which explained Mr. Stanton’s need for a private investigator. The police would be working tirelessly to find the killer of one of the elite. He would only need her if he thought the police were on the wrong track and unlikely to veer onto the right one.


  Maybe the police even thought Mr. Stanton had something to do with it. Grace swallowed hard. The last thing she needed was to go head to head against the police.


  Grace patted the gun strapped to her side. The state-of-the-art Smith and Wesson disruptor went with her wherever she went, though few ever tried to convince her to check her weapon at the door. Most people carried weapons. It was both their peril and their protection.


  “Mr. Stanton will see you now,” the secretary said in a businesslike tone.


  Grace noted the plaque on his desk that read “Lucas Smith” and thanked him by name before entering the enormous executive suite.


  The suite had recently been remodeled. Grace could still smell the fresh paint: A strange shade of brown that was almost, but not quite, purple. The carpet was either brand new or made of some remarkable substance that never wore out.


  The pictures in this room were not at all like the ones out in the lobby, which were meant to impress. The creators of these paintings–and they were paintings, not photographs–were not household names. The images depicted were all of a theme–human suffering. There was a man with a pike through his belly, a crowd of people on fire, and a group of people with peeling, blistered skin. The window scene of an overflowing park filled with hungry people fit in perfectly.


  Then Grace realized that no holographic windows filtered this room from the outside world. She saw the park as it really was–teeming with people beyond counting.


  A man stood in front of the window, resplendent in a perfectly tailored navy blue suit, his slightly thinning hair neatly combed back in a way that was regal without hiding the evidence of age.


  An old timer. Grace hadn’t realized that he was one of the few remaining people who had already been old when humanity stopped aging. Most people’s ages were impossible to guess past twenty-five, but for Mr. Stanton, his age was written all over his lined face.


  Of course, Matthew Stanton Sr. had been an old timer. She remembered his bulging, lined eyes staring out at her from the news report of his death. It only made sense that his oldest son and heir was also an old timer, his face frozen in time at a slightly younger age than his father.


  “Do you like the view?” Mr. Stanton asked by way of a greeting. He did not turn around.


  “It’s honest,” Grace said. “I appreciate honesty.”


  “I thought you would. That’s why I asked for you.” He turned then to reveal a distinguished, charming face. His blue eyes sparkled and his mouth fixed into a small smile. He strode toward her with long, confident steps and offered his hand. “I’m Matt Stanton.”


  Grace took the hand. “Grace Harper. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Stanton.”


  “Matt, please. My father was Mr. Stanton for over five hundred years. People only started calling me by that name a month ago.”


  “Matt,” Grace said, though the name didn’t fit the image he put forth.


  “Please, have a seat,” Matt said, motioning to a chair in front of his desk. He moved to a bar set into the wall and asked, “Something to drink?”


  “Water, if you have it,” Grace said. She would not imbibe anything that might dull her reflexes.


  “Smart choice,” Matt said, and surprised her by pouring himself a glass of water. He handed her one of the glasses and took a sip of his own, all the while remaining standing. It made Grace want to stand herself, but she had already accepted the seat and could not undo that now.


  “Why did you call me here?” Grace asked. She remembered the newspaper headlines again and found herself wondering if, just maybe, Matt had killed his father. Accidents, murder, or disease were the only way for a person to die when age didn’t plunge them towards that fate. Perhaps Matt had been sick of waiting around for his father to step aside and leave control of Medicorp to him.


  “Straight to business, then?”


  Grace nodded. “You have to admit, this meeting is unusual.” She did not specifically mention the blacklist, but she was sure Matt would know what she meant. “Does this have anything to do with your father’s death?”


  “My father?” Matt cocked his head to the side. “That was a terrible accident in the midst of a robbery. Once you get as old as we are, you begin to tempt fate every day just by being alive. Old age might not get to us, but accidents are inevitable. Besides, the police have already handled the investigation.”


  “They found the killer?” Grace asked, confused. She would have heard. Besides, since the robber had successfully stolen a holosuit, it seemed unlikely that anyone would find him.


  “Not yet, but our city has a fine police force, and I’m sure they’ll do their job admirably.”


  Grace decided not to argue with the idea that the Kansas City police force was either “fine” or “admirable.” They would enthusiastically serve the rich, perhaps, but a madman could go on a shooting spree in the park, and they’d just call in the recyclers.


  “Then why–?” Grace began.


  “How old are you, Ms. Harper?”


  “I’m sure you know,” Grace said. She suspected that this man knew quite a lot about her.


  “Yes, but I’m trying to make you feel more comfortable.”


  “I’m one hundred and thirty.”


  “Still quite young, then,” Matt said. “The odds are still on your side. Although you chose a dangerous line of work.”


  “Is there a safe line of work? This is what I’m good at.”


  “Rumor has it that you’re good at finding people,” Matt said.


  Grace didn’t hesitate. “The best. I’ve had a fifty percent success rate across my career.”


  “Fifty percent?” Matt echoed, his voice hollow. “That doesn’t sound very certain.”


  Grace shrugged. “Who said life was certain? But most in the business don’t find more than one in ten.” Grace hesitated, but decided to go for broke. “I don’t always get work looking for people with ID chips, either. My clients aren’t people who deal with The Establishment, but I guess you know that.”


  “Of course.”


  “So then I must assume that the person you’re looking for is either someone without an ID chip or someone The Establishment wouldn’t want you to find.” Grace paused and tried not to think about the implications of that. “Probably both.”


  A small smile played at the corner of Matt’s mouth, but he did not answer in words. He walked to his desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out an old-fashioned digital diary, the kind people used to buy when they had more money and resources than they knew what to do with. Grace had only seen them in movies. It looked a little like a notebook from the outside, but opening the cover revealed a microphone and speakers. “I ran across this diary a few weeks ago, mixed in with some old records the company was throwing out. It’s fascinating.”


  “Oh?” Grace raised an eyebrow.


  Matt stood in front of the desk, blocking her view of the diary. “How do you suppose we got like this?”


  “Like what, exactly?” Grace asked, though she suspected she knew.


  “Immortal.”


  “We’re not precisely immortal. Your father died.”


  “You like things precise, then,” Matt said with a satisfied nod. “I like that. How do you suppose we stopped aging, then?”


  Rather than answer, she looked out the window at the sea of people in the park. She didn’t like these leading questions, especially since Matt wouldn’t be asking them unless he had some idea that she thought the human race should go back to aging the way they once had. Sure, she would have died a long time ago in that world, but really…She tore her eyes away from the window and looked at Matt.


  If the wrong people found out how she felt–and Matt, a member of The Establishment, was definitely one of those wrong people–they would kill her. Not that there was anything she could do to change the state of the world, but people who held a certain lofty position had no problems protecting that position from any perceived threat.


  She had to choose her words carefully. “You spout sacrilege. In four hundred years, if people had wanted to learn the answer to that question, don’t you think we would have? Your company would have been at the head of such an endeavor.”


  “You are correct, of course.” Matt’s smile faltered slightly. “I suppose I should be more direct with someone like you. I’m used to dealing with scientists, you see. Their minds are often too full of other passions to leave much room for common sense. I happen to know that you’re secretly pro-death.”


  “I am not.” It was the truth. The Establishment could give whatever evil words they wanted to the movement, but she wasn’t in favor of death so much as natural life.


  “It’s quite all right,” Matt said. “This room is entirely secure. Besides, I, too, am pro-death.”


  Grace froze. Either he was lying and trying to trap her or he had an ace in the hole, some way of being sure beyond any doubt that she was, in fact, in favor of natural life. But why would he bother trying to trap her? It wasn’t like she was an active member of the deservedly named pro-death movement. That group spent its time killing at random, bombing transit systems and large groups of people in order to “deliver its message.”


  “You’re pro-death?” Grace asked, not sure she believed it.


  “Natural life would be more accurate, of course,” Matt said. “I’m hardly in favor of terrorism. Perhaps it would help if I invited someone else to our little meeting. I can see that you’re uncomfortable, and I can’t blame you one bit.” He pushed a button on his desk and said, “Lucas, have Sam come in.”


  Grace knew a Sam, or had a long time ago. He had been her lover for almost fifty years, during her formal schooling and after as she struggled to beat out throngs of people all vying for the same jobs. He had taught chemistry in school, a subject that had interested Grace, though not nearly enough to study it fully. In the end, she had gotten a degree in forensic science and criminology, which had led to a brief and infamous stay on the Kansas City police force.


  He also knew that she was in favor of natural life. She had confided it to him during a night of true intimacy–the kind that doesn’t necessarily lead to sex.


  Grace held her breath as he walked in. His face could have been chiseled from her memories. Even his sandy blonde hair was styled in the same manner. His soft green eyes gleamed with welcome, reflecting the perfect smile on his full, pouting lips. How well she remembered that smile. It had drawn her to him all those years ago. Others had questioned her taste, pointing out his unruly hair and his over-large feet, but she only had eyes for his smile.


  “Nice to see you again, Grace,” Sam said as he entered the room. He nodded at Matt and took a seat next to Grace in front of the desk.


  “Sam was kind enough to come work for me a few weeks ago,” Matt said. “When I told him what I needed, he said he knew just the person, and so here we are.”


  “Here I am,” Grace echoed. “But of course, you had me checked out first.”


  “Of course.”


  “Then why–?”


  Matt raised a hand to stop her question. He opened the diary and spoke into it. “Play entry one.”


  A deep, tired male voice began speaking as if he were dictating a letter.


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s January 3, 2050,


  I won’t be able to see you as much as I used to. I begin my new job at Medicorp today. Now don’t judge me. I know I said I wouldn’t work for that evil corporation that lives to make a profit off of people’s pain but I’m afraid even I have my price. You. You see, I’m working on a cure for Alzheimer’s. Well, not really. They want me to work on a preventative, but that doesn’t do you any good now, does it? I’m going to fix this, Margaret. I swear to you that somehow I’ll make you right.


  Ethan and Kevin promised they’d come by to see you more often since I won’t be home as much. Kevin’s such a sweet boy. I’m not sure what Ethan’s ulterior motive is, but at least he’ll be there for you. Who knows? Maybe he’s finally learned that there are things more important than money. I won’t hold my breath, but maybe.


  I have to head off to my first day on the job now. I’ll carry you with me in my heart.


  I love you,


  Jordan


  She could tell from his voice that Jordan, whoever he was, was old when he had recorded the message. She could not imagine what this recording had to do with her, but there was something about it that got to her–the raw pain in Jordan’s voice. The man seemed near tears over the fate of his wife. Grace did not look at Sam as she wondered at the capacity of a man to love a woman so much.


  “What am I listening for, exactly?” Grace asked. “He was an employee here, I see. I’ve never heard of the illness he was working on.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to have heard of it,” Matt said. “It was one of many old age diseases that virtually disappeared in the latter half of the twenty-first century.”


  “All right,” Grace began, still not sure what this was about, “So he was working on a cure for his wife four centuries ago. What’s that got to do with now?”


  “Everything,” Matt said. “Haven’t you been paying attention? He found his cure. Alzheimer’s was virtually eliminated at the end of the twenty-first century.”


  “Yeah, because the human race stopped…” Grace’s eyes widened. “You don’t think he’s the guy who caused all this, do you?”


  “I think you’ll agree, once you’ve listened to the rest of this diary.” Matt tapped one thick finger on the top of the diary.


  For once, Grace couldn’t think of anything to say. She just stared at the diary, a small rectangle that purportedly held the key to four centuries of human history. And Matt was offering to let her listen to the rest of it, to hear it for herself. If. If what? That was the key.


  Grace risked a glance at Sam. He was staring at her, but she couldn’t read anything in his face. She turned back to Matt. “What do you want, exactly?”


  “Find Jordan.”


  “Find Jordan?” The words echoed dully around the room. It was impossible and Matt had to know that. Jordan probably wasn’t alive. Old timers were relatively rare and usually somewhat wealthy. Old age wasn’t the only thing that could kill someone, and four hundred years was a lot of time for everything else to catch up with a person. Besides, Jordan had already been an antique, judging from the sound of his voice.


  Matt cleared his throat. “This won’t be an easy job. I have very few leads. Records indicate that Jordan left the company’s employ shortly after the last entry he made four hundred years ago. His last known address is four hundred years old.”


  “If this is all you’ve got then I can just about guarantee he isn’t alive,” Grace said. “How old was he when he made that entry?”


  “Seventy-six.”


  “So how did he survive, do you think? Your father was one of a very few antiques who managed it for so long.”


  Matt’s face fell into a deep frown, and Grace corrected herself for her rudeness. “I’m sorry. I mean very few people who were older than sixty or so managed to survive. The aging they’d already gone through was enough to get most of them within a century.”


  “We do have a more recent record,” Matt said. “I know he was alive two months ago.”


  Matt sub-vocalized something, and an instant later, a holoset in the corner of the room began showing them images from a surveillance camera in the lobby just outside the office. The camera clearly showed a very old man, escorted by an ageless security guard, striding with purpose across the lobby towards the office door. The secretary–not Lucas–didn’t even blink an eye so Jordan must have been welcomed. He wasn’t distinctive in any way except, of course, that he was old. He did seem to have a remarkable amount of energy for a man who had been in his late seventies when The Change began.


  “So what did he do, just disappear for four hundred years and suddenly show up two months ago?” Grace asked. “What happened four hundred years ago to make him disappear?”


  Matt cleared his throat. “He was on the run from the law.”


  “Oh?” Grace raised an eyebrow.


  “He allegedly killed a few coworkers. He ran before they could even question him about it and was never heard from again.”


  Grace stared at the diary, a part of her more eager than ever to find out what was on the rest of it. “But he just walked back in here two months ago as if that never happened. What was he doing here? Why would your father see him? Did your father know where he was?”


  Matt shrugged. “I wish I could help you.”


  “Did he do it?” Grace asked. “Kill his coworkers, I mean?”


  Again, Matt shrugged. “Who can know for sure? But if you get a chance to listen to the rest of that diary, you may form an opinion for yourself.”


  “This just doesn’t add up,” Grace said, mostly to herself. She glanced down at the diary. “How many entries are there?”


  “Just a couple of month’s worth,” Matt replied. “I know there’s a lot of mystery here, but I also know that there’s a good chance Jordan is still alive. He was two months ago.”


  “Yes, and he apparently had dealings with your father,” Grace said, more to herself than to him. “Your father doesn’t have any other records? Maybe an address or vidphone channel?”


  “If it were that easy, would I have called you?” Matt asked. “The only lead I really have is that diary. In it, he mentions a favorite grandson, Alexander Lacklin, who is still alive. You may want to try to track him down.”


  With a few words, Grace recorded the name in her portable and then used the break in conversation to try to sort through things in her mind.


  The potential mysteries to uncover here had her curiosity on overdrive, but she knew this would be risky. If anyone caught wind of what she was after... She shuddered. Death would only come after the type of interrogation she didn’t want to think about.


  It was crazy. She couldn’t do it. She opened her mouth to say so, but the wrong words escaped. “If I take the job, what’s on the rest of the diary?”


  Matt took a sip of water. “You’ll have to listen to it to find out.”


  And I’ll have to take the job to listen to it, she finished for him. She glanced over at Sam again, who had remained the silent observer throughout. He flashed her another one of those winning smiles, the kind that made small dimples appear on his cheeks.


  Grace shook her head slowly. “I don’t want to get on The Establishment’s radar again.” She glanced at Matt. “I’m sure you know that.”


  “I know that The Establishment has better things to do than watch what you’re doing.”


  Grace felt her cheeks burn a little.


  “They have no idea that you’re here,” Matt said. “They have no idea who Jordan is or why he’s important. So there’s no reason for them to get involved, is there?”


  Somehow, Matt’s assurances didn’t make her feel any better.


  “Come on, Grace, it’s an adventure,” Sam said through his dimpled smile. “Do you remember back in school when I tried to convince you to take up chemistry?”


  “Yeah,” Grace muttered, not quite looking at him.


  “You told me there was no romance, no excitement. I believe your exact words were, ‘Who would want to live forever?’ Do you remember saying that?”


  “So you think finding some antiqued killer is an adventure?” Grace asked. But she knew what the adventure was–it was in the potential knowledge. She had never been active in natural life (and certainly not in pro-death) but only because there was nothing she could do. But this was her chance to do something, or at least to learn something.


  “We hope he’s alive and locatable,” Matt said. “Ultimately, of course, we’re looking for a cure.”


  Grace looked around the room, half expecting people to melt out of the walls.


  “You’ll be well compensated whether you find him alive or dead,” Matt continued. “But if you find him alive and bring him back here, you’ll get double.”


  Matt slid a piece of paper over to Grace. She picked it up, scanned it, and then read it more closely. She tried not to show any emotion, though she was certain she had given something away with her initial reaction.


  “Double if I get him alive?” Grace said, trying to sound casual about the exorbitant sum. It was even more than she had imagined when Matt had first contacted her that morning. It was enough to make her suspect he had no intention of letting her refuse the offer. One way or another.


  “I want to make sure you focus on this case,” Matt said. “There should be no need to have other clients for a while.”


  “I need double,” Grace said, pushing the paper back and trying to sound nonchalant. It was an insane amount of money, of course, more than she would make in twenty good years, but she needed to test her theory.


  “That’s a lot of money.”


  “Yes, it is.” Grace met his gaze levelly.


  “All right, then, the offer is doubled.”


  That was too fast, especially for such an outrageous sum of money. Matt either wanted to make absolutely certain she took the job or he had a reasonable suspicion that she would not survive it. Or both.


  He would have her killed if she refused the offer, of course. She really should not have come. Her mother was right about the curiosity.


  “I need half up front,” Grace said.


  Matt raised an eyebrow. “How do I know you won’t just run off with it?”


  “For the same reason you knew I’d take the job,” Grace said.


  Matt nodded and opened a desk drawer. He pulled out a bank draft, filled it out, and handed it to Grace–half up front.


  Chapter 2


  All she wanted to do after the meeting ended was get out of there without running into Sam. She had enough to think about without rehashing old memories of long lost love. It had taken a couple of decades to get over him, and while she didn’t think she still loved him, she couldn’t quite keep her heart still in her chest.


  He caught up with her as she waited for the elevator.


  “Why are you in such a hurry?” Sam asked. “It’s got to be, what, sixty years? How are you doing?”


  “Great,” Grace said, glancing impatiently at the elevator and avoiding eye contact.


  “When I last saw you, you were living in that one room apartment with the public toilet down the hall. I hear you’re established now.”


  “I’ve got my own toilet,” Grace said.


  “But you never had children,” Sam said.


  Grace cringed. She would not start this with him again, not today, not ever again. She had made her choices clear up front. He was the one who had spent fifty years hoping she would change her mind.


  “Sorry,” Sam said. “I know it’s too late, but you would have made a great mother.”


  Grace bit her tongue. She would not have made a great mother, or even a good one. The mere act of bringing a child into this godforsaken world would have made her bad. This was no world for children, and she wasn’t fond of hypocrites.


  “What are you doing working here?” Grace asked by way of changing the subject. “I thought you loved academia.”


  “It didn’t love me,” Sam said. “I proposed a controversial study of new nutrition alternatives in conjunction with someone in the sociology department. The next day we both had pink slips.”


  Grace tried not to show her anger at The Establishment for forbidding such research. They were not interested in improving the world for humanity, only for themselves. Some even espoused the theory that if the food supplies ran short, it would serve as a means of controlling the population.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Grace said, carefully controlling her tone. Years ago, she would have asked for more details about the research, engaged him in conversation and commiseration, but today she needed to get out of his presence.


  “Matt asked me to come work for him when he took over the company. I’m really doing it, Grace. I’m looking for a cure.”


  Grace looked around, afraid someone might have heard him, but not even Lucas was there to listen. “Keep your voice down.”


  “It’s okay,” Sam said. “We’ve got a team, handpicked by Matt.”


  “They don’t know about me, do they?” Grace asked. She had a sudden vision of a dozen people–any of whom might betray them–knowing she was participating in a search for a cure. The vision ended with a scene of Grace, imprisoned in shackles, being tortured for more information.


  “Of course not. I didn’t tell anyone who didn’t need to know.” Sam looked more hurt than she’d thought he would. Perhaps she had forgotten quite a bit about his character, or perhaps she was being rationally cautious about a man she had not known for so long. Sixty years could more than change a person. She wondered at his easy trust of her. What made him think she hadn’t decided she liked being alive at one hundred and thirty, as so many others did? Naturalism was for the young, she’d often heard people say.


  “Listen, Sam, I need to get started. I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me.”


  Sam opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something else, but in the end he must have decided better of it because he just smiled and walked away.


  Once in the relative privacy of the elevator, Grace closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. A long time ago she would have wanted nothing more than to get reacquainted with Sam and maybe try for another shot at forever. She knew better now.


  Grace shook off her thoughts long enough to put on her thermal coat, designed to protect her from the cold January winds. It was big enough to cover her small backpack, keeping it from questing fingers. A slit in the front made sure her sidearm remained readily accessible–just in case. She pressed a button in the inside cuff to turn on the thermal lining.


  Medicorp security did not care who left the building–only who came in. Their location in the heart of downtown Kansas City made them a temptation for the vagrants living in the park across the street. Thousands of people without work, food, or hope would love their chance at even an hour inside the warm building with free, clean water pouring out of spouts in the bathrooms.


  It was a testament to how good Medicorp’s security really was that most of the vagrants kept their distance. It was a testament to the vagrants’ desperation when one of them rushed the door as Grace walked out and felt the first blast of January air on her face.


  The man in the tattered coat was heading straight for her. Grace jumped out of the way, not because she thought the man would hurt her but because she thought Medicorp’s security would shoot through her to keep the man at bay. Sure enough, an instant later, he was back on the sidewalk, blood staining the pathetic garment he had used to block the cold.


  Grace glanced over her shoulder in time to see a security guard holster his disruptor. She shuddered, but not from the cold. She tried not to think about the man who had lost his life in such a foolish manner, telling herself he had deserved death for being stupid enough to rush a well-guarded building. Yes, his coat was ragged, but there were enough warm bodies around to keep him from freezing to death.


  As Grace walked away, the vultures began rushing in, swooping down on the dead man’s body. One man with an even thinner and more ragged coat than the dead one thought he had found a treasure. He nearly knocked Grace over as he ran with it, followed by a small crowd that seemed intent on taking the filthy, bloodstained rag from him.


  How had someone broken in last month? Grace found herself wondering. It wasn’t her business or her job, but it had to have been an inside job. No one would have gotten through those front doors unless they had been invited.


  Even with lethal force at their disposal and no compunction against using it, the security guards at Medicorp only managed to clear a twenty-foot area in front of the entranceway. Soon, Grace was pushing against the crowd in the streets, using her elbows, arms, knees, and feet to push, pull, or kick people out of the way. There was a rhythm to the movement, if she could find the right wave to ride, but it took a lot of jostling to find that wave. Finally, she found a stream of people moving towards the rail stop she needed. Once she wriggled her way in, she no longer needed to exert any of her own effort. She just rode the wave, letting their movement pull her along.


  As always, insanity reigned downtown. Even knowing how to ride the waves, Grace could do little to keep people from touching or groping. She kept them from picking her pockets by not having anything in her pockets and by keeping her bag under her coat, but personal space did not exist in the wave. As if to remind her, someone beside her brushed a hand against her breasts. Whether on accident or on purpose, she would never know and she frankly did not care. Within seconds the groper drifted away, and they would likely never meet again.


  Grace moved one arm to the bulge at her side where she kept her disruptor. It would be difficult to get to it in this crowd, perhaps impossible to get to it in time. On the other hand, if someone started shooting the crowd at random, the sheer number of people surrounding her would give her some protection. If someone set off a bomb...well, very few lived forever. Matthew Stanton Sr. had been in the running, but even he had lost in the end.


  As Grace neared the rail station, she once again began to use feet, knees, and elbows to make her way through the crowd. Kindness was not an option. If she were nice, she would end up walking with the crowd all the way to State Line Road, where it finally started to thin out.


  A jab to a thin man’s chest, a stomp on a man’s bare foot (What was he thinking?), and a knee wedged between two dull-eyed women to coax them aside. She was nearly to the slower moving edges of the crowd when a man with an elbow spike tried to break her nose in his attempt to get into the center of the rushing street. He had his spiked elbows extended upward in a jabbing manner, making him a danger to himself and everyone around him. He didn’t care if they came in contact with chest, arm, or face. Grace saw it just in time to sidle behind the man.


  As she stepped behind him, she made a lightning-fast decision. She took advantage of the element of surprise to grab his wrists from behind and pull them up towards his face. It helped that he was almost as short as she was, though Grace knew she could have taken on a taller man. She brought up her knee behind his, causing him to buckle, and just as the force of the crowd started moving in on them, pinning her to his back, she guided his elbow spike down on his thigh.


  The man gasped in pain and fell partway over, but the crowd caught him up and carried him away even as Grace moved over to the side.


  Elbow spikes were illegal–whatever that meant. At least Grace’s police training had been able to help today. It hadn’t helped much while she had been on the force.


  She shook free of the crowd and ducked into a tunnel. The rail that had been servicing the Kansas City area for over two hundred years still sped along at two hundred miles per hour, trying to service too many people with too few trains. It made Grace nervous. Most terrorist attacks happened on the trains. Anyone who thought that killing a lot of people would make a statement loved public transportation–The Rebellion, Pro-Death, and even The Establishment, though they never took credit. The Establishment often blamed The Rebellion, but everyone knew The Rebellion did not have nearly enough funding to account for the number of attacks attributed to them. They lived in the sewers and ate the rats, earning them the name Sewer Rats.


  There were other terrorist causes, too–too many to count, but it did not matter. Public transportation was the only way to travel except for those wealthy enough to own a hovercar and a landing pad.


  A train pulled out of the station as Grace stepped onto the platform, pushing her way to the front of the long line of people waiting to get on. A second train pulled up thirty seconds later, but a fat man pushed Grace and several other passengers out of the way in order to get on. He knocked one man so hard that his cowboy hat went flying, and he had to run after it. The fat man was the only one who made the train at their door–and he kept several people from getting off.


  “Why don’t you share some of your food with someone else?” the man in the cowboy hat shouted just before the door to the train slammed home. A murmur of agreement rippled through those nearby, but Grace did not join in. The fat man would probably develop heart disease and die sooner than he would have, thus balancing the amount of food he ate now. Grace only despised him for making her wait for the next train.


  As the third train rumbled along the tracks, Grace prepared to fight people out of the way to get on board. The train stopped with the door right in front of her, but Grace did not stop to let anyone off before swinging on board. It was inefficient, of course, but a one-woman campaign would not change the culture of public transportation in Kansas City.


  As the train began to rumble out of the station, Grace found an arm hold and held tight. A seat was open a little way down the train, but with only four stops to go, she did not want to be far from the door.


  “Mommy! Mommy! Mommy!”


  Grace turned towards the door and saw a small child–no more than three or four–pounding on the closed doors of the train and screaming at the top of her lungs.


  Most of the nearby passengers looked away and tried to pretend they did not hear the little girl. Only one man did not look away, but the intense interest in his eyes made Grace’s skin crawl.


  “Damn,” Grace muttered under her breath. She did not have time for stupid parents who couldn’t keep tabs on their children. They should have been carrying her.


  “Damn,” Grace muttered again, this time loudly enough that several people glanced at her. She elbowed them out of the way and managed to clear enough space to kneel down in front of the little girl.


  “Did your mom get off at the last stop?” Grace managed not to criticize the mom in front of the child, but it was a near thing.


  “Uh-huh.” Tears began to form at the corners of the girl’s eyes.


  Grace softened her voice. “Did she tell you where to meet her if you got separated?”


  The girl stared at Grace blankly. Great. Not only had the girl’s mom failed to keep hold of her daughter on the rail, but she had not even equipped the girl with any means of finding her again should they get separated. If Grace had to bet, she’d put her money on the girl not knowing her home address or vidphone channel.


  There was a police station not too far from Grace’s bank. She hated the idea, but she could drop the girl there.


  And hope they cared. Grace’s short stint on the force didn’t give her much hope that they would.


  There was nothing else to do but find the mom herself. She knew she could. Nobody was better at finding people than she was, but she had also never had a case as important as the search for Jordan Lacklin.


  Then Grace caught sight of something–a homing beacon fixed around the girl’s collar. Assuming the mother had a receiver with her, and that was a fairly safe assumption, this might not be such an untenable situation after all. Grace could simply get off at her own stop, wait by the platform until the parents arrived, and then finish her errands.


  “I’ll get you to your mom,” Grace told the little girl. “Come now, it’s okay.” Grace shot an evil look at the man who continued to stare intently at the girl. He did not meet her glare or turn away, so Grace positioned her body between his eyes and the child.


  The girl did not stop crying, but that was not entirely surprising. Grace picked her up and found that underneath her thick coat she was surprisingly light. “What’s your name?” Grace asked.


  “Luella,” she said.


  “How old are you?” Grace asked. In her experience, kids did not cry when they had to answer such important questions.


  “Four and three-quarters,” Luella told her. Grace remembered her earlier guess that the girl couldn’t have been older than three or four–she was undersized for her age.


  “My mommy said I could have a cake on my birthday,” Luella continued. “Want some?”


  “I love cake,” Grace said. “Is it going to be chocolate?”

  “Uh-huh,” Luella said.


  Luella chatted the rest of the way to Grace’s platform, at which point Grace fought the crowd to get herself and the child off the train. She did not put Luella down until they were safely away from the train and found a corner with relatively few people milling about. They had a good view of the churning whirlpools of people getting on and off the trains.


  “Is Mommy here?” Luella asked.


  “She will be soon,” Grace replied, praying to a god she wasn’t sure existed that it was true.


  One train went by…two…three…Grace checked the time on her portable. She had hoped to make it to the bank and the grocery store before starting her case, but at this rate she wouldn’t be home before dark.


  “I don’t see my mommy,” Luella whined after the fourth train.


  “Soon,” Grace said, but she was stamping her foot impatiently, wondering how she had gotten herself into this and why she hadn’t been able to simply turn her eyes away like everyone else on the train.


  The fifth train to go by produced a blonde woman with the same bright green eyes as Luella. She also carried a homing beacon receiver.


  “Mommy!” Luella cried upon seeing her.


  “Mommy” snatched the child away from Grace as if she’d been trying to kidnap her.


  “What did I tell you about wandering away?” she asked, shaking Luella by the shoulders.


  “Empty words if you couldn’t be bothered to pick her up and hold her when getting off the train,” Grace answered for Luella.


  The woman eyed Grace coldly, turned up her nose, and sniffed. “You don’t have a child, do you?”


  Grace felt her cheeks burn, but she stood her ground. “I got yours off the train.”


  “Maybe I should report you for kidnapping.”


  “Go ahead,” Grace said. “See if anyone cares.”


  With that, the woman turned and headed back to the train, a death grip on Luella’s shoulder and not so much as a “thank you” for Grace.


  So much for chocolate cake.


  Very few people milled around the East Overland Park Station, at least compared to downtown. There was no wave to ride out here, though there was still plenty of pushing and prodding.


  The commercial sections of Overland Park had teamed up and paid private security to keep the vagrants away from their shops. These security officers paraded around in black and green uniforms, glaring menacingly at people who were minding their own business. One turned his menacing gaze on Grace, but she only stared back until he turned away and pretended to find something better to do.


  Two of these private security officers stood outside the bank, checking the ID chips of anyone who wanted to enter. Grace presented her wrist and waited for the guard to confirm her customer status.


  “State your business.” He smiled at her. Grace thought he could have been flirting, but the smile looked mean rather than friendly. It might have been the overly thick eyebrows or the extra long teeth that made his smile look more like a snarl.


  “I’m here to make a deposit and a withdrawal,” Grace said.


  “You have five minutes before we come in after you,” he said, standing aside and allowing her to enter the building. They always said that; it was the company line, but this time Grace thought he hoped he would be able to go in after her. She shuddered involuntarily.


  It wasn’t the way he looked, Grace told herself as she walked through the door. Sam wasn’t exactly a looker, either. No, it was something else–something in the way he looked at her that made her feel like he was waiting for his chance to pounce.


  Grace pushed the man out of her mind as she strode through the bank lobby. They had not hired a decorator since the mid twenty-fourth century and the walls still boasted the neon purple that had been popular at the time.


  It was hideous, but Grace had not chosen this bank for its decorating–she had chosen it because it had not been successfully robbed in over a century. The security guards outside meant business. They did not admit people who did not have legitimate business with the bank (opening an account happened in a separate building and required an extensive background check). They also did not let anyone linger.


  With that in mind, Grace made her way purposefully across the blinding purple lobby to the first available cashier. She handed the check to the bored looking woman on the other side. “For deposit, please. And I’ll need some cash back, too.” She handed over a completed deposit slip and waited.


  “Just a minute, ma–” The woman stopped abruptly and stared at the check. “Matthew Stanton?” she said. Her hand flew to her elegant red hair. “He’s the most eligible bachelor in the city. How do you know him?” She gave Grace an unflattering appraisal.


  Grace stiffened, knowing that her brown hair and brown eyes might have been more “girl next door” than runway model, but she also knew she had what it took. Her athletic body won her many stares and plenty of dates. The fact that none of them lasted was her own choice.


  “Business,” Grace said, and then added, “Which is none of yours.”


  “Of course,” the cashier, whose nametag read “Beth” said. “I need your wrist, please.”


  Grace held out her left wrist and wondered again how some people got jobs and some people didn’t. There were millions of people who could do the job of a bank teller, many of them living on the streets or working as slave labor and worse out on the farms. Yet Beth had the job. Grace knew nepotism factored in greatly, but even those throngs who had once been middle class had too many descendants to ensure all lived well.


  “Your balance statement,” Beth said, handing a slip of paper to Grace. “Do you think you could introduce me to Mr. Stanton?”


  “What?”


  “Look, I’m still young enough to have kids…barely. He could use someone like me, and I definitely wouldn’t mind someone like him.” She fluffed her hair again and leaned over to show off her generous cleavage. “My father owns the bank, but he’s already told me this is as good as it gets for me. I can’t imagine working this job for the rest of my life.”


  Grace managed to remain expressionless, though it was a near thing. “I think you should try someone a little closer to your own age and status.” And please, Grace did not add, quit this terrible job and give someone else a shot at it. She knew ten vagrants who would do literally anything for a chance like that.


  “I like the idea of getting an old timer,” Beth said. “There’s something exotic about their wrinkles and gray hair.”


  Yeah, it’s called money.


  Grace collected her money and deposit slip and put them in her bag before sliding her coat back over it. There probably wasn’t any harm in letting Beth have her delusions. A few more decades and maybe she would even grow out of her childish fantasies.


  Unless she was lying about her age. Many women past childbearing did. They could get away with it because only the old timers looked any older than twenty-five.


  The guard was just about to peer in on Grace when she walked out.


  “Five minutes, ten seconds,” he said with a half-growl on his face.


  “Blame Beth,” Grace said. “She insisted on needless chatter.”


  To her surprise, the security guard gave Grace a knowing smile. “That one’s trouble. I tell you what, we’ll call this one a warning.” With that, he patted her on the butt.


  At another time, Grace might have hit him for that, but she thought better of it when she noticed the second security guard’s hand on his disruptor. There were some principles worth dying for. This wasn’t one of them.


  The street was getting busier when Grace left the bank. It was mid-day and workers were running errands on their lunch breaks. Grace sub-vocalized, “Traffic report,” into her portable and soon had the details buzzing into her earpiece.


  “Congestion on the blue line, the green line, the red line, and the orange line. Stay away from Quivira near 95th street where a hovervehicle crashed into a crowd of people…”


  “Landed, more like,” Grace muttered, but she didn’t have to go that way so she put it out of her mind.


  “There’s a shooter on the gray line at the Independence, Missouri stop. Five confirmed dead so far. Those heading out of the city walls through the St. Joseph gate may want to think again. Armed militia has taken position just north of that gate. Authorities aren’t sure if they are raiders or if this is a prelude to an attack by William Edgers’s forces, which were recently rumored to have taken Chicago in a violent and bloody battle.”


  “Off,” Grace sub-vocalized. Normally she would request more news on the so-called “William the Bloody,” but today she did not have time. She had a clear ride home, at least for now, but she had just passed the grocery store and remembered she was running low on food.


  A little bell jingled as Grace entered the small neighborhood store. A security guard looked up when she entered and laid a hand on his disruptor, not in menace, but to show her that he had one. He was the first security guard she had met all day who had not been pompous or arrogant, so Grace reciprocated by showing her sidearm. The guard smiled. “Damn few people know good manners anymore. You must be from my generation.”


  Grace doubted it, but she said, “2320?”


  “You’re a kid,” the guard said. “I didn’t know we taught kids manners anymore.”


  “My mom wouldn’t have had it any other way,” Grace said. Of course, her mom was hoping she would use the information to catch herself a man, but that was a gripe for another time.


  Beyond the security guard stood row upon row of nutri-bars. They came in different colors and flavors, but they were ultimately all the same: Dry, hard, and with a sandpaper-like grit. No one liked them. Not that anyone had a choice but to eat them.


  The least inedible, in Grace’s opinion, were the ones in the purple packages with little bits of something that were supposed to taste like peanuts.


  They reminded Grace of dead flesh–at least, ever since she had seen the first news report about the farms. She shuddered, hoping it was all just a rumor, and pushed it from her mind.


  Grace threw a few of the orange and red nutri-bars into her basket for variety, then stood back and took a look around. Everywhere she looked, row upon row of nutri-bars shimmered at her in their shiny packages. Everywhere, except…


  Except in the very back where a man stood over a small fresh foods counter, a list of outrageous prices pinned to a board over his head.


  Grace headed that way, wondering if she could, just this once, afford some cow or pig meat. Even with the exorbitant check she had just deposited in the bank, she didn’t feel right spending money. The life of a private investigator was so uncertain. She could have a long dry spell and need the money. Her landlord would kick her out if she were a minute late on the rent.


  “Can I help you?” the man behind the counter asked. He had greasy hair and was missing a tooth, but at that moment he looked beautiful to Grace.


  “How fresh are the steaks?” Grace asked.


  “Just shipped here today,” the man said. “That’s why the prices are so high. But if you’re on a budget, I have some seasoned steak here that you better eat before the end of the day.”


  He showed Grace a small stack of steaks that had lost much of their redness, but were half the price of the fresh steaks. “I’ll take one,” she said. She had read somewhere that steaks were best just before they spoiled anyway–not that she would tell that to the butcher. He could decide to change the price on her without a moment’s notice.


  Bait and switch was illegal, too. Grace had read that in a book of amusing archaic laws that had never been repealed. It was right alongside burning witches and being drunk in public.


  When Grace took her meat and nutri-bars to the counter to checkout, she spotted a woman trying to get past the security guard. To her amazement, the guard fired a warning shot at the woman.


  “Get out!”


  The woman was filthy and as bony as Grace had ever seen anyone. “Please,” she said, “I just need a job.”


  “Get out,” the security guard said.


  The woman stared at him with dry, dead eyes.


  “She’ll just get shot next door,” a stocker said, putting down his box of nutri-bars and coming over to investigate.


  The guard glared at the stocker. “You hired me to handle this. You stock the shelves.”


  Why didn’t he just shoot her? Grace wondered


  “Why don’t you shoot me?” the woman asked. Grace wouldn’t have believed her capable of such a coherent thought.


  “Do you want to die?” the security guard asked.


  The woman shrugged. “My last surviving child just went off to a farm ‘cuz she had nowhere else to go. Asked me to go too but I’ve heard...” She broke off and shuddered.


  Grace stared down at the nutri-bars in her basket and echoed the woman’s shudder. Once or twice a year, one of the news distributors would do a story about the farms. Often as not, they would call it “Soylent Green” and think they were being clever. Grace wasn’t sure any of them really believed what they wrote. They couldn’t possibly be so flippant if they did.


  Whatever the rumors, the truths about farms were enough to make anyone think twice about picking up a nutri-bar, no matter how hungry they were. Grace had never been out to the countryside, had never ventured outside the city walls, which encompassed enough of the area around Kansas City to keep her from feeling claustrophobic. She never planned to go, either. If life and death in a city was unpredictable, it was nothing to the countryside.


  Grace didn’t know which was worse–that every year hundreds of millions of people were forced to work as slave labor on the farms or that every year millions more traveled out to the countryside hoping for a better life, despite knowing they would probably end up on a farm.


  People like this woman’s daughter. What could have made her decide to leave the city? What was so bad that she chose a farm and her mother chose suicide?


  A bum on a city street or a slave on a farm–Grace knew which she would choose, but maybe since she had never had to make that choice it came easier for her. A cold alleyway, a vacant dumpster, and the smell of human feces sounded far better to her than the lash of an electric whip, back-breaking work for sixteen hours a day, and the fear of spraining a toe and being deemed useless.


  “Those are just rumors,” the stocker said without much certainty in his voice.


  “She’s probably in chains,” the woman said, “Getting raped and beaten until they decide she’s more useful as fertilizer for the plants. They say they’re breeding cross-species of humans.”


  “I don’t know about any of that,” the security guard said, “but I won’t shoot an unarmed woman just asking for a job. You try to steal, then maybe, but if you’re out for suicide try the bank.”


  The woman stared at him with hollow eyes for a moment, then shrugged. “What the hell. I might as well go after my daughter. At least we’ll be together then.” With that, she left the store.


  Grace stared after her for a long time. So long, in fact, that ten customers got ahead of her in line before she checked out. Apparently she wasn’t the only one affected by this display, because a tall man wearing an old-fashioned cowboy hat didn’t move for a long time, either.


  As she left, the security guard handed her a piece of paper. “Call me later, if you get lonely.”


  She took the paper, thinking briefly of Sam and of how nice it would be to have a night of simple fun with no strings attached. Maybe she would call him.


  That’s when she noticed the man in the cowboy hat lingering on the other side of the door, trying to look casual with his hands in his pockets as he waited for something or someone. Grace didn’t know who he was or who he represented, but it was too much to hope he wasn’t there to follow her. Not after what Matt Stanton had told her that morning.


  Chapter 3


  How long had he been following her? Grace tried to remember whether she had seen a man in a cowboy hat anywhere else, and an image floated into her mind: One of a man in a cowboy hat shouting at a fat man to share his food.


  If he had followed her through the transit system, he was good. Shaking him wouldn’t be easy.


  “Are you all right?” the security guard asked.


  “Yeah, I just need…” Grace took a deep breath and searched for a plausible lie, “a bathroom.”


  “There’s one in back for employees only,” the guard said. “Go on, I’ll fix it for you.” He sub-vocalized something into his portable and waved her on.


  The man in the cowboy hat turned to peek in at her just as she began heading for the back of the store. No one stopped her as she headed through a set of double doors marked “employees only.” One man gave her a sideways glance and a half smile, which told her the security guard had delivered his message.


  A short hallway led to a back door. Grace spared a quick glance for a door marked “restroom,” but did not pause in her rush towards the back door. She flung it open and looked both ways into a dark alley, but she did not see a single cowboy hat in the small crowd of people pawing hopefully through the garbage cans out there.


  Grace pushed the door open as hard as she could, causing it to bang loudly enough to startle several nearby vagrants. Then she rushed back down the hall and towards the front of the store.


  If the man had a partner, this would never work.


  The security guard gave her a startled look as she raced by his station and out the front door. She didn’t see the cowboy hat anywhere, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t following her. The nearest rail station was a block away, and she reached it in record time, chose a train at random and pushed herself on board.


  She got off at the next stop and chose another random train, all the while memorizing faces and keeping an eye out for a cowboy hat or another face that seemed to be trying to keep up with her haphazard path.


  Finally, after half an hour of train hopping, she chose one that would take her home. She was as sure as she could be that no one had followed her, which was to say not sure at all.


  The sidewalks near Grace’s apartment in Shawnee were not as crowded with pedestrians as the ones downtown. She usually liked it out here, in the relative peace and quiet, but today she thought she would feel more comfortable with a crowd pressing in around her, keeping her more anonymous.


  Most of the people on the sidewalks in this area lived there. Grace recognized many of them. She knew all of those who lived outside her own building by face and name, though she never spoke to them. She handed out nutri-bars once a day, and for that they did not try to break into her apartment. It was a mutually beneficial relationship.


  They began to circle her as she approached with her grocery bag. First came an ageless woman with two teenage sons, then a young girl just shy of puberty. Grace thought she lived on her own, but had never asked. There wasn’t anything she could do for her or any of the rest except hand out the food. There were twenty in all who counted on her daily charity. She gave a bar to each of them, steadfastly avoiding their eyes, and then cut a path through to her building.


  Up three flights of stairs to her apartment, Grace did not meet any of her neighbors in the hallways. She could hear her next-door neighbors fighting through the wall when she reached her own door, but that was perfectly in order. Grace punched in an electronic code to open the door. Then she was in–home and office, space was too precious to separate the two.


  A red light on the vidphone blinked at her from the wall. “Play messages,” she said.


  “Two new messages,” intoned a mechanical, almost feminine voice. “Message one, 8:45 a.m.”


  “Grace, this is your mom. If you’re there, pick up. Pick up. All right, I guess you’re not there. I just wanted you to know I have a new great-great-great-great-great…How many greats did I just say? Anyway, I have a five-times great grandson. Charity’s excited and disappointed all at the same time. They won’t let her see him yet, or me, for that matter. They said we could come over sometime next month after he was sleeping better. Next month! Can you believe it? Give Charity a call sometime. And me, too. I—” a long beep ended the message before Grace’s mom had a chance to finish. Her mom had been leaving lots of messages lately, which probably meant she was between boyfriends.


  “Message two, 9:02 a.m.”


  “This is Becca Reynolds. I got married again last week and I need you…”


  “Delete,” Grace said before listening to the rest of Becca’s message. The woman was one of Grace’s regular clients, but she never paid her on time and actually, she still owed for the last job. Tracking down a missing husband who had been trying to get away from the controlling bitch.


  The apartment wasn’t much, but it was a giant step up from the one-room place Sam had remembered. This one had a bedroom large enough for a twin bed and wardrobe, a bathroom with a mostly working shower, and a kitchenette with a zapper, small refrigerator/freezer, and small stove/oven. There were even a few cabinets to put dry food and dishes.


  The nicest thing about the apartment was the living room. The large space was neatly divided into a living section and an office section by a convertible sofa. A small holoset hung from the wall, though its 3-D feature was currently broken.


  It would be a nice place if Grace spent any money on new furnishings, but she never took chances with her money. Her business left her with few guarantees, including next month’s rent.


  Grace sat at her desk and activated her console by saying its name, “Sam.”


  “What can I do for you today?” the high, almost birdlike voice, not at all reminiscent of the real Sam, intoned.


  She paused, her mind going back to that morning, when she had seen the real Sam for the first time in so long. Put it in the past where it belongs; where it’s been for sixty years. It wasn’t like she was in love with him anymore. She wasn’t even sure she believed in love. Didn’t love, by definition, last forever? Neither her mother nor her sister had ever managed to make a relationship last for more than a few years.


  “Begin net search. Name: Jordan Lacklin. Date of birth: December 10, 1968. Last known address... hang on...” Grace retrieved the information from her portable. “1212 Printer Street; Overland Park, Kansas. Save results to my password and voice print.”


  “Working,” intoned the voice trapped in the console.


  Grace took the opportunity to get herself a late lunch while the console worked. Actually–she sub-vocalized, “Time”–it would be more of an early dinner. She shoved the nutri-bars she had purchased into the cupboards and pulled out the wonderful looking steak.


  She put it on a zapper plate, but somehow that didn’t look right to her. “Sam,” Grace called. “How do you cook a steak?”


  “Working,” Sam said. “Found two million matching results.”


  “Never mind,” Grace said. “I’ll just put it in the oven for a while.”


  While she waited, Grace unpacked her bag. She spent a long time studying the audio diary she had been given, wondering if she should listen to it now–wondering what it would tell her about the man who had started it all. After a long, lingering look, she decided to save it for later. She put it in a safe hidden under a floorboard in her bedroom.


  A loud bang from next door almost made Grace go for her disruptor, but the subsequent high-pitched screech told her it was just her neighbors, still fighting. They seemed to be going for an all-time record if they were still at it. And she didn’t like the sound of that bang–had they upped the stakes? Usually it was just the yelling.


  A mouth-watering smell from the kitchen prompted Grace to check the steak. It was brown, so she decided it was done. She turned off the oven and put the steak on a plate.


  Another bang, farther away than the earlier noise, rang through the apartment. It sounded like it was coming from the stairwell.


  This time, Grace did pull out her disruptor.


  “Sam,” Grace said. “Pause search. Save results and shut down.”


  “Good bye!” the computer chirped.


  There were footsteps in the hallway. Wild scenes ran through Grace’s mind. It was The Establishment. They’d figured out what she was up to and had come to kill her–or torture her for more information. But then, why would they need her for information when there was obviously a snitch in Matt’s circle of confidantes? No, they would just kill her. Maybe it would be quick.


  Loud pounding on the door. Grace’s fingers tightened on the disruptor, which felt slick in her sweaty palm.


  “Open up! Police!”


  Grace’s heart tried to pound out of her chest. Why would the police come for her? They had been leaving one another alone for a long time now. As she stood there, indecisive, she remembered the last thing her old captain had said to her when she left the force: “If we ever cross paths again, I will have to kill you.”


  Chapter 4


  Grace began working for the Kansas City Police Department as soon as she left college at twenty-five years old. It wasn’t exciting work. Despite her degree in criminology and her eagerness to investigate crimes and help make the world a better place, she spent over thirty years pushing around paperwork in the mail room. She thought the day they first put her on a beat would be the happiest day of her life.


  How naive she had been.


  Bill McMillan was a veteran on the force, well respected by his peers and loved by his superiors. She found it hard to contain her excitement when she slid into the passenger seat of his hovercar on the day they pulled her out of the mail room.


  “Harper, isn’t it?” McMillan asked as he drove the hovercar off the roof of police headquarters downtown. The view of Kansas City from this height was striking and strangely beautiful. The people didn’t look so wretched from up here. They just looked like a million tiny dots forming a strange and abstract portrait.


  “Yes, sir,” Grace said. “It’s an honor to be working with you.”


  McMillan snorted, a sound of disgust that made Grace’s face burn. “This ain’t a glamorous job or an exciting one. It’s a dangerous one, as my former partner can attest.”


  His former partner had been killed in the line of duty the week before. Grace didn’t know the details–they never let those out.


  “Anything’s better than the mail room,” Grace said.


  “I wouldn’t be so sure. Kid, you’re probably a lot like I was fifty years ago when I first took up the beat–full of ideas about how you’re going to make this city a safer place. Well, that’s not what we do. It’s all we can do to keep the city from falling into anarchy, and frankly, what we got ain’t too far off.”


  Grace remained silent, not quite willing to believe him but afraid he was right. It’s not like she hadn’t wondered before what she could do if everyone else had already failed. But she couldn’t let go that easily, especially not on her first day away from the mail room.


  “All right, here’s our first stop.” McMillan pointed out the window, down at a thick section of crowd below them. “You’ll get good at recognizing these things eventually.”


  McMillan slowly brought the hovercar down, right over the heads of the people. For a minute it looked like he planned to land right on top of them, but he maneuvered slowly enough to give everyone time to scatter.


  “Have your sidearm ready at all times,” McMillan said as he shoved open the door, pushing several people out of the way in the process.


  Grace followed suit, a little awkwardly. She still wasn’t sure what they were doing, but as word spread through the crowd that the cops had arrived, people began to scatter in all directions until finally, Grace and McMillan reached the epicenter of the disturbance–a naked man of indeterminate age with what appeared to be a knife wound across his throat. Large amounts of blood pooled in the dirt beneath him.


  “Check him for an ID chip,” McMillan said.


  Grace checked both wrists, but didn’t find the tiny metal button that acted both as tag and as a neural interface for portables. She also did not see any sign that such a chip had been ripped out of his skin by the same people who had stolen his clothing. This man had probably been born on the streets. “Nothing.”


  “Good,” McMillan said. He sub-vocalized an instruction to his portable. It must have opened up a com link because a moment later he said, “Send a cleanup crew to my location beacon...no ID... 10-4.”


  McMillan turned to Grace. “All right, let’s go.”


  “W-wait! Shouldn’t we find out what happened here? Someone murdered this man.”


  McMillan actually laughed, a sound that infuriated Grace. He caught a glimpse of her face and the laughter died immediately. “Just like me. I bet I said all the same things my first day. It ain’t fair, is it?”


  “So you’re just going to accept it? Accept a man being murdered in the middle of a crowd of witnesses? You’re going to accept not knowing his identity and not letting his family know he’s dead?”


  “The cleanup crew will take fingerprints,” McMillan said. “The census gets almost everyone’s fingerprints. If they come up with a contact, they’ll let them know.”


  “And if not?” Grace asked.


  “Then he’ll join the ranks of the nameless, faceless dead. C’mon, let’s go.”


  Grace didn’t move.


  “Look, before the day’s out we’ll handle a dozen more like this. We don’t have time to ask questions or take statements. We don’t have time to properly examine the body or the area for clues–most of which have been taken away by other unfortunates.”


  It took her a moment to find her voice. When she did, her words dripped out like acid. “Would we have had time if he’d had an ID bracelet?”


  “We would not have. We’d have called in the homicide team and they’d decide. Get in the car.”


  This time, Grace complied, but she sat in stony silence as McMillan lifted off and began circling the area anew.


  “It helps if you don’t think of them as human,” McMillan said after awhile. “More than one officer has called this job pest control.”


  “What do you call it?” Grace asked.


  “Me?” McMillan seemed to consider the question for a while. “I call it necessary evil. And I also call it over. As soon as I’m done training you, I’m moving on to investigations. Six more months of this shit, and I wash my hands of the whole thing. Maybe I can make a difference there.” After a long pause he said. “Probably not, though. There’s a lot of pressure to only spend city resources investigating crimes that affect ‘real’ people.”


  “How much money do you have to have to be considered real?” Grace asked. “Do I count?”


  “Police protect their own,” McMillan assured her. “We’re the right hand of the KC Governor, and in return he protects us.”


  “Don’t I feel special,” Grace said. “What about everyone else?”


  “Depends if we’ve done a good enough job protecting everyone who’s got more money. If so, and if we’ve got time left over, then yeah.”


  The excitement Grace had felt earlier that day evaporated in an instant. She stared out the window at the crowds below, so tiny from this height. They did look a bit like ants from up here.


  Pest control. Somehow, she couldn’t make herself believe it.


  * * *


  She played the game for almost a year, bending the rules when she could, but not breaking them. She would work late (off the clock) if she could find out about the murder victims (and they were almost always murder victims) before the cleanup crew arrived. Maybe one time in fifty she’d even find the murderer. Not that she could arrest them–she’d tried that once only to receive an earful about how crowded prisons were–but she cold dish out street justice. This usually involved disarming the perpetrator and handing them over to the friends and family of the victim.


  It definitely wasn’t a glamorous or exciting job. McMillan had that right.


  On the one-year anniversary of that day, Captain Marcus Flint called Grace into his office for a chat. Captain Flint had something that Grace liked to call presence–a force that surrounded him and gave him power over others. Physically, he was only a little taller and broader than the average man, his hair a little darker than the average brown, and his eyes a little bluer than a sunny day. When he looked at you, though, he seemed to see into your soul.


  “I’ve been watching you for a while,” Flint said without preamble. “I’ve been keeping what I’ve seen from my superiors. They wouldn’t like it.”


  “Wouldn’t like what, exactly?” Grace asked.


  Flint smiled. The expression sent daggers of ice through her. “Let’s not play games. Your new partner is a little uncomfortable around you and has asked for reassignment. I’m granting it. You’ll be on your own for a while.”


  “Good,” Grace said. In truth, her new partner couldn’t keep his hands to himself. He probably wouldn’t have said anything to the captain if she hadn’t broken his finger the last time he’d patted her ass. At least he’d been intelligent enough to call the broken finger an accident.


  Captain Flint sat down across his desk from her and folded his hands together. “Can I be honest for a minute?”


  “Yes.”


  “I like you, Grace. You’ve got spunk and idealism. As long as you don’t hurt anyone, I don’t want to stand in the way of that. But we need to set a few ground rules. First, your vagrant investigations come out of your own time. I won’t pay you overtime for it.”


  “That’s the way it’s always been,” Grace said.


  “Second,” Flint’s voice rose in volume as he dismissed her protests. “You don’t bring any of your sidelines here.”


  “I haven’t since you told me off the first time.”


  “Third,” Captain Flint said, raising his voice still more, “and most importantly, stay away from The Establishment. Make sure your investigations and your form of personal justice don’t come anywhere near them. I can’t protect you if they do.”


  Grace rolled her eyes. She wasn’t even sure how truthful Flint was being. After all, he almost qualified as Establishment himself. He certainly worked closely with the governor, city council, and local businessmen.


  “You don’t understand,” Captain Flint said. “Whatever you’ve been told, this is their police department. We may answer to the voters on paper, but in reality, everyone answers to them.”


  She did understand that, actually, but she didn’t say so. “Anything else?”


  Captain Flint stood up. “Get out of here. And don’t forget what I said.”


  * * *


  She didn’t forget. Not exactly.


  The last day she would ever spend on the force began like any other. She started her beat at four in the afternoon, not a bad shift in late spring, when the sun lit the city past eight o’clock. Spring also had a tendency to take the edge off the violence. A strange sort of warm glow seemed to settle down over everyone. It put people in good spirits and even made them more generous.


  That day, one of the wealthiest citizens of the city arranged a nutri-bar drop around dinnertime. Thousands of shiny wrappers filled with sustenance showered the heads of the people below.


  It wasn’t a rare treat or anything. It happened at least twice a week in an attempt to keep the violent acts of hungry, desperate people to a minimum. Usually, there was quite a bit of fighting that went on over the food, but something about spring seemed to keep the anger at bay. Grace even spotted a man handing a nutri-bar to a child who had been unable to catch one for herself.


  As the sun began to set and the people headed for their favorite patches of earth to settle in for the night, Grace turned on the spotlights and headed north across her beat. She landed several times to break up a few fights, but only called the cleanup crew for one death between eight and ten o’clock, that one apparently self-inflicted.


  She felt good as she neared the northern border of her beat. She was just about to swing around and head back south when her searchlight fell across some kind of frenzied action or brawl that rippled through the crowd like a serpent. It looked suspiciously like a chase in progress.


  She landed her hovercar just ahead of the movement, readied her sidearm, and stepped out of the vehicle. That’s when she heard a muffled cry and saw the three figures who had caused the disturbance, two of them dragging the third.


  Grace didn’t even stop to think. She ran after them, down a dark alleyway between two warehouses. She had to jump over a few people sprawled in the narrow space, mostly trying to get some sleep and pretend not to see or hear anything from the other end.


  A shrill scream from the end of the alley made Grace quicken her pace. She could scarcely see anything now, away from the streetlights. All she could make out was a figure being pinned to the ground–female by the sound of her voice–one figure straddling her, and another nearby, holding a disruptor.


  Vagrants didn’t usually carry disruptors. That should have been her first clue.


  “Stop!” Grace ordered. “I want to see your hands in the air or I’ll shoot!”


  Their heads turned towards her, but they did not move to obey. The woman on the ground began to plead. “Help me, please!”


  “Shut up!” came the deep voice of the man straddling her.


  “Get out of here,” said the man with the disruptor. “You don’t have any clue who you’re dealing with.”


  “I’m dealing with criminals,” Grace said, a little more confidently than she felt.


  The man with the disruptor raised the weapon. Grace fired hers with scarcely a moment’s indecision, then rushed forward to disarm him, though she needn’t have bothered to act so quickly. He was dead, and his friend was too stunned to react.


  “I said get your hands in the air!” Grace ordered the other.


  He complied, shaking as he stood. She smelled alcohol on his breath.


  Alcohol? Vagrants definitely couldn’t afford alcohol.


  She tried not to think about that as she slapped cuffs on his wrists and called for backup. The woman got to her feet and brushed off her ragged clothes, panting heavily. “Thank you. Thank you. I had no idea when I took this job…”


  “You’re a whore?” Grace asked, suddenly wondering if she’d made a terrible mistake.


  “No, a reporter. I’m doing an undercover investigation of life on the streets.”


  Suddenly, her voice seemed familiar. Grace couldn’t dredge up the name from the back of her mind, but she could picture the face from one of the local news channels–thin and pale, with dangerously high cheekbones.


  “She’s a reporter?” the man asked. “I thought she was a tramp.”


  He had an ID bracelet. Grace scanned it, and her heart plummeted five stories. His name was Bradley Copeland. His name and address told her that this was the son of one of the wealthiest men in Kansas City.


  “When my father hears about this, you’re dead,” Bradley said. “You’re as dead as my brother.”


  Grace swallowed. Hard. She didn’t doubt it for a second. This was exactly what the captain had warned her about.


  “Not if I have anything to say about it,” the reporter chimed in. Unfortunately, Grace didn’t think she had much to say about it.


  * * *


  Bradley went home as soon as backup arrived. Grace spent the night in jail.


  She didn’t sleep. She didn’t just think she would die the next day, she knew it. She spent the hours before dawn thinking about her life, such as it was, and wondering if it had all been worth it. She thought of Sam, who would be crazy wondering where she was. She was supposed to go over to his place when her shift was over. He’d find out eventually. Would it be before or after she got a chance to say good bye to him? And things had been so rocky between them lately, with her sixtieth birthday approaching and her last remote chance of having babies almost gone.


  Her relationship with her mother had been rocky lately for much the same reason. Grace didn’t feel the need to patch things up with her before she died, though. Maybe she should say one last good bye to her sister, Charity.


  When you’re about to die, the strangest things go through your mind. Her rent was due the next day, and Grace wondered if her landlord would take all her furniture when she didn’t go to pay. She wondered if Sam would ever get a chance to go to France like he’d always wanted. She wondered if, unencumbered by her, he would have children with another woman.


  Her stomach twisted in knots at that thought.


  Finally, near dawn, she wondered if they would offer her one last meal, and if she could have something other than nutri-bars. She’d had bacon and eggs twice in her life, and her mouth watered at the thought.


  “Open cell door G-4!” called a guard.


  Grace closed her eyes. This was it. They were coming for her. She heard her cell door clank open, and she risked a peak.


  To her surprise, Captain Flint stood there with a scowl on his face. “Do you even understand the seriousness of what you’ve done?”


  “Of course I do,” Grace said. “You’re here to kill me, right?”


  Captain Flint growled at her.


  “Do I get a last meal or anything?” Grace asked, trying to sound braver than she felt.


  “You get to listen to me right now. Copeland is one of the richest men in the area and he doesn’t take kindly to one of his sons getting killed. Never mind that he has at least fifty sons and doesn’t give a damn about one of them. Never mind that the one you killed was trouble. There’s a principle here.”


  Grace felt her heart pounding. “Why are you saying all this to me? Why don’t you just get it over with?”


  “I’m coming to that. You see, the woman you saved was not a vagrant at all, but a reporter who hit the holos last night, before anyone could stop her, singing your praises and telling the city there are still decent cops in Kansas City.”


  Grace saw a tiny flicker of hope. “So it wouldn’t look very good for them to have me killed right now?”


  “They were willing to make it look like an accident,” Captain Flint said, “but I interceded. I called in every favor I had, Grace, but I got them to reconsider.”


  It took Grace a minute to understand. When she did, she looked at Captain Flint in an entirely different way. “Why did you do that?”


  The Captain grunted. “I’m crazy, that’s why, but don’t thank me yet. You’re officially blacklisted. You won’t get any legitimate work for any company owned by The Establishment or their subsidiaries. You won’t be able to work for the government. And I don’t just mean in Kansas City, either. If you head for another city-state, their national connections will make sure this follows you. They think you’re going to starve to death on the streets or head out to the farms. And that’s why they’re letting you off.”


  They were probably right. Grace felt suddenly cold. “What do you think?”


  Flint handed her a business card and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Give this guy a call. He’s a private detective. Might be able to work something out for you.” He stood back and stared Grace straight in the eyes. “Don’t draw attention to yourself, Grace. If we ever cross paths again, I will have to kill you.”


  Chapter 5


  Grace knew that if she didn’t open the door, the cops would break it down. She considered heading out the bedroom window and down the fire escape, but figured they would have that exit covered. Meanwhile, the attempt to escape would make things much worse for herself.


  “Open up or we’ll break the door down!”


  Grace unlocked the door, still gripping her weapon tightly. “Come in!” she yelled, standing back and ready to fire.


  She didn’t recognize the two cops who had come for her, but then again it had been almost seventy years, so that wasn’t unexpected. They both had their weapons drawn and seemed unsurprised to see hers trained on them.


  “Grace Harper, lower your weapon.”


  “Am I under arrest?” Are you going to kill me when I lower my weapon? It was what she really wanted to ask, but could not.


  “You have my word that we will not kill you if you lower your weapon and come with us.”


  Grace eyed the speaker warily. He was the smaller of the two, but he was still over six feet tall and at least two hundred pounds. “Why should I trust you?”


  “You also have my word that if you do not lower your weapon by the count of three, I will be forced to fire.


  “One…”


  Grace considered her odds. She could shoot him before he reached three, but the other cop would shoot her before she could turn her gun on him.


  “Two…”


  Even if she did survive this, the police department would no longer be all right with their “live and let live” approach.


  Grace lowered her weapon and shoved it in her holster.


  “Good choice.”


  The other cop took her sidearm and then patted her down, searching for other weapons that weren’t there. She didn’t conceal her weapons. They only served as a deterrent if people knew she had them.


  “She’s clean,” the searcher said. “Let’s take her in.”


  They led her out her front door, down the stairs, and to a waiting hovercar surrounded by curious passers-by and several residents of the alley outside her apartment building. Unfortunately, they recognized her, which probably meant they’d try to break into her apartment while she was away. Not that she’d need any of her stuff if she died.


  If we ever cross paths again…


  He had meant it, but his officers hadn’t shot her on sight so maybe she had a chance. Maybe this had nothing to do with The Establishment or Matt Stanton.


  Yeah, right. And maybe they’d give back her badge and set her to work on her old beat.


  “What’s this about?” Grace asked the two cops in the front seat.


  “No questions,” said the driver–the one who had done most of the talking so far. The other one had his grubby fat fingers on Grace’s weapon.


  Grace settled back and watched the buildings fly by as they made their way to the downtown police department. She hadn’t been in a hovercar since she left the force. Normal people just couldn’t afford them. Most of the cars in the air either belonged to the police force or a few very rich people.


  The police department hadn’t changed in seventy years, at least not from the sky. The last time she had landed there, she had been in cuffs. They hadn’t cuffed her this time, but she didn’t let that get her hopes up.


  From the landing pad, they took the elevator down to the twentieth story, where Captain Flint’s office was–or at least, where it had been seventy years ago. As soon as the doors dinged open on the twentieth floor, they headed along the long corridor to the captain’s office.


  It all looked the same. Exactly the same. From the late twenty-third century wallpaper to the stains that had been there since two officers by the name of Greene and Yale had fought in the corridor and thrown hot coffee at one another.


  One of the cops pressed the buzzer by the door. A moment later, Grace heard a click, and the door swung open. The two cops pushed her inside.


  Captain Flint sat behind his desk, arms resting atop its smooth, uncluttered surface, his eyes locked on Grace’s. “Leave us,” he ordered the cops, who immediately obeyed.


  A profound silence echoed through the room. Grace became aware of her heart pounding and wondered if Flint could hear it from behind his desk.


  “It’s been a long time,” Flint said, finally.


  Not long enough. “Yeah.”


  “Did you give my officers any trouble?” Flint asked.


  “What do you think?”


  “Sit down.” Flint waved at the chair on the other side of the desk.


  Grace stared at it, half expecting it to explode if she put any pressure on the seat. She sat lightly, keeping most of her weight on her feet.


  “You said you’d kill me if we ever crossed paths again,” Grace reminded him.


  “So I did, and by all accounts I should. I helped you out, got you started in P.I. work, and how do you repay me? By taking a meeting with the richest man in Kansas City.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Grace lied.


  “Skip it. We’ve been helping The Establishment track Matt Stanton’s moves ever since his father’s murder.”


  “Why?” Grace knew the answer, but she wanted to hear Flint say it.


  “Because we think he killed his father.”


  “So what if he did? Don’t you have bigger things to worry about, like Sewer Rats or an army at the city’s northern gate?” She would have been more worried about those things, but she and the police department had never seen eye to eye on priorities.


  “It’s just raiders. Edgers is still securing Chicago.” Flint closed his eyes and rubbed at them for a moment. “Believe it or not, The Establishment is more worried about their own kids than about all the rebels and vagrants in the streets, no matter how many bombs go off. They’ve got enough security around their fortresses to keep out anything the riff raff can afford to do to them, but their own kids…Well, you can imagine. It’s a potential eternity before their kids get to inherit anything and some of them want to push the date up.”


  My heart bleeds. Aloud she said, “Maybe they should stop having kids.”


  “That’s their business,” Flint said. “Mine is to find out whether Matt Stanton killed his father and hang him out to dry in front of The Establishment if he did. Really, they’ve already decided he’s guilty, and I pretty much agree. We’re just looking for evidence and when we find it, things won’t be pretty for Matt or for anyone who’s associated with him.”


  “Did you bring me here to warn me off?”


  “Just the opposite,” Flint said. “I brought you here to give you a chance to repay your debt to The Establishment.”


  This didn’t sound good. She hadn’t thought to worry about daddy’s murder after Matt told her what he really wanted from her, but apparently she should have. “I didn’t know I owed them anything,” Grace said, stalling for time.


  “You’ll be off the blacklist.”


  “Hasn’t affected me that much.” That was kind of a lie. She could make more money if she could openly take on business clients such as Matt Stanton, possibly build up a nest egg against future dry spells, but so far she had remained afloat with her private client list.


  “Look, Grace. This isn’t a choice. You do it and, if you survive, you’re back in The Establishment’s good graces. You don’t and you’re on their hit list. It’s one or the other.”


  “Gee, let me think…”


  “I knew you’d see reason.” Flint stood and walked over to his bar where he kept sodas, fruit juice, and bottled water. He grabbed a cold bottle of water and handed it to Grace. “Still drink this, right?”


  “Yeah.” Grace took it, but did not open it. She was still trying to figure out how she could possibly salvage this situation. The one small blessing was they hadn’t discovered what Matt had hired her to do. They only knew she’d taken the meeting.


  She couldn’t turn her investigation around on Matt. That would betray a confidence, even if she did privately agree he probably had killed his father. A few hours ago, curiosity might have driven her to at least look into it, but she had a more critical assignment now. She didn’t want to know if Matt killed his father because if she found out that he did, it could ruin humanity’s chance to undo a four hundred-year-old mistake. No, somehow she would have to find evidence that he had not done it–and it would have to be good because the police and The Establishment had made up their minds about his guilt.


  “So,” Captain Flint said, trying and failing to sound casual, “what was the meeting about?”


  “Do you really think I’m going to answer that question?” Grace asked.


  “All right, then. How about this one? Why did you take the meeting?”


  In this, she felt, she could be perfectly honest. “Curiosity.”


  “You wanted to know why he wanted to hire someone on the blacklist?”


  “Something like that.” Exactly that.


  “The Establishment is pretty curious about that too.”


  Grace shrugged.


  “They’re going to find out,” Captain Flint said. “They’re searching your apartment right now.”


  They wouldn’t find anything, Grace told herself. There’s no way they would go searching through random floorboards for the hidden safe.


  “How do you know I took the job?” Grace asked.


  “You stopped by the bank on the way home.”


  Damn. They did do the thing right.


  “Look,” Grace said, putting as much venom in her words as she could muster. She could muster a lot. “Do those Establishment creeps want me to find them a murderer or do they want to bug me about a silly little job that’s got nothing to do with them? It’s one or the other.”


  Captain Flint put his hands up. “Fine, fine! Whatever you say.”


  He gave up way to easily. That meant The Establishment wanted her to investigate Matt, and they thought they could learn why he’d hired from the blacklist another way. She’d have to watch her step.


  “All right, why don’t you tell me what you do know about this Stanton case?” Grace said.


  “You’ve seen the news?” Flint asked.


  Grace nodded.


  “They didn’t leave out much. We haven’t confirmed the disappearance of the holosuit, but they got it right. There was no sign of forced entry or exit, which means this was an inside job. Whoever did this stole the suit, then tracked down Mr. Stanton.”


  “Tracked him down?” Grace echoed. “The news made it sound like an accident.”


  Flint shook his head. “We don’t think so. Mr. Stanton headed for a bunker when the alarms went off. Whoever killed him did it while he was en route. There was no other reason for the intruder to have been in the company’s basement. Surveillance photos caught the murder, but of course, they’re meaningless. The holosuit thief took on the image of a building receptionist, who was definitely seated at the front desk at the time of the murder.”


  “Any possibility that surveillance cameras caught someone stealing the suit?” Grace asked.


  “We got video of a number of people going in and out of the lab where they kept the holosuit. They were just about to unveil it and had plenty of VIPs coming through for a preview. Matt was one of them.”


  “Matt was in there when the alarm went off?” Grace asked.


  “We’re not actually sure when the suit went missing. Someone swapped it out for a realistic-looking fake, which meant they knew what it looked like in advance.”


  “You think Matt hid a suit under his clothing?” Grace asked.


  “The holosuit is about this big,” Flint used his hands to describe an object about the size of his thumb. “It projects a holographic field that covers a man’s body like a suit. It isn’t actually a suit. A technician noticed the swap when he went to run more tests, shortly after the VIP party left.”


  “How shortly?


  “Half an hour,” Flint said.


  “That’s pretty flimsy evidence,” Grace said.


  “Which is why we need you. You can get closer to Matt, find out if there’s something more.”


  Fat chance. “Send me copies of all the evidence you have. I’ll do my best.”


  “You’d better. I can’t help you this time if you fail.”


  “Why did you help me before?” She had little hope he’d answer her this time when he hadn’t answered last time, but she had to try.


  Flint walked around the desk and extended his hand for her to shake. As she took it, she felt a slip of paper pressed into her hand. She didn’t even flinch as she palmed it and stood to go.


  “I’ll have my officers drive you home.”


  Chapter 6


  A five-second scan of her apartment told Grace it had not been vacant during her absence. A few more seconds confirmed that the vagrants, despite their hopeful looks during her arrest, had not been the culprits. They wouldn’t have left the steak.


  No, whoever had turned her apartment upside down had been looking for something. The sofa cushions lay on the floor, the contents of the kitchen cabinets, though present, were strewn across the kitchen, and when she entered her bedroom, she saw the bedding all over the floor.


  Immediately, she pried up the loose floorboard and checked the contents of the safe. The diary was still there. Breathing a sigh of relief, she took off her coat and placed the diary in her backpack for safekeeping.


  She went to hang her coat on a peg by the door when she remembered the note from Captain Flint, which she had shoved into a pocket. Fumbling for a second with the button fastening her pocket closed, she reached in, found the slip of paper, and read:


  Your apartment is bugged. You are being followed. And not just by us. Stanton has killed before. How much do you trust him?


  She crumpled the note and shoved it back into her coat pocket. For all the years she worked under the man, she never had understood him. He followed the mandate of The Establishment, yet he had allowed her unauthorized investigations for a short time and saved her life when it all went to hell. She wanted to believe him, but for all she knew the paper and even the secret hand-off were part of an elaborate plan to make sure she cooperated.


  In this crazy and dangerous new world she had entered, she didn’t think she could trust anyone. Not that it mattered. The note didn’t exactly suggest anything she didn’t fear in her heart–that she wouldn’t survive this mission even if she succeeded.


  She also could have guessed that the intruder had bugged the apartment. A half hour of cleaning and searching produced three listening devices and one tiny video recorder. There might be more. She had no way to know for sure.


  “Just great,” Grace muttered under her breath. She glanced at her computer, wondering what to do next. If she started looking for Jordan, The Establishment might find out. If she didn’t start looking for him, Matt might find out.


  “Sam,” Grace said, “run self-diagnostic. Are you secure?”


  “No,” Sam said with a mechanical crackle that had not been there before. “I have identified two hundred twenty-seven spy programs. Shall I disable them?”


  “Yes,” Grace said, a little hopelessly. While he worked, she went to the kitchen to get her plate of cold steak. She sat and ate on her ancient sofa while she watched the news on her broken holoset. Trying to see the distorted images in two dimensions gave her a bit of a headache, but she needed the distraction. At least the sound worked.


  “We have an update on a story we brought to you earlier this afternoon.” It was Lisa Turner, the woman whose life she had saved all those years ago and who had, in return, helped save hers. Her series, “Life on the Streets,” had earned her a spot on the anchor’s desk, and Grace had watched ever since, though they had never again met in real life.


  “William Edgers, better known as William the Bloody, is still securing Chicago. The forces gathering to the north of the city were raiders, and the city militia was sent to dispatch them this evening.


  “Governor Adams still believes the threat from Edgers is real, and he had this to say earlier today...”


  The fuzzy image flickered, and the voice of Warren Adams, Governor of Kansas City, filled her apartment.


  “William Edgers has strong allies in Washington, and the threat from his merciless and bloody campaign remains real. Though Chicago is under a communications blackout, refugees have told us of streets set ablaze and thousands massacred.


  “To protect our lives and our sacred right for self-governance, we ask that any able-bodied man or woman who wishes to join the militia report to a recruiting station. Tomorrow we will have people on the streets soliciting volunteers.”


  Grace lifted her eyebrows. That sounded more like a draft to her. They were worried. No doubt about it. Although on the bright side, this would provide some temporary employment for a lot of the street dwellers.


  Lisa Turner started talking again, but Grace didn’t listen. Edgers had been rallying support in Washington for a United States reunification for decades. He’d been successful–most of the Eastern Seaboard stood by him, but until six months ago, few understood that he would go to war to piece the country back together.


  A knock at the door interrupted her chain of thoughts. Taking her disruptor from her holster once again, she edged forward and asked, “Who is it?”


  “It’s Sam.”


  Grace sighed and holstered the gun. Just what she didn’t need right now–a confrontation with her old lover. She opened the door.


  There he was, looking just as he had that morning and just as he had sixty years ago. He wasn’t smiling, though, and after a moment Grace figured out why. Her neighbor, Lissy, had apparently been thrown out of her apartment again and was trying to find a comfortable place to sleep in the hallway–quite a feat with a belly ready to burst from pregnancy.


  “Hi, Grace,” Lissy said.


  “Lissy,” Grace said. “You look about twelve months pregnant.”


  “No, I’m not due ‘til next Thursday. I thought I told you.”


  “So you did,” Grace said. She turned her attention to Sam. “Come in.”


  Sam hesitated, his eyes locked on Lissy. Grace felt a pang of something–surely not jealousy. If he wanted a woman who could and would have kids, then she wished him the best of luck. It had nothing to do with her anymore.


  The moment passed, and Sam entered the apartment. “Nice place.”


  “Thanks,” Grace said.


  “Who’s the woman out there?”


  “Neighbor. She was fighting with her husband all afternoon. Guess he kicked her out.”


  “You didn’t think to invite her inside?” Sam asked.


  “Why would I do that? Didn’t you always tell me not to get involved in things like that? Her husband’s a loose cannon.” She did not tell him that she had invited Lissy in before and might again in the future. Right now, things were just too unstable in her own life to get involved in Lissy’s.


  “Maybe I’ve gone soft in the last few decades.”


  “Why are you here?” Grace asked. She regretted asking as soon as the words were out. What if Sam’s answer had something to do with Jordan or Matt? There were probably still listening devices in the apartment, and she could not be sure if they were Matt’s or The Establishment’s.


  A playful smile appeared on Sam’s face, and she could tell from his tone that he was joking. “I thought we could rekindle our old romance?” Seeing the look on her face, he changed tactic. “All right, I’m here to find out what you’ve learned about J-”


  Grace didn’t remember deciding to do it. All she knew was that in a second, Sam was going to tell the listening devices all about the case. Before he could, she rushed forward and pushed her lips into his.


  It was more of an attack than a kiss, but it still reignited old passions and old promises. Sam kissed her back, a little awkwardly, but it wasn’t a one-sided kiss. It was…she didn’t know what it was. It simply couldn’t be.


  Grace broke free of the forbidden contact.


  “Grace...I–”


  “Sh,” Grace said. “Let’s finish this at your place.”


  “My place?” Sam echoed.


  “Yeah.”


  “All right, but I’m not sure–”


  “Sh,” Grace said again. “No talking until we get there.”


  * * *


  Sam only lived two tube stops away, barely a ten-minute trip. They hadn’t lived that close to one another when they’d been together. Then again, Sam had always managed to keep a higher standard of living than she had. They’d always spent time together at his apartment, though in fifty years she’d never moved in. She wouldn’t have unless he agreed to marry her. She’d seen her sister and her nephew hurt too many times to compromise on that principle. He had refused to marry her because she would not agree to have children.


  Sam held his front door open for her and waved her inside. He still had a larger apartment than she did, with nicer furnishings and a modern, twenty-fifth century feel.


  It smelled just like him.


  “Matt’s paying me more than the university was so I’ll be moving when my lease is up this summer.”


  Sam went on about the apartment, making idle small talk without her help. Grace’s mind was somewhere else entirely, wondering what she should say to Sam. If she told him the truth, then she would be taking sides with Matt against The Establishment. She didn’t trust Matt. He might kill her when this was all over. Which, of course, was just what Flint had hoped to seed into her mind....Doubt. Yeah, Matt might kill her, but so might The Establishment.


  The only thing to do was to keep both sides in the dark. But she needed to work, and she couldn’t work in her apartment, so she needed a lie.


  “How much do you know about Matt?” Grace asked, cutting through whatever he was saying.


  “I-er, I think I know him.”


  “Do you trust him?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Then can you explain why he bugged my apartment?” Grace asked with just the right touch of anger.


  “What are you talking about?” Sam asked.


  “I found listening devices and spyware. I refuse to work if I’m being watched.”


  “I don’t blame you!” Sam said. “I...wait–is that why you wanted to come here?”


  “Of course. Why else?”


  Sam’s face turned slightly pink, and Grace bit back a smile that quickly turned into a frown. Why did she care what he thought of her after so many years?


  “Look,” Sam said, “why don’t you get started here? You can use my terminal. I’ll go back to the office and figure out what’s going on.”


  “How do I know your terminal’s not bugged?” Grace asked, maintaining the anger in her voice despite the relief she felt in her heart that this lie might just work.


  “Newton,” Sam called. He still called his computer the same thing. “Run diagnostic. Search for viruses and spyware.”


  “Working,” Newton responded in a somewhat effeminate voice. They waited in tense silence for about two minutes. Finally, Newton reported, “No viruses detected. No spyware detected.”


  “My computer found the spy programs right away,” Grace said. “Looks like you’re clean.”


  “All right,” Sam said. “You get to work. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”


  “Wait,” Grace said as Sam headed towards the door. “I’ll need a login.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Sam paused long enough to create a user account for Grace on his terminal. Then he slipped out the door without looking at Grace or saying good-bye.


  Grace stared after him for a minute, then shook her head and asked Newton to begin the search for Jordan all over again.


  While she waited for it to finish, she picked up Jordan’s audio diary and told it to start playing entry number two.


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s January 18, 2050,


  I know I started this diary over two weeks ago and haven’t made an entry since then, but I wasn’t sure what to say. I don’t want to upset you, but maybe there’s no way to avoid it. I can’t lie to you and I can’t sit here, watching you, and pretend that everything is all right.


  Ethan and Kevin are filing a petition to have you euthanized.


  I can’t believe Kevin would... It must have been Ethan. I know you don’t like it when I say bad things about him, but Kevin’s always been so sweet and loving. Ethan has always been the bad seed, more concerned with money than anything else. Although why he’d choose to spend money to fight this...


  The whole family is torn over this. Even the grandchildren. Sweet Margaret, Kevin’s little girl–although I guess she’s not so little now that she’s in college–she came over to sit with me yesterday. Alex, always my favorite, is off at school, but he called. He told me he hated what his father and Uncle Ethan were doing, and that until I’m ready to let go... I think he thinks I should let go, but he doesn’t know I’m working on a cure. I’ll find it, too.


  I love you,


  Jordan


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s January 20, 2050,


  It’s hard for me to look at you like this. I see the woman I love everywhere except for the eyes. Those are vacant. This shouldn’t have happened to you, it should have happened to me. I deserve it, not you. You were always so kind and decent. You loved our boys unconditionally, even when Ethan set things on fire and conned the other children out of their lunch money. It was because you couldn’t see evil. You’re lucky.


  I can see evil. It surrounds me everywhere I go, especially at Medicorp. The men there don’t care about people, only about results and the bottom line. Well, no, Alan cares. He doesn’t see evil, either, but not because he’s pure like you. He’s just kind of stupid. Well, no, stupid isn’t the right word, either. Maybe naive. He doesn’t really care about anything except the research. He lives for it. He doesn’t understand that there’s a world out there.


  Speaking of Alan, he unlocked the most fascinating thing within the human genome. He found proof that aging is caused by our very genetic structure and he thinks the process could be turned off. It’s linked to all kinds of conditions, including Alzheimer’s. We’re tapping into the core of human aging. Well, you never did like me to talk shop around you. I wish I had something else to talk about. There’s just you, work, and the kids with their attempt to get the courts to side with them and kill you.


  It’s time for me to be off to work.


  I love you,


  Jordan.


  “Pause.” Grace stared at the diary for a while. He was “tapping into the core of human aging,” according to the last entry. Was that why Matt had believed him to be the one responsible for all of this? There had to be more.


  But for some reason she wasn’t ready to keep listening yet. She marveled at the way Jordan had loved his wife. To sit by her bedside, to hold her hand though there was nothing left inside her. It was amazing. It seemed nothing could break their bond.


  What was it about today? Perhaps it was the endless time. Jordan and Margaret had been together for fifty years, just as Grace and Sam had. Yet for Jordan and Margaret, it had been an eternity.


  Grace rubbed her eyes. She needed to stop thinking about the past. It was in the past. Sixty years gone.


  “Play entry four,” Grace said.


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s January 24, 2050,


  The boys found a sympathetic judge, and he’s given the okay for your death. I’m still fighting, though, so hang in there. I’ve filed for an appeal. They can’t do anything until another judge hears the case.


  Alan and I have almost found a way to stop aging. I know when we find it we can use it to help you. It can’t be too late, it just can’t be. Alan’s so excited it’s shameful. He never goes home. I’m not sure he has a home. I asked him if he was married, and he stared at me blankly. We have a woman in our group, and it occurred to me that Alan won’t speak to her, not even when she asks him a direct question.


  The woman is being a pain. Her name is Chrissy, and that should be your first clue; no self-respecting woman should have a name that rhymes with “prissy.” She’s the smartest damn thing I’ve ever met, but you wouldn’t know it to look at her or hear her speak. She’s always flinging around her hair. I think she does it on purpose. She’s slept with everyone on the research team except me and Alan. Anyway, she’s saying we shouldn’t pursue this research and it might be dangerous. Bah! How long are humans going to be held back by people refusing knowledge?


  Besides, I’d do anything to help you, Margaret. She doesn’t understand. She’s young. She probably thinks she’ll live forever. I wonder if she’s ever lost anyone she loves.


  Kevin called last night. I almost refused the call, but he begged me to hear him out. He didn’t talk about you, though. He said his kids missed me. I suppose I’m not being fair to them. I haven’t picked up the phone in over a week, not even when the grandkids call. Alex and I always got along so well, and the kid’s smarter than I am, though I hate to admit it.


  This week will be keeping me busy at work. I’ll be by to see you as much as I can.


  I love you,


  Jordan.


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s February 4, 2050,


  I’m going to have to move you to a new location. I don’t think my appeal is going to succeed. I’ve found a vacant apartment downtown, very close to Medicorp. I’ve also found a pro-life nurse, who won’t say anything about you being there. The trouble is…well, I won’t be able to see you anymore. If I go by the apartment, the boys will find you there. We didn’t raise stupid boys. I can’t believe this is going to be good-bye. I’ve got nothing left now, Margaret, nothing but my work and the possibility I might be able to save you yet.


  Which reminds me... Chrissy is threatening to take our discovery to Matthew Stanton, the president and CEO of the company. She says we’re messing with things we have no business messing with, and she thinks Mr. Stanton will put a stop to it. I don’t know the man and neither does she, but I am a little worried, I admit. What we’re doing can save and prolong a lot of lives, especially yours.


  I saw all the grandkids today, even Alex, who flew home to be with me. Alex has been accepted into MIT’s graduate program, but we knew he would. I didn’t realize how much I missed him until he dropped by.


  Carl, though…he’s taken after his father, if you ask me. The kid doesn’t care about anything except money. He’d sell his own mother if it would make him rich. Trouble is, he’s not even smart about it. He got his father’s ambition but none of the brains.


  This whole family is falling apart, I fear. At least you don’t really understand what’s happening. Sometimes I envy you that ability. Sometimes.


  I love you,


  Jordan.


  My Dearest Margaret, .it’s February 7, 2050,


  It’s been agony since you’ve been gone. I wanted to sneak away to see you, but the kids have been hounding me every minute of every day. Kevin said, “I felt sorry for you until you pulled this.” I couldn’t believe he’d say that to me. I have a picture of you, but it’s not the same. Not that you were the same as you were on the day I last saw you. I can still see the laughter in your eyes in this photo. It’s the one I took of you on our honeymoon, with you wearing nothing but the rose I bought you. We thought we were so daring to take those pictures.


  I do have a bit of good news, though. Yesterday, Chrissy did what she threatened to do and talked to Mr. Stanton about our research. He was so excited he came down to personally introduce himself and to quiz Alan and me on the implications. He wants a weekly update on our progress delivered to him personally, no middle men. Turns out Mr. Stanton had been secretly hoping to find the fountain of youth ever since he started the company forty years ago. Maybe Medicorp isn’t as evil as I thought, or at least Mr. Stanton isn’t.


  We’re working on a way to help the entire human race with this discovery. I was thinking about bringing in some of my bio-warfare background and engineer a virus that could alter the human genome. At least it would make some good out of all the bad I did back then. Well, enough of the technobabble, my dear.


  I love you,


  Jordan.


  My Dearest Margaret, it’s February 26, 2050,


  Today I received a court order to turn you over to the hospital so they could...


  They say...they say I’ll go to jail if I don’t comply in two days. If I go to jail, you’ll die because I won’t find the cure. If I turn you over, you’ll die. What can I do?


  I love you.


  The entries stopped abruptly.


  “Continue play,” Grace said.


  “No more entries,” came a mechanical voice.


  Grace leaned back in her chair and sighed, taking in what she had learned. She wanted to be mad at Jordan for causing The Change. She desperately wanted to be mad at him. He had overlooked the needs of all of humanity for the sake of his wife. But she just couldn’t get the anger together. Somehow, it just wasn’t malicious enough. His crime, if it could be called that, had been to love a woman too much.


  No, wait, there had been another crime. A few days after the end of this diary he had allegedly killed his coworkers and gone on the run. She tried to imagine the man on this tape picking up a gun and shooting people, especially Alan, who he seemed to like in a fatherly sort of way.


  She couldn’t make the image work.


  Matt hadn’t seemed to think Jordan had done it either, though he had left it to her to draw her own conclusions.


  A virus. The words came drifting back into Grace’s subconscious, and she considered the implications of that. A virus had caused all this.


  No one had ever really known the origin–they just knew people stopped aging. Some religious nuts thought it had been a gift from God. Later, some other religious nuts decided it was a curse from God.


  A virus. He had infected the entire human race. He had not given anyone a choice in the matter. Much of the sympathy Grace had felt for him earlier began to fade as she thought about it. How dare he mess with people’s will like that? How dare he play God?


  Grace winced at her last thought. How many times had people accused Natural Life of the same thing–wanting to play God? So many claimed to speak for Him, saying that God, whoever He was, wanted this or did not want that. He seemed to speak His intentions to certain lucky people, and His intentions managed, remarkably, to reflect precisely what the lucky people wanted.


  Now here was Grace, becoming one of those people. Hypocrite, she chided herself.


  But she wouldn’t have chosen this life. And she wanted that choice. She could have had Sam forever.


  “Search complete,” Newton said, cutting into the silence in a way that made her jump.


  “Display records.” Grace set aside the diary and headed over to the console.


  Though the easiest and most logical place to begin, net searches rarely provided useful information about the people she needed to find. She had a little more hope than usual this time, because Jordan was an old timer, and back before The Change the nets had included information on practically everyone. When the new system came online three hundred years ago, they had uploaded the old information, so it remained intact.


  New information, on the other hand, could be difficult to find. Only people who had a job or went to school had any record on the net. As for old timers–well, their information tended to be centuries out of date. Houses, addresses, and entire streets had changed since then.


  But she had a feeling she would find something on Jordan. Nothing recent, but something to give her a clue who he had been.


  At the top of the search results was a newspaper headline she had expected to find, dated February 28, 2050.


  Brilliant Scientist Goes On Shooting Rampage


  Yesterday morning at the Medicorp Plaza, eight brilliant young people were killed in a violent workplace shooting the likes of which have not been seen in over a decade. The team had been working on a cure for Alzheimer’s, which affects some twenty-four million people worldwide.


  Evidence today suggests that the team leader, Jordan Lacklin, may have been the man responsible for the shooting. Police Chief Daryl Richardson said, “The gun used in the shootings was registered to Jordan Lacklin, and his fingerprints were all over it. Unfortunately, we can’t find him to question him since he seems to have fled after the shootings.”


  Christina Atkins, the one member of the team who escaped the shooting, says the team leader, Jordan Lacklin, had been under a lot of strain lately. His own wife, Margaret Lacklin, suffered from the very disease he hoped to cure, and Jordan would work late into the night, often keeping his team up with him around the clock. “He was passionate about this,” Ms. Atkins said late yesterday afternoon. “I never saw a man work so hard, but I have to wonder if that’s why this happened.”


  Ms. Atkins managed to escape the slaughter because she had to pick up her five-year-old son from school. He was sick with the flu.


  Authorities are asking for your help to find Jordan Lacklin, who is considered armed and dangerous. If you see him, contact the Kansas City Police Department.


  No, she couldn’t picture the author of that diary picking up a gun and shooting all his co-workers. Why would he, when he still had not found the cure his wife needed?


  Or had he? He must have done, or The Change would not have happened.


  Something strange had happened in those two days, and Grace wanted to know what. Who was Jordan, anyway? Before she could find him, she needed to learn more about him. Brilliant scientist? Hopeless romantic? Mass murderer? Somehow, it didn’t fit.


  But there was Alex, his grandson, who he had loved and who Matt thought would be a good place to start.


  “Newton, new search. I want you to find Jordan Lacklin’s descendants, including current addresses and vidphone channels.”


  “Working!”


  “Newton, display the rest of the results for the search of Jordan Lacklin,” Grace said.


  Newton had them ready, so they were practically up on the screen before she finished issuing the command. Most of the records were innocuous and completely out-of-date. There was a record of his years of service in the army corps of engineers with a note that most of the details of his time there were classified. There were records of his graduation from the University of Illinois with a Ph.D. in biochemistry. There was a marriage certificate on record with the state of Kansas, though Grace had already known his wife’s name from the diary.


  Jordan’s name had also been mentioned in his wife’s obituary, dated a few months after the shootings. The obituary did not mention that terrible event; the only thing it had to say about Jordan was he had been Margaret’s husband.


  Margaret had been put in the ground, something they used to do a long time ago. The ancient cemeteries still existed, but only because people were funny about the dead. They didn’t want to touch them or disturb their resting places.


  It occurred to Grace to wonder about the woman Jordan had loved. His romantic ramblings were too idealistic–they did not describe a real woman. The paper had included a picture of Margaret in her obituary–one clearly taken before the illness had ravaged her. She had sparkling green eyes, a pointed nose, and a tiny, smiling mouth that made her look like a person to trust.


  Why would Jordan have gone on a shooting rampage while his wife needed him so badly? Why would he have killed the people helping him to find a cure? He had loved her. Truly loved her.


  “Only when life is short can one imagine that love lasts forever.” Sam had told her that once, during their long and arduous breakup. That had been the night she’d stopped believing in love.


  “Newton, I’m away. Save results of current search to my password and voice print.”


  With that, Grace grabbed her coat and backpack and headed out the door, towards the graveyard where Margaret Lacklin rested.


  Chapter 7


  Overland Park had been an upper crust suburb at one time, but Grace only knew this from information she had on the history of the Kansas City area. Jordan’s salary and position had corroborated that information. Now, not a single one of those homes remained. Instead, there stood row upon row of community apartment complexes, like the one Sam had remembered Grace living in. Every floor had a single, shared bathroom and every resident had a single, ten by fifteen square foot room to do with as they pleased.


  The man-made ponds still existed, but layers of unidentifiable muck now infested the once smooth waters. What had once been one of the nicest sections of town was now one of the worst. Grace spotted several vagrants dipping cups into a mucky pond. She shuddered and tried not to look.


  Why had she come here? She knew, of course, that Jordan’s home no longer existed and no clues remained to show her his path through four hundred years of running from the law. Not that the police department of today would care about those old murders. At some point, he probably could have stopped running. She wondered if he knew that.


  No, she hadn’t come to investigate. She had come to find the final remains of Margaret Lacklin, once the center of Jordan’s universe. She had come to marvel at that love and wondered if Jordan still felt the same today. Maybe he had even come back to visit her over the years.


  She shuddered at the thought.


  Sentimentality aside, she couldn’t help but wonder what kind of people buried their dead beneath the ground. It was such a waste of space and resources. Many believed the spirits of the dead haunted those graveyards.


  Not Grace, of course. She didn’t believe in souls or spirits or even God, but it did not keep her from getting an eerie prickling sensation as she approached the cemetery.


  “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Grace told herself over and over again as she neared the graveyard entrance, but she couldn’t help but notice how much thinner the crowds became as she approached. At first she noticed she almost had elbow room, then she could walk without touching anyone, and finally she had a space several feet wide.


  Space enough to see a man handing out pamphlets near the graveyard entrance. He shoved one at her as she walked by:


  Only God can make us truly immortal!


  Accept Jesus into your heart or you, too, will die forever beneath the ground.


  “Repent, sinner!” the man said as Grace passed.


  What made him think she was a sinner? And what made him think these flyers actually worked? Grace answered by not meeting his eyes and shuffling past as quickly as possible.


  “Evil lies in that graveyard,” the man said as Grace crossed the threshold.


  “It lies out there, too,” Grace replied.


  It was like a different world. No one had taken care of it and no one lived there. No one at all. Grace had never been in such a big, open space with no people. There were no security guards here and no guns.


  The pavement here was cracked and broken. Grass and weeds grew in those cracks up to Grace’s waist. Statues of angels and crosses loomed over her from either side, protecting their decaying charges as they stood against time.


  Some of the angels looked like children. Grace saw the dates on one, “July 2, 1980–March 10, 1984.” Angela Cooper had not even been four years old before she had been cast beneath the dirt, her flesh kept from rejoining Mother Earth by an old-fashioned coffin.


  Row after row, acre after acre, each gravestone told the story of a different life. Some must have ended tragically, like Angela Cooper’s, but others, like Madeleine Vance, had lived a long life for the time. Madeleine Vance had been almost as old as Grace when she had died.


  So why didn’t Grace feel as if she had lived a full life yet? What made a life full? What made it different for her? Why did she get an extra century or two to get it right? How many years would it take before Grace would have that full life? Somehow, she did not think a thousand would be enough.


  “Who’s there?”


  Every hair on Grace’s body stood up as she jumped and whirled to face the other occupant of this forlorn place. No one came to the graveyard. The ageless, grungy looking man waving a shovel at her simply did not belong. He had long, black hair and mad, green eyes. The shovel made him look dangerous and ridiculous at the same time, but since he continued to wave it without actually attacking, she decided that any danger from him was not imminent.


  “My name is Grace.”


  “So?”


  “So I’m looking for an old relative of mine,” Grace said. “I’m doing some family history.”


  “In a graveyard? No one ever comes by a graveyard.”


  “You’re here.”


  “It’s the only place where I can be alone,” he said. “Everywhere else I got to fight for air. But no one else ever comes in here. You all think the ghosts will come and steal your souls.”


  “I don’t believe in ghosts or souls,” Grace said.


  “You’re a fool, then.”


  Grace opened her mouth to say something, but a gust of wind hit her a glancing blow, and she felt a moment of fear at the possibility of tiny souls carried on that breeze.


  “We’re all a bunch of idiots nowadays,” the man said. “We either don’t believe in God anymore or believe He’s some kind of vindictive deity who waves the hand of death over our heads.”


  “Was it ever any different?”


  “How the hell should I know? Who’d you say you were looking for?”


  “I didn’t,” Grace said. “I’m looking for Margaret Lacklin.”


  The man tapped a long finger against his temple and muttered. “Lacklin, Lacklin… I don’t think I know that one.” He reached into a worn pocket and pulled out a piece of paper folded over and over. He scanned through it for a time, muttering, “L…L…Lacklin…” Then he stabbed his finger at the map. “Found it. It’s in the newer part of the graveyard. How you related to her?”


  “She’s a great-great-great-great-great…I lost track...grandmother.”


  “So why does that make you want to meet with her?” he asked. “I’m sure all the people in here have lots of descendants. None ever come by to have a look.”


  “I’m sentimental. What is your name, anyway?”


  “Jason. I’m the curator.”


  “They pay you to watch the cemetery?”


  “They don’t run me off,” Jason said.


  “Where can I find Margaret Lacklin?” Grace asked.


  He brandished the map at her as if it were a weapon, pointing and waving his arms as he spoke. “You go up this road until you get to the mausoleum, then you go right, then left at the crooked cross, then left again at the–aw hell, I’ll just take you there.”


  Jason hoisted his shovel over his shoulder and marched in front of Grace, leaving her to follow him as she chose. He was not much for conversation as they walked. He would mutter to himself from time to time, but mostly he just kept marching with a purpose, taking Grace past sections of increasingly newer and newer headstones–although the newest were still four hundred years old. Many of the less expensive headstones were hidden beneath the grass or even cracked. For a fleeting moment, Grace’s imagination started running wild, showing her daydreams of spirits seeping out through those cracks, but then she came to her senses.


  Margaret Lacklin’s tomb did not stand out in any way. It was neither the biggest nor the smallest, and like every other plot in the cemetery, it had tall grasses and flowers growing wildly around it.


  Grace stared at the dates. “Margaret Lacklin, born November 25, 1977 died March 6, 2050.”


  She had not lasted long after the diary entries stopped. Maybe that’s why he stopped recording them. Grace wondered if she had died from natural causes or if her children had found her and had her put down.


  If so, and if he had early warning, it might have caused him to snap and kill his co-workers, knowing their research could no longer help her.


  The tombstone was double-headed. The other side read, “Jordan Lacklin, born December 10, 1973.” It did not have a date of death, but that did not mean Jordan was alive. Jordan would never be buried next to his wife, not in this day and age.


  Grace had been standing there for nearly five minutes when she noticed Jason still looking at her. “Thanks, I’ve found it okay now.”


  “I thought I could help you find your way out at the end. You wouldn’t want to get lost in here when the sun is about to set.”


  The sun was nearing the western edge of the horizon. Many believed nighttime was for the dead, that somehow the veil between life and death thinned, and their ghosts roamed free to haunt the living. “How long have you lived here?”


  “Not long, actually.” he said. “Found this place about a month ago.”


  “You ever seen a ghost?”


  “Oh yes,” he said.


  “So why do you still live here?”


  He shrugged. “Where else should I go? My whole family’s dead.” He scowled when he said that, and Grace thought he must have felt abandoned by them. She found herself wondering how old he was. She rarely asked since it was considered impolite. With the exception of old timers, alive before aging stopped, and children, not yet to the point of decaying towards old age, everyone looked about twenty-five, give or take five years.


  “You still got family?” Jason asked.


  “My mom’s alive,” Grace said. “And my sister and some nieces and nephews.”


  “You’re lucky, then. Don’t take them for granted. Come on, let me get you out of here before the spirits come out.”


  Grace didn’t argue the merits of believing in spooks. Just then, she wanted to get out of the cold cemetery and back to her warm apartment.


  Then she remembered she’d have to go back to Sam’s apartment. This could turn out to be a very long night.


  Chapter 8


  Since Grace didn’t have a key or the code to Sam’s apartment, it was just as well that he returned before she did. He didn’t look happy, though.


  “Where have you been? I’ve been frantic–worried that th–that someone got you.”


  “That who got me?” Grace asked, though she thought she knew.


  “Nobody,” Sam said. “Matt did not put those bugs in your apartment. He’s sent a team over there to clean it out.”


  “You think The Establishment bugged my apartment, don’t you?” Grace asked.


  “Why would they do that?” Sam looked at the floor as he said that. He was a terrible liar.


  Grace wasn’t too bad at lying when she had to be. “I asked Matt about The Establishment. They were my biggest concern in taking this job. He lied to me, didn’t he?”


  “Grace–”


  “What would happen if I quit? I can return the money first thing in the morning.” She knew perfectly well she wouldn’t survive twenty-four hours if she quit. The only question would be whether Matt’s people or The Establishment got to her first. But she didn’t want Sam to know she knew any of that.


  “You can’t!” Sam’s horror at the idea told Grace everything she needed to know to confirm Matt’s deadly intentions should she not go through with this. “Why would you want to? You knew this would be dangerous when you took the job, but the potential rewards if you succeed! We’ve got a powerful man behind us, Grace, but we need you.” He paused and added, “Would you really quit?”


  Grace saw the disappointment mirrored in his eyes and felt a small stab of guilt. For a split second, she considered telling him everything–about the secondary job The Establishment wanted her to do, about them taking her to the police station–but she just couldn’t. Not then, anyway.


  “No, I won’t quit,” Grace said. “You’re right. This is more important than danger.” She paused and then added, for good measure, “I just got scared.”


  Sam made a motion as if to hug her, but Grace pulled away. “I better head back to my apartment if Matt’s sending a team there. I’ll see you later.”


  She turned to go.


  “Wait!”


  Grace paused, but did not turn. She could feel Sam standing behind her, a little too close for comfort.


  “Have you ever thought, I mean, did you ever regret…”


  “Don’t,” Grace said. She couldn’t deal with the rest of that sentence right now. Without another word, she walked out the door.


  * * *


  Grace arrived at her apartment just as Matt’s team did. She let them in and waited impatiently for them to sweep the apartment, watching them all the while for signs of double dealing. She did not want to find out they had added surveillance equipment.


  Finally, after a two-hour search that lasted until past midnight, the supervisor said they were done. “You must have done a pretty good job yourself, because we only found two more devices. Your computer should be safe now, too.”


  “Thanks.” Grace showed them out.


  She put some water on the stove to make tea–at least, that’s what the store called it–and changed into her most comfortable pair of pajamas. She had every intention of going straight to bed after she drank her tea but she was too keyed up. She wasn’t sure she could ever sleep again.


  “Sam,” Grace said. “I need you to do a search for Jordan Lacklin’s descendants, especially Alexander Lacklin.”


  “Working,” Sam chirped.


  While she waited, Grace drank her tea, and flipped through the channels on her holoset. The images looked strange in two dimensions, and somewhat blurry. Most of the time, she could only hear and not see, but most of the time she only turned it on for noise so it suited her just fine. Maybe she would buy a new set with all the money Matt paid her.


  If she lived.


  Most of the news programs still had reports of William Edgers and his Chicago takeover. Various rumors had him heading next to Memphis or St. Louis, but Governor Adams thought Kansas City wouldn’t be too far down on the list. He was heading to St. Louis in the morning to discuss a mutual defense treaty with a dozen other city states from Houston to Detroit.


  They were really worried. The city states didn’t like to cooperate on anything.


  “Search complete!” It took Grace a moment to remember what she had asked Sam to do.


  “Display records,” Grace said, turning toward the terminal and trying to put the city’s problems out of her mind.


  Jordan had two children: Ethan and Kevin. Kevin had died years ago in a pro-death bombing at a downtown Kansas City baseball game. No one went to live sports games any longer; it was too much of a target. This had happened almost three hundred years ago.


  Ethan did not have a death certificate listed, but neither did he have a current address. What he did have listed were news articles, including recent news articles, that cited him as a major player in the St. Louis Establishment and a more minor player in national politics. There were a number of pictures of him available, showing a handsome old-timer with wavy brown hair, green eyes, and a face that made him look trustworthy. The only signs of age were a few lines around his mouth and eyes. If he had gray hair, he colored it.


  She skimmed a few headlines, until one caught her attention:


  One Woman, One Child


  New national legislation proposes to limit the number of children each woman can have to one.


  Vocal pro-life advocate Ethan Lacklin, who has pushed through numerous laws barring aging research, has now proposed his own solution to the exploding population. “We can be smart and still enjoy all the benefits of long life,” Lacklin said.


  The bill would require a woman to be sterilized immediately after the birth of her first child.


  Current legislation allows each couple to have two children, but the concept of a couple is poorly defined, and there is little enforcement of this law, especially among the poor who do not see a doctor to have their babies.


  Critics of the legislation point to enforcement problems with measures currently on the books, as well as problems tracking the billions of people without proper medical care.


  Grace snorted. The only people who adhered to the current law were those with a sense of honor about adding children to the population. The wealthy ignored it, and even the middle class didn’t have too much trouble having extra babies through changing doctors, forging medical records, etcetera.


  Still, the article did give her some food for thought. Even if she could find Ethan Lacklin, he might not be the best person to track down for tips on finding his father. Aside from the fact that Jordan had hated this son, it sounded like Ethan was exactly the wrong sort of person to get wind of what she might be after.


  Matt had suggested Alexander, though, and from what she had heard on the diary, she agreed. She was just about to call up the results for the grandchildren when the vidphone buzzed.


  Grace checked the time: 12:30 a.m. Who would call at this hour?


  She answered without screening the call. An instant later, she regretted that decision. “Mom! What on Earth made you call at 12:30 in the morning?”


  The woman who glared at Grace from the other end of the vidphone looked a lot like Grace, down to the same indistinguishable twenty-something age, but with a few obvious distortions, such as the menacing glare.


  “I can’t get you if I call at normal hours. I’ve called every day for a week and have you returned my calls? No! I thought if I tried you now, you’d be sure to be home.


  “Why don’t you ever return my calls? We have a new baby in the family, and you won’t even call to ask what the baby’s name is or if he’s healthy.”


  Grace blinked a few times, her face turning slightly pink. Her mother could get very self-righteous at times, but when she had a boyfriend, she wouldn’t return Grace’s calls. Then she had the nerve to get angry when she felt lonely and wanted some company.


  “What’s the baby’s name?” Grace asked, controlling her temper. “Is he healthy?”


  “His mother named him Frank. What an awful name. It sort of sounds dirty, don’t you think? But the baby’s beautiful. He’s got a full head of black hair. Can you believe it? It looks wild.”


  “How’s Charity?” Grace asked, maintaining her polite tone. She was interested, despite herself.


  “Happy, of course. She’s disappointed that they won’t let her come to see the baby yet. Too many people wanting to come see him, they said she’d have to wait. Charity’s found a new man to hole up with for a while. I don’t know if that’s a good idea. They always seem to break her heart, don’t they?”


  Grace didn’t answer. Now she understood why her mother had tried to call so many times lately–Charity was probably too busy for her.


  Her mother went on after a short silence. “But maybe I shouldn’t talk like that. At least she keeps giving love a try. When are you going to find a nice man to settle down with? You mention a bit here and there, but the only one you’ve ever been crazy about was that one you met in college…the one who broke your heart so bad you won’t give it to anyone else.”


  “Sam,” Grace said dully.


  “I remember his name. I didn’t see fit to remind you. It’s been decades, Grace. You could still find love. It’s just too bad you never had children. It really is. Charity’s got a legacy, and what do you have?”


  “I have to go,” Grace said. “I’ve got a big case to work on.”


  Her mother’s face fell a little. “You’re pushing me off again, aren’t you? It’s because of what I said about the kids. I’m so sorry. I know I shouldn’t have said that. It was always your decision and I respect that. One of these days my mouth is really going to get me into trouble…”


  “Good-bye, Mom, I love you,” Grace said.


  “Good-bye.”


  “Vidphone off,” Grace said.


  She stared blankly at the news report on the holo. Her mother had the most uncanny way of making her feel even worse about precisely what had been bothering her that day. Did she have some kind of mother radar to know today was the worst day in the world to bring up Sam and children?


  Think about the case. Maybe Jordan’s grandkids would know where he was. Grace knew where her mom’s mom was, anyway. She had no idea where either her father or his parents were. He had left her before she had a clear memory of him. For all she knew, he was dead. Part of her thought “good riddance,” but another part of her longed for the days when fathers used to stay with their children and help raise them.


  “A bombing in Independence, Missouri killed at least two hundred people this morning,” the news anchor was saying. “No word, yet, on who was responsible. Authorities suspect pro-death activists. Now over to Larry for our traffic report.”


  Grace stared at her terminal for a long while, but she just couldn’t finish this tonight. She couldn’t exactly do anything about Alexander or the other grandkids until morning anyway. She may as well get a good night’s sleep.


  “Save search.” She stood and headed to bed.


  Chapter 9


  No sooner did Grace’s head hit the pillow then someone turned on the sun. She groaned and buried her head under the pillow to block out the light and the noise that had woken her–a persistent buzzing that reminded her of her mother.


  Finally, the buzzing stopped, and she heard her mom’s voice leaving a message. “Grace, are you there? Pick up. I know you’re there. I’m sorry for what I said to you last night. Will you please talk to me? All right, I’ll call back later.”


  Grace didn’t even consider calling her mom back. With her head buried squarely under the pillow, she fell back to sleep.


  Buzz.


  She tried to hang on to the last tendrils of her dream. It had something to do with Sam, but back when things were good between them. She was happy and full of hope about what the world could be.


  Buzz.


  If that’s my mom calling again… She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and rolled out of bed. “Answer!”


  Sam’s face smiled at her from the other side of the vidphone, making her suddenly aware of her wild morning hair and sleep-reddened eyes.


  “What?” Grace asked.


  “Good morning to you, too. You left in kind of a hurry last night.”


  “I had work to do.”


  “So it wasn’t because I made you uncomfortable or anything?” Sam asked.


  “You flatter yourself. Don’t you remember the job I’m being paid a farm load of money to do?”


  “Yeah. I told you last night, Matt wants me to check on your progress.”


  “So you did.”


  “So, how are you doing?” Sam asked.


  “Just fine before you called.”


  “It looked like I woke you up.”


  “You sure did,” Grace said.


  Sam shook his head. “Fine, I understand. You want to do things in your own time, but Matt’s paying you a lot of money for results and he just wants to make sure you’re working on it. What have you found out so far?”


  “So far?” Grace tried to think. “Well, so far I’ve found out that if people stop asking me how far I’ve gotten all the time, I get much more done.”


  “Please, Grace, throw me a bone.”


  “Fine. I found out that Ethan, Jordan’s younger son, is very actively pro-life. I don’t know if he knows anything about his father or what he did, but we don’t want to get close to him if we can avoid it.”


  “That’s it?” Sam asked.


  “I’m trying to learn who Jordan was. You know how research goes, Sam. A nudge here, a leap there. You can’t force it.”


  Which made her suddenly wonder how Jordan had finished his research and released the virus in less than two days. But she pushed the thought from her mind. She didn’t need all the answers–she just needed to figure out where Jordan might be hiding now.


  “You’re right, of course,” Sam said. “I’ll tell Matt you’re on track.” He paused for a moment. “So, did you hear about the troop buildup outside Kansas City?”


  “I thought it was just raiders,” Grace said.


  “Yeah, this time, but people are nervous, especially the local Establishment.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Grace asked.


  “Because you may need to be careful, especially if you need to leave town to, say, talk to Alexander Lacklin.”


  Grace closed her eyes and nodded once. “Fine.” Then, before Sam could try to linger more, she said, “Vidphone off.”


  Sam’s face disappeared from the screen in a flash. She stared at the place where it had been for a long time, breathing deeply to still her racing heart.


  Then she thought about the security guard at the grocery store. Maybe that’s what she needed–a distraction. There was no way she needed a new relationship. There was no way for one of those to end except badly.


  Grace took a quick shower and dressed for the day, then she grabbed a nutri-bar from the cabinet. She hated nutri-bars. She had eaten them nearly every day of her life since she was a small child, and in that time they had managed to get worse instead of better. All that could be said about a nutri-bar was it would sustain life–barely. No one questioned that real food was nutritionally better. Too bad most other foods were so cost prohibitive. She thought about the check she had deposited and wondered if she could spring for another good lunch, but decided today probably wasn’t the day to celebrate. She’d best wait until she had something more concrete.


  “Sam, display list of Jordan Lacklin’s surviving grandchildren.”


  The screen flickered to life, and in front of Grace was a list of names. The surviving child, Ethan, had one child, Carl. She found a picture of him–a surly looking black-haired man whose green eyes were all he had inherited from his handsome father.


  Jordan’s other son, Kevin, had two children: Alexander and Margaret. Alexander looked a bit like his uncle and, presumably (though she had not bothered to look at the dead man’s picture), his father. He had light brown hair, green eyes, and a charming smile. His sister was a female version of Alex, with a thinner face and smaller nose.


  The grandchildren all had current addresses listed.


  “This might not be as hard as I thought,” Grace said, allowing herself a small smile. The smile faded instantly when she saw the addresses: All three grandchildren lived and worked as paid employees on a farm.


  Grace licked her lips and stared at the address. She had purposely avoided going to a farm her entire life. All she really knew about them were from pictures she had seen on the holoset, when the few reporters who still cared decided to report about the harsh conditions there. The farms rang in her mind like some kind of nightmare her mom had told her to frighten her as a child, “Be good or you’ll get shipped to the farms.” Indeed, criminals were shipped to the farms, convicted or not.


  Grace gave herself a light slap on the cheek. She didn’t have to go to a farm; all she had to do was call the farm. There was a vidphone channel listed on the screen right in front of her. Breathing a sigh of relief, Grace began to tell the vidphone to dial, canceled, spent a few minutes thinking up a convincing story, and then tried again.


  A tiny Asian woman peered at her through the screen. “Cooper Farm,” she said. “How may I direct your call?”


  “I’d like to speak with Margaret Lacklin, please.” She wanted to talk to Alexander eventually, but she felt her cover story might work better on a woman. If she could win over Margaret, then hopefully she could win over Alexander as well.


  “One moment, please, I’ll see if Ms. Lacklin is in.”


  The screen switched to a picture of horses grazing on a field for a few minutes, then a familiar face appeared on the screen–that of the woman whose photo she had recently studied. She wasn’t an old-timer by looks, though she had been alive at the time of The Change. According to her birth date, she had been in her early twenties during The Change.


  “My name is Grace Harper. You don’t know me, but I was hoping you could help me out a bit. You see, my mom died recently and she was the only member of my family I ever knew, but before she died she gave me some information on her father’s family, and I was hoping to find them. My grandfather’s name was apparently Jordan Lacklin, and the only thing my mom ever said about him was he was an old timer. I looked him up and—”


  “I didn’t even know he was still alive!” Margaret said, her smiling face bursting into one of joyful surprise. “He was such a sweet old man, but I haven’t seen him in ages. His wife died, and he was so torn up by it. It was so sad–not his wife dying, but his reaction to it. He just didn’t know how to cope without her.”


  Grace bit back relief that Margaret had bought the story. There was every possibility the woman would refuse to believe her grandfather had fathered another child, even though men had been known to father children for centuries. “I’m not even sure if this is the same Jordan Lacklin we’re talking about,” Grace interrupted. “I found a few when I was searching. Mom didn’t give me much to go on, but I was hoping maybe you could help narrow it down for me.”


  “Certainly, if I can,” Margaret said. “You need to come up here to the farm so we can talk properly, though. All this nonsense over the vidphone. Where do you live?”


  “Kansas City.” Grace’s heart was beating faster now. She didn’t want to go to the farm, but didn’t see a way out of it.


  “That’s not far at all. The train could get you here in an hour. Why don’t you come up?”


  Why didn’t she go up? It was just an hour away. She could sit down, pull a fast one over all three Lacklin grandchildren, and see if any of them knew anything that could help her. Why not?


  “Are you all right?” Margaret asked.


  “Fine, yes. Fine.” Then the words were out of her mouth before she could stop them: “I can come up this afternoon, if you can see me.”


  “That sounds great. I love meeting new relatives. It’s so much fun to share history together. I’ll have tea ready for you. Vidphone off.”


  Grace stared at the blank vidphone screen for a long time.


  The farmers kidnapped people who wandered out to the country. They put them in chains and set them to work on the farm. The farmers killed anyone who wouldn’t work. The farmers killed anyone they didn’t like. The farmers ate the slaves for dinner and ground up others into nutri-bars.


  “Sam,” Grace said so quietly the computer did not respond. “Sam,” she said again. “Purchase a ticket on the next train to Coopersfield, Iowa.”


  “Finished,” Sam said. “Printing ticket.”


  Grace made her way to the hall closet where she took out an old-fashioned wooden box handed down to her from her great-uncle when he learned she was going into private investigation. She opened it and removed a fully operational, four hundred-year-old Colt .45 projectile weapon, complete with holster.


  It was supposed to be lucky. She could use some luck today. She fingered it and then sadly, shook her head and put it back. She needed luck, not paranoia and superstitions.


  A few minutes later, Grace was ready to leave. She looked around, hoping to find something she had forgotten, something she still had left to do, but she could not find anything. The apartment was peaceful and empty.


  Except for that loud crash from next door. Lissy and Roy were fighting again, not that Grace could do anything about it. Grace sighed, slung her coat on her back, and headed out the door.


  * * *


  Grace did not hurry through the crowd as she made her way to the rail station. She let three trains go by and tried to tell herself the crowds were just that bad–but a part of her knew the truth. She was hoping she would miss her train to Iowa.


  The crowds at the rail station ebbed and flowed in their usual manner. Grace kept a close eye out for anything unusual, even as she let another train go by. She always kept her eye out–you never knew when someone might start shooting at random–but today the stakes were higher. She had a feeling that she would have at least one tail as she went about her business. She memorized everyone’s face so she could tell if anyone followed her.


  She spotted the man with the disruptor a second before he drew it and began firing. She was ducking behind a nearby bench even as the first shot reverberated through the crowd, and her own sidearm was out before he fired the second shot. She did not rush her aim. She needed to get this right the first shot, so she carefully sighted the man’s chest before firing. One shot, and he was on the ground in a pool of his own blood.


  Grace holstered the weapon before anyone decided to mark her next. It did not seem many people knew where her shot had come from, anyway; they had been too busy running from the original gunman. One other person aside from the gunman lay bleeding on the sidewalk, a woman with a gut shot. That would hurt, Grace thought with some sympathy. She fought back the emotion, one she had no time for right now, by telling herself the woman should have been paying more attention. Then Grace spotted the cane by the woman’s side.


  She had been blind. Damn it. Why couldn’t they ever just be stupid and careless so she didn’t have to care?


  Grace approached the woman, shooing away some eager vultures already zeroing in on her. She breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted an emergency button hung around the woman’s neck. She had not been a fool, after all. Grace pressed the button, wondering if the woman had the money for medical treatment. Probably, if she bothered with the button and the yearly fee for services. Grace wadded up some cloth from the woman’s clothing and held it against the wound to stop the bleeding.


  “Who...who’s there?”


  Grace gave the woman a startled look. She was conscious, if barely. “I’m trying to help. You got shot.”


  “Damn Sewer Rats,” she muttered.


  Maybe. The underground made up of the underprivileged who had nothing better to do often ended up being behind random shootings at rail stations. But there were others: Pro-death, rebels, anarchists, and many more. Grace couldn’t always keep them straight.


  Grace waited with the woman until the ambulance came, letting three more trains go by. When two men in white came to attend to the woman, Grace left her with them and finally boarded the next train headed to the inter-city train station.


  Even with the shooting, the trip had taken too little time. Unless the train was early, and it never was, she would arrive at the train station on time.


  * * *


  Despite Sam’s warning, no one gave Grace any pause when she showed them her ticket and let them scan her ID chip. Many people trying to leave town were searched or held back, but they only gave her a brief nod and sent her on her way.


  Captain Flint must have made sure she could travel. It was the only explanation. After she settled herself on the train, she looked back to see who else seemed to have no trouble getting through those gates. She had a feeling that they would be her tails. The ride to Iowa took a little over an hour. Grace chose a spot near the back of her chosen car and let her mind wander, careful to keep one eye on the other passengers. Who were they and where were they going? This train went up to Minnesota, into St. Paul and Minneapolis, then swung over to Detroit, Michigan. The clothing gave nothing away. No one was foolish enough to wear expensive clothing out in public. Were they on business or holiday? Perhaps they were visiting family or friends. Grace always found herself wondering, wherever she went, where everyone else was going, these lucky few who had escaped the hardships of the street and the farms.


  No, Grace did not want to think about the farms. She did not want to think about the vast expanses of countryside ruled by a few overlords in a manner at once exactly like and completely unlike medieval feudalism.


  Or maybe it wasn’t as bad as the news made it out to be. The news had always been noted for exaggerating to get the best story. They weren’t there to tell people the truth, but rather to get ratings–and to get ratings they needed people to watch. People loved misery, whatever they said to one another about how horrible it was. Misery and suffering made them sit up and watch. They might complain about the lack of happy news or happy stories, but when news stations tried to present those stories, people almost never paid attention.


  The train station in the small town of Coopersfield, Iowa pulled up alongside the train before Grace knew it. Hardly a station, more like a platform. And with so few people! Why, these people politely waited for passengers to disembark before crowding on. She thought she even heard a person say “excuse me,” to a woman he elbowed. Had the elbowing really been an accident? She felt as if she were in some strange, foreign land.


  The streets did not move with a rhythm or current as Grace walked into the small downtown area. She felt rather like she was treading through still water, forced to use her own momentum to get from place to place. There were people, certainly, but few enough that they did not always touch one another.


  There was something else about this place, too. Grace was nearly through the downtown area when she finally figured out what it was–no vagrants. No street urchins. Everyone had business here and seemed to be making darn sure everyone else knew it.


  That was when Grace saw the farmer. He looked just like the ones she had seen on the news–suspenders, brown slacks, and a red shirt. He had a taser at his side and an eye on the people moving about. When his gaze fell upon Grace, it lingered there until she finally escaped into a nearby drug store.


  “What can I do for you?” asked a woman behind the counter. Her voice was a mix of polite cheer and wary insistence. She expected an answer to her question.


  “I just came in for a–” Grace’s mind went into overdrive, “nutri-bar. I forgot my lunch.”


  “You’re not from around here,” the woman said. The name tag on her shirt read “Agnes.”


  “No, ma’am, I’m just here for the day,” Grace said.


  “What’s your business?”


  “Genealogy,” Grace said without hesitation. “My mom died recently, and I’m looking for my roots. I heard I had some family up here, living at the Cooper Farm.”


  Agnes snorted. “Ain’t no one live at that farm. There’s some who die at that farm and some others who lose their souls there.”


  Grace didn’t doubt that for a second. She shuddered. “Still, it’s all I’ve got.”


  Agnes came out from around the counter and put one arm on Grace’s. “Let me show you to the food section.” She led Grace around to the back of the store where she let her voice fall. “Listen, honey. You seem like a nice girl. You get out of here. We got no jobs and no soft place to fall. Out here it’s the farms, not the cozy city streets. I sent all my kids to the city when they grew up. Didn’t have work for a one of them and didn’t want to end up eating them for breakfast.”


  “That’s just a rumor,” Grace said. “No one’s ever proven it.”


  Agnes snorted. “We got all the proof we can stomach out here. Now two of my girls are living in trash cans and another is sleeping in a one-bedroom apartment with five other girls, but at least they got lives and hope.”


  “I have a job,” Grace said.


  Agnes shrugged. “If you say so.” She picked up a nutri-bar from the shelf. “This what you want?”


  The question seemed to have more than one meaning. Grace shook her head. “I’m not hungry anymore.”


  Agnes gave her a knowing smile and pointed to a bar labeled “Soylent Green.” “That’s the stuff you want.”


  “Er, it is?” Grace said.


  “One hundred percent guaranteed pure fruits and vegetables in there,” Agnes chuckled at her own joke. “Small group of growers up here make them ourselves.”


  “Why do you call it…”


  “Why do they call Iceland ‘Iceland’ and Greenland ‘Greenland’?”


  Grace picked up one of the bars and noted that it cost twice as much as the nutri-bars. Oh well, she decided. Today it was worth it.


  The door opened as Grace followed Agnes to the check-out counter with her Soylent Green. The farmer walked in.


  “Be with you in a minute, Dan,” Agnes said.


  It seemed odd that she knew his name. What kind of world had she stepped into? Something out of the past?


  Then she saw Dan’s unapologetic stare. He had some interest in her, though she didn’t know what. She shuddered and headed for the door.


  Out in the street, Grace noticed the businesslike way people moved. To avoid the farmers? To make sure the farmers knew they had jobs? So many of them, even up here, and not enough jobs for them all.


  Grace patted her sidearm. Then she made her way through the town and down the country lane that led to Cooper Farm.


  Chapter 10


  Long barbed-wire fences sprung up on either end of the lane about half a mile before Grace reached the administration and plantation building. They shot off towards the east and west as far as the eye could see, and then followed the road to the north. Once in the embrace of the fence, she felt like a prisoner and wondered if she would ever get out. She did not usually feel claustrophobic, but she could not shake the feeling that the world was closing in on her.


  The plantation house loomed above her, rising five stories above the rolling Iowa plains. It was relatively new, built within the last hundred years. Grace could see signs of modern architecture that was so rarely implemented because people simply could not afford to update their homes. She had only seen this kind of architecture on a show about mansions of the rich and famous. It even had marble columns, or maybe a realistic looking faux marble.


  Twice Grace had to get out of the way for cars flying down the road. She supposed it would have been smart to find a taxi in town, but she was so used to walking everywhere that it had not occurred to her. Now her legs ached from the long stretch out to the plantation.


  A guardhouse was set just outside the administration building. Two farmers in their red and brown uniforms stood at attention within the little guardhouse, their eyes never wavering from Grace as she made her way up to them.


  “State your name and business,” one of them, the taller of the two, said in a louder-than-necessary voice.


  “Grace Harper. I’m here to see Margaret Lacklin.”


  The guard did not even bother to check his portable. “I have no record of that.”


  “Did you think of checking?” Grace asked.


  He flashed her a grin that showed a lot of teeth. “You’re too pretty and clean to come up here. Head on back to the city and find yourself a nice dumpster to live in. We don’t have any jobs.”


  “I’m not looking for a job,” Grace said, with every bit of dignity she could muster. She wished she still had her police badge and wondered idly if the men she had seen at the train station were still following her. What would they do if she ended up a slave on this farm? Let her rot? Or would they have some vested interest in seeing her free to continue this charade of a case?


  “Not a job, eh?” The man’s smile grew, if possible, even wider. She could practically see his gums. “A husband, then?”


  “Why don’t you just check the schedule and let me see Ms. Lacklin?” Grace asked.


  “Well, now. Maybe I could check the schedule, but I might need a little incentive.” His eyes roamed to chest level, although she couldn’t imagine what he saw there beneath a thick, thermal-lined coat stretched taught by a backpack that made her look slightly humpbacked. With thievery so common, the humpback look wasn’t particularly out of style, but it wasn’t flattering either.


  Off in the distance, she heard the low rumble of a hovercar coming down the road from town. Grace ignored it, and tried to think what to do next.


  “C’mon,” the guard said. “The guardhouse is warm and private. I bet you’re a knockout under those winter clothes.”


  The hovercar drew closer and landed just behind them, causing the guard to snap to attention. The man in the car rolled it up alongside the guardhouse and drew down the tinted window to reveal stunning green eyes and sandy brown hair that did not betray his old timer status. It definitely didn’t show in the lines of his face, which, at that moment, were turned into a frown. She only knew him because she knew that face–Alexander Lacklin. “What’s going on here?”


  “Mr. Lacklin,” the guard said, his face turning slightly red. “No problem at all. This woman was just trying to gain entry to get a job.”


  Alexander. The one she wanted to talk to, but not just yet. Not before she had a chance to work some deceit and possibly some magic on Margaret. She looked steadily into those eyes, though, attempting to look proud and wondering if they could see right through her.


  “I don’t believe you,” Alexander said, “Her clothes are in good condition. She is packing a top of the line disruptor in plain view. And, even if she managed to steal all that, she smells strongly of perfumed soap. Baths are difficult to steal.”


  Grace stared at him for a moment, impressed despite herself with his deductions. He didn’t look at her, but for a moment she found herself hoping he would.


  Then she came to her senses and turned back to the guard, whose face had somehow turned redder. “I–I was just checking her credentials.”


  “I’ll bet,” Alexander said. “I don’t care if your grandfather owns this farm, either. I’m going to report you. And with the number of reports he’s had about you, he may not care that you’re his grandson, either.”


  He was trying to rescue her. Grace had been rescued before–Captain Flint’s face sprung instantly to mind–but not often and she never liked it. It made her feel weak. Besides, she could have handled this. The last thing she needed was to be in Alexander’s debt. She would have to lie to him in a few minutes, something that might be harder to pull off now.


  She did like his tone and attitude, though.


  She glanced at the guard, who seemed to be pleading silently with her not to say anything about him.


  “Was he giving you trouble?”Alexander asked.


  She wasn’t going to lie for him, but she didn’t feel like tattle tale behavior would win her any friends, either. “Why don’t you just give him one more chance? I’m sure he’ll be more courteous to his female visitors next time.”


  The guard held his breath and looked at Alexander for his verdict. After a moment, the latter said. “Fine, one more chance. Don’t waste it.”


  The guard breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Do you need a ride up to the plantation house?” Alexander asked. “Who are you here to see?”


  “Margaret Lacklin,” Grace decided to pretend not to know his name. Better that he not think she knew much about him. “Your cousin?”


  “Sister. I’m Alex Lacklin. Well, get in then.”


  She hurried to the passenger seat and slid inside.


  From the guardhouse, it probably would have been faster to walk to the plantation house, but taking the ride gave her a chance to get the measure of Alex before she had to try to convince him of her lost relative story.


  When she turned to speak to him, though, she found she couldn’t think of anything to say.


  “Don’t judge us all by that jerk,” Alex said. His mouth almost twitched into a smile, but fell short at the last minute.


  “No, of course not.” What a stupid thing to say. What did she really want to know? Who was this man with a streak of intelligence and the willingness to come to her aid? Why would such a man work on a farm?


  “What do you do here?” Grace managed, finally.


  “I’m a biochemist,” Alex said, his face relaxing for the first time since they’d met. “I’m here looking for new ways to feed more people with less food.”


  Grace raised her eyebrows, but did not answer. Her impression of him had been correct–he could get a job anywhere. Why a farm?


  “I’ll take you to my sister’s office,” Alex said as he settled the hovercar in the garage beside a dozen similar models. They stepped out and headed up an elevator to the third floor.


  From the outside, the plantation house looked like a massive fortress. From the inside, it looked like an endless system of crisscrossing corridors. It felt institutional. The walls were a cream color, the carpet pale blue, and the pictures that lined the walls were the sort of impersonal things someone might have ordered at random from a catalog.


  It was hard to believe people lived there, but many did. Not the slaves, of course, they would live in shabbier dwellings on the grounds, but among other things the farms were huge corporations that had many employees working for them–administrators, secretaries, accountants, researchers, and the farmers–the wardens.


  At least Margaret’s office was only two turns from the elevator. Grace thought she could find her way back quickly if she had to–assuming the corridors did not suddenly rotate at odd hours to throw would-be escapees off track.


  The thought made her smile, which helped ease some of the tension she felt as she walked in.


  Margaret’s office was a pleasant contrast to the institutional corridor outside. The walls in here boasted a bright green that managed to be fun rather than blinding. The carpet, a rich brown, almost disappeared under the canvas of furniture–a massive oak desk, a sofa, two comfortable armchairs, and a coffee table in the middle of the sitting group. Covering bits of the green walls were pictures of people–family, Grace presumed. Indeed, she thought she recognized one very old picture of Jordan Lacklin standing next to a smiling woman–Margaret? Jordan’s Margaret, at any rate.


  “You must be Grace,” Margaret said the instant they walked in the door. “And I see you’ve already met my brother. How nice!” Her face split into a warm smile of welcome, making the similarities between her and her brother stand out.


  “See you, Mags,” Alex said as Grace shook Margaret’s hand.


  “Pfft! Why don’t you stay and chat with us?” Margaret asked. “Didn’t Grace tell you we’re family?”


  As Grace suspected, Alex’s green eyes became sharp and inquisitive. “Oh?”


  “She thinks Granddad might have lived long enough to have another child. Wouldn’t that be nice? He was always so hung up on Grandma. I would like to think he lived and found new love.”


  “How old are you?” Alex asked, fixing her with those green eyes for the first time. She wished he would turn them away.


  “One hundred and thirty,” Grace managed.


  “How old was your mom when she had you?” He made her feel like he was cross-examining her.


  “Forty,” Grace said. That much was all true.


  “So you’re suggesting our grandfather was alive one hundred and seventy years ago and had a daughter at something like three hundred years old?”


  “Men can have babies at that age,” Grace told him. Many men eventually went sterile after a century or two, but others had been known to continue producing healthy sperm for hundreds of years.


  “Alex, what’s the matter with you?” Margaret asked. “You know it’s possible for men to do that sometimes. Just because you can’t—”


  Grace did not need to get into the middle of sibling rivalry. That seemed the surest way to blow her cover. “Look, I’m not entirely sure if I’ve found the right Jordan Lacklin. My mom only told me his name and that he was an old timer.”


  “And you thought the most likely place to start would be here?” Alex shook his head.


  Her rescuer of a few minutes ago had suddenly turned against her. She understood his suspicions. After all, she was lying, but she did not understand the raw hostility in his voice.


  “Alex, you’re being rude,” Margaret said. “Why don’t we sit down and have tea and let Grace talk? Then we can decide if she’s found family or a dead end. Either way, we can be civilized.”


  Alex nodded. “Yeah, all right. We can be civilized. Why don’t you go and get us some tea and cakes?”


  Margaret looked tensely between Alex and Grace, but shrugged and left her office. As soon as she was gone, Alex closed the door and locked it with an ominous click.


  “Who are you?” Alex asked without preamble.


  “I told you the truth,” Grace said. “Didn’t you just get through telling that guard why I wasn’t here looking for a job or anything? Why else would I be here?”


  “Exactly. You’re not here looking for a job and you’re not here looking for lost relatives. My grandfather was old before aging began, and he was wanted for murder.”


  Grace fixed her face into a look of surprise. “What?”


  “He didn’t do it,” Alex added quickly, “but he was on the run and unlikely to have survived. Who are you?”


  “Who do you think I am?” Grace didn’t miss a beat with her responses. Hesitation would give away the lie, but her racing heart might do that anyway.


  “I have a theory,” Alex said slowly, “but I want to hear the truth from you. And don’t insult my intelligence again by telling me you’ve already told me the truth.”


  Grace hesitated. Damn. There went her lie. She just had no idea what to say. She obviously couldn’t tell him the truth, not with The Establishment clamoring for the information.


  “Well, not lying is a start,” Alex said, his features softening somewhat. “Why don’t you take off your coat?”


  Because I want to be able to make a run for it. She took off her coat, hat, gloves, and backpack, though, and set them on the floor beside one of the armchairs.


  Alex stared at her as she removed her clothing and continued to stare until she glared back at him. “What?”


  “You’re not what I expected.”


  “You were expecting someone?” Grace asked. Did that mean he knew where his grandfather was and knew people would be looking for him?


  “To be honest, yes. I’ve been expecting someone to come looking for my granddad for years. I guess I just always thought it would either be some high-powered Establishment people in black ties or else some scum-of-the-earth revolutionaries dealing in more direct forms of human misery. You look pretty normal.”


  “Gee, thanks. Just what every girl wants to hear.” She meant it as a means of lightening the tension, but somehow the words that rang in her ears were all wrong, and she blushed. She didn’t fail to note, however, that Alex already knew about his grandfather’s activities–or at least he suspected.


  “Who are you working for, then?” Alex asked.


  She almost laughed because she didn’t know the answer to that. Who should she say? Mr. Stanton? The Establishment? Matt was part of The Establishment so in reality, it would be the truest thing to say. But she didn’t really plan on telling him either thing. Mostly, she was curious how much Alex knew about his grandfather. Had Jordan shared his information on the virus with his grandson? If so, perhaps short of finding Jordan, Matt could use Alex’s help.


  “Grace? Who do you work for?” Alex repeated.


  “Why do you think I’m looking for your grandfather?” Grace countered.


  Alex sat down on the sofa and beckoned Grace to sit in the armchair across from him. “All right, let’s just try this. Are you a rebel?”


  “No.”


  “I believe you. Are you a revolutionary?” Alex asked.


  “Is there a difference?” Grace asked.


  Alex chuckled. “I’m told there is. All right, are you Establishment?”


  Grace managed a chuckle. “I’m on their blacklist, if you must know.”


  “I can check on that,” Alex said. “I have Establishment connections.”


  “You’re Establishment?”


  Alex shrugged. “I have some money and obey a lot of their rules, but it’s not like there are membership cards. I can still check on you.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “What did you do to get blacklisted?” Alex asked.


  If he could check on her status, he could check on the reason–at least their version. She decided to be honest about it. “I killed a rich boy who was trying to rape a woman.”


  “Yeah, that’ll get you on their bad side. Why didn’t they kill you?”


  “It’s a long story,” Grace said. “So, why do you think I’m looking for your grandfather?”


  “Are you pro-death?” Alex continued his line of questioning as if she hadn’t spoken.


  This time, Grace hesitated. She wasn’t in the organization, but she was definitely out looking for a road back for humans. “No.”


  Alex didn’t miss the pause. “You hesitated. So, pro-death has finally snapped and decided the best way to get humans back to the way they once were is to kill as many as possible? That doesn’t seem logical.”


  “What?” Grace was genuinely confused. “I mean, pro-death was never exactly logical, but what makes you think I’m looking to kill people?” In a way she was, but not in the way Alex seemed to be suggesting.


  “So you are pro-death.”


  “No.”


  “Look, there are a lot of terrorist groups out there I could name. I don’t know which you’re in, maybe it’s another pro-death not related to the one I know about, but either way, I’m not going to help you kill people. Even if I knew where my grandfather was, which I don’t, I wouldn’t tell you where he is.”


  “Kill people?” Grace asked. She was suddenly feeling a bit angry with this pompous man. People died every day in this hell hole and his grandfather had done that. He even knew it, and could smugly sit there and lecture Grace about killing people.


  “Yeah, kill people,” Alex shot back. “But you’re wasting your time. My grandfather probably died ages ago and took the details of his bioweapons research to the grave with him.”


  Grace’s mouth formed a tiny “o” of surprise. She knew about his biowarfare past, of course, but would not have considered it a reason to hunt him down.


  “That’s not why you’re here, is it?” Alex said. “You couldn’t fake that look.”


  “Probably not,” Grace said. “I’m not sure why people would come looking for him for that, anyway. I’m sure there are lots of people who could manufacture a new super bug if they wanted to. Some think The Establishment already has–the 2247 influenza outbreak wiped out about one-third of the population. Only trouble was, it killed plenty Establishment too, albeit in lower percentages, so I think they were keen not to let that happen again. Really, you’d have to be plain nuts to take that road to population control. You just can’t control who it’s going to kill. Even the rebels and revolutionaries want to end up on top when this is all over. Tough to do when you’re dead.”


  Grace realized she was babbling and shut down her speech. She wasn’t sure where to go next, anyway.


  “I figured sooner or later this world would drive someone nuts enough,” Alex said in a low voice. His frown returned, and he gave Grace a penetrating look. “Probably not The Establishment, of course, and as they’re the only ones who could fund new research…”


  “You thought someone would come after some old research,” Grace finished for him.


  They sat in silence for a while, not quite looking at one another. Grace no longer believed Alex thought she was there to get a bioweapon and kill people, but he also knew she wasn’t there looking for relatives.


  Someone started pounding on the door. Alex stood to unlock it and let in his sister, carrying a tray of tea and cakes, along with a dark-haired man with a subtly lined face.


  “This is our cousin, Carl,” Margaret said by way of introduction. “Carl, this is Grace. She thinks we may be related.”


  “That’s what you said.” Carl stared at Grace with dark, impenetrable brown eyes. He looked nothing like his cousins, who were both fairer in skin and hair. He was also taller–much taller. She didn’t get that from his picture. He had to be at least six feet six inches tall, an intimidating height made only slightly less awesome by his willowy frame.


  “Help yourself,” Margaret said, passing around the four teacups.


  For a while, they busied themselves pouring, drinking, and eating. Alex did not give Grace away, but he scarcely took his eyes off her. Neither, for that matter, did Carl.


  Grace and Margaret chatted for a while. Margaret wanted to know all about Grace’s life and childhood, which she filled in with as much truth as possible so she did not get caught in a lie.


  Finally, Carl cut across them. “So, you’re looking for our grandfather?”


  “I—er—I’m looking for family,” Grace said. “Margaret already said you didn’t know where your grandfather was.”


  “That’s right,” Carl said. “Will you excuse me for a minute?” He stepped out of the room, leaving Grace a little perplexed.


  Margaret took it in stride. “He’s always rude. It’s nothing personal.”


  “Look,” Grace said, “I’ve definitely taken too much of your time here. I should go.” Besides, she knew she would not get Jordan Lacklin’s location from them. She needed to move on.


  “Nonsense,” Margaret said. “Alex is just waiting for his plants to grow, and I won’t have that much to inventory until planting season starts again. Even Carl doesn’t have as much to do as he likes to pretend–he’s always looking to move up in the world.”


  “No, really, I—”


  “Alex can tell you all about his plants,” Margaret interrupted. “He’s making hybrids to help feed more people with less food. He’s been working on it for centuries, with some success, although if you ask me, he spends way too much time with his plants and not enough with people.”


  “Mags,” Alex began.


  “You know, he was actually offered a spot on a colony ship and he turned it down?”


  “Really?” Grace looked at Alex with renewed interest. What kind of man turned down a spot on a colony ship? It was their ticket off this hell hole. It was supposed to be a great honor and a great hope for humanity.


  “What good is a colony ship that can spirit away a thousand people at a time?” Alex asked. “People need me here.”


  “How sentimental,” Margaret said with a playful smile. “I would have gone in a second.”


  “What about you?” Alex asked, his eyes on Grace. “Would you have deserted this planet?”


  “They wouldn’t ask me,” Grace said. “I’m not a scientist or a teacher or a politician with too much influence.”


  Alex chuckled. “What are you, exactly?”


  She hesitated, not sure how to answer. She thought of the horrible redhead at the bank and was about to say she worked there when the door to Margaret’s office suddenly slammed open.


  It took less than half a second for Grace to register several armed men at the doorway. They could only come in one at a time, which was her only advantage as she flung herself behind her chair and drew out her own sidearm in one fluid motion. From somewhere across the office, Alex and Margaret were yelling something, but Grace couldn’t make out the words.


  She aimed and fired at the first farmer through the door. She hit him squarely in the chest, but it didn’t slow him down. She ducked back behind the chair as his blast nearly hit her–a stunning charge. She could tell from the golden hue of the light.


  There was no time to think. The man was obviously wearing some kind of armor across his chest, so she aimed for his leg and fired again. This time, she blew his leg out from under him, and he fell to the ground with a loud scream.


  Grace ducked back behind her chair as a second farmer fired at her–a red hue this time. He wasn’t out to stun anymore.


  There were three of them in the room now. She couldn’t take them all, but she had no choice but to try. She ducked out from behind the chair again, but they were too close. One of them kicked the weapon out of her hand. He stepped on her arm, and she heard a loud CRACK!


  She saw a farmer hovering above her, his weapon trained on her chest, a smile playing on his face. A split second later, he fired. Then everything went black.


  Chapter 11


  Grace awoke to a rush of sensations ranging from uncomfortable to agonizing. Her right arm called out more loudly than any other part of her body, demanding deliverance she could not provide. It had to be broken, but a stunner didn’t usually break bones. If well aimed, a stunner would send a jolt through the nervous system that could knock someone unconscious for as long as twelve hours. That meant someone had decided to break her arm out of sheer spite. She had a vague recollection of a leering face, a boot landing on her arm, and a loud crack, but it almost seemed as if it had happened to someone else.


  Beneath her she felt cool metal pressing against the bare flesh of her chest and stomach. Nakedness did not bother her nearly as much as the absence of the portable from her wrist. They couldn’t remove the ID chip, ear bud, or vocal recognition chip without effort, but the loss of the CPU rendered the rest meaningless.


  Something on her back, just above her shoulder blade, stung as well, but not like the arm and not like the knowledge of her capture. She had heard humans on farms were often tattooed–branded by the owners as a way of claiming them.


  She opened her eyes slightly, but could see little in the dimly lit room. A man with his back to her stood silhouetted a few feet away, intent on his own purposes and blissfully unaware of her freshly wakened state.


  From somewhere in the room, behind her and off to the left, she heard a door open. Quickly, she shut her eyes and pressed her cheek into the table as it had been, feigning unconsciousness.


  The newcomer spoke in a hard-edged, feminine voice. “Dale will be all right, but his knee may take months to heal.” She paused before adding, “I’d have waited until she was awake to put that tattoo on her back. You almost done, Jim?”


  “Mr. Lacklin wanted this taken care of as soon as possible,” responded the man she had seen earlier only in silhouette. “Can you help me with the bone-setter, Barb?”


  Barb made a noise like a scowl. “Bone-setter? What the hell do you need a bone-setter for?”


  “Mr. Lacklin’s orders.”


  “Who the hell does Mr. Lacklin think he is all of a sudden? I don’t take orders from him. I’m the warden here and no slave on my watch is getting a damned bone-setter.”


  “I know you and Dale were close, but Alex Lacklin and Mr. Cooper have been close lately. I wouldn’t want to cross him. Now, give me a hand.”


  Barb breathed heavily for a moment, then footfalls approached the metal table.


  “Mr. Cooper hasn’t been doing well lately. His son doesn’t like Alex at all.”


  Jim didn’t answer. Grace’s mind began to race. Alex Lacklin had ordered the bone-setter. Alex? Had Alex also ordered them to take her?


  “She smells like lavender soap,” Barb said.


  “Smells like sweat to me,” Jim replied. He fingered Grace’s arm, and she willed herself not to flinch.


  “No, I mean something’s weird here. What’s Lacklin playing at? She wasn’t here begging for a job; she was having tea with Margaret.”


  “Maybe she refused to sleep with him.” Jim lifted her broken arm and placed it in an insulated cylinder. “Hold her arm straight.”


  Barb’s hands twisted around the arm with more force than necessary. Grace fought to continue her ruse of unconsciousness


  “She coulda set to stun,” Barb said. “We had stunners on.”


  “The 721 doesn’t have stun capability,” Jim replied. “Most city folk don’t have a reason to stun and don’t pay extra for it.”


  Barb grunted. “That’s still a nice gun for a street slum, don’t you think?”


  “They don’t pay me to think. I just mark her and clean her up.” Jim hesitated and added, “They never had me bone-set a slave before, though. That’s kinda weird.”


  “I still don’t like it. Carl got Robbie Cooper to give the order to take her in. Mr. Cooper won’t like that when he finds out. I feel trouble coming.”


  It hadn’t been Alex. The thought brought a strange sense of relief to Grace.


  “Yeah,” Jim said. “I know what you mean.”


  “This bone-setter won’t go over too well when we drop her in the barracks.” Barb stopped suddenly. “I’m still allowed to run my farm, right? Nobody ordered her into any particular clan?”


  “What are you thinking?”


  “Thirty-seven.”


  “Barb!”


  “What? It’s my work force. I can put her wherever I please.”


  Jim locked the long, cylindrical bone-setter in place, surrounding Grace’s arm in the foam. She had never worn a bone-setter before, but she could already feel the tingles that meant it was doing its work. Her bone would heal in a few days.


  “I wonder if Alex will see it like that if she dies,” Jim muttered. “I don’t think he asked me to fix her bone so you could–”


  “I’m not doing anything.” Barb dropped Grace’s arm. It slammed against the table and sent a jolt of pain through Grace’s body, making her gasp.


  “Wonder how long she’s been awake,” Jim muttered.


  There was no point pretending any longer. Grace blinked open her eyes and tried to get them to adjust to this dimly lit room. She couldn’t see much of anything.


  “Get dressed,” Barb said. Grace felt a pile of cloth tossed onto her back.


  Slowly, Grace sat up and began to put the clothing on. It was loose, gray, and drab but it did cover her nakedness. When she finished, Barb threw a pair of nondescript gray shoes at her that must have had at least twelve owners to date.


  “The Lacklins can’t seem to decide if you’re a prisoner or a guest,” Barb said. “I don’t know what you did to piss them off, but I do know what you did to piss me off. Dale’s a good friend of mine and he’s going to be messed up for a while. So as far as I’m concerned, you are a prisoner here. You won’t get any special treatment from me or any of the farmers, and I imagine it won’t take long for the fresh-from-the-shower scent to disappear.”


  From the sounds of it, Grace would get special treatment–especially bad treatment, at any rate. It also sounded like she’d be better off walking around with her arm half-hanging off than wearing the bone-setter. Grace put a shabby coat on over the gray uniform and tried to cover the bone-setter with the sleeve, but it wasn’t quite long enough. After a few attempts, she gave up and looked into Barb’s eyes for some sign of what she should do next.


  To her surprise, Barb slapped her. Grace touched her stinging cheek with her good hand, but remained silent, sure anything she said would provoke further violence.


  “At least you know when to shut up,” Barb said. “Don’t look at me. Slaves keep their eyes down at all times.”


  Grace did not answer, and Barb did not seem to expect her to.


  “Let’s move,” Barb said. She pulled out a disruptor and motioned for Grace to walk in front of her.


  The room they left was clearly in the basement. The ceiling above them was laced with piping and electrical conduit. The carpet down here had a musty sort of smell as if it had been underwater at one point. Grace tried to memorize her path through a series of twists and turns, but gave up after a short time because she didn’t even think it would benefit her. She never wanted to return to the basement again.


  Barb breathed heavily behind her but did not say anything except to bark out sharp orders. “Left!” or “Right!” Grace tried not to think about the woman’s plans for her. At least she knew Barb would not kill her outright. She seemed to think Grace wouldn’t escape what was coming, but as long as she still breathed, there was always hope.


  She couldn’t blame Barb entirely. Her motivations made sense. Grace had hurt someone close to her and while in many ways Barb was as powerless as anyone in this world, she did have absolute power over one tiny fiefdom. The idea of someone telling her what to do in that world had to be a blow.


  Carl, on the other hand, made much less sense. What could be served by throwing her on a farm to work the fields?


  There was definitely something strange going on here; maybe even something bigger than Grace knew about. She had one small piece of the puzzle but had no idea who held the rest. Maybe no one person.


  Whoever it was, she had to find them. And to do that, she had to get off this farm.


  “Up!” Barb ordered as they reached a set of stairs. At the top, Grace saw a thick wooden door and heard merciless winds beating against it.


  * * *


  The slaves’ barracks were a group of one hundred small cabins, arranged in a ten by ten grid about half a kilometer from the plantation house. The flimsy coat that came with the drab gray slave uniform did nothing to block the cold January winds as Barb led Grace across the open space. Barb, in her thermal coat, had no trouble. Grace wondered what they had done with her coat and backpack.


  Then she remembered the diary–still in her pack. Who would find it? Would they play it? What would they think?


  “Move!” Barb ordered.


  With difficulty, Grace picked up the pace. If she could just get to the relative shelter of the buildings, the wind might not be so bad, but the night would be deadly if she had to stay out in it for too long. For the first time in her life, she envied the city street dwellers for the warmth of numbers.


  They headed into the thick of the buildings, but if anything, the wind became worse. The spaces between the buildings seemed to create a sort of wind tunnel. Up three buildings and over seven, they reached barracks thirty-seven not a moment too soon.


  It looked like all the others, a plain brick building with a single window and single door. There was no lock on the door, Grace noted. Obviously, that was not how they kept the slaves chained to the farm, but she had not expected that to be the means. She thought it had much more to do with the tall electrical fences and the guard house.


  “This is it,” Barb said as she opened the door. She smirked, and pushed Grace inside before slamming the door behind her.


  The room buzzed with activity for a few seconds after Grace entered. Men and women were talking, playing cards, sewing, and eating. Slowly, a hush began to fall over the room until finally, everything was still and all eyes were on Grace.


  “Who the hell are you?” one of the women asked after a long pause. Between the flaming red hair, bulging muscles, and fixed expression of anger on her face, she did not look like someone to mess with. She was big, but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on her body.


  “My name is Grace Harper. They’ve assigned me to this barrack. I’m new.” Grace tried to sound as friendly as possible when she said this; she even thought she managed a small smile, but it was tough to be sure. The stares felt like knives on her skin, or maybe it was the bone-setter and the fresh tattoo on her back.


  “You’re dead,” the woman said. “Where the hell did you get that bone-setter?”


  Grace stared down at her bone-setter, not sure what to say. She had expected hostility, but now had no idea what to do about it. She wished she could remove the bone-setter, but that required a special tool. Part of her thought this woman would find a way to rip it off.


  “I asked you a question. Where’d you get that thing?”


  Grace cleared her throat. “The farmers broke my arm when they captured me.” She knew instantly it was the wrong thing to say, but she had a feeling there was no right thing to say, and that included keeping silent.


  “I don’t give a damn how you broke it. I want to know what makes you so god-damned special that you get a bone-setter.”


  Try the silent approach again, Grace told herself. She tightened her mouth and then, as an afterthought, looked down at the floor. She did not want to look confrontational. She didn’t particularly want to be in this bunk but the wind howling outside was a constant reminder that she didn’t want to be out there either.


  “She must be something,” a woman standing near Grace said, “smells like perfume. Must be sleeping with the owner’s son or something.”


  Jane did not respond to the comment. She still stared intently at Grace. “No bone-setter came down from on high to heal my Stephen and keep him alive.” She had her fists clenched. Several of the other slaves also began clenching fists and tightening jaws.


  “We could kill her for you,” the hook-nosed man said. Jane turned her steely gaze to the man who had spoken. “A quick death may be best. My Stephen chose to die a man’s death, but she couldn’t handle that.” She paused. “On the other hand, perhaps you deserve every moment of pain.”


  “We could break her other arm and see if they give her a bone-setter for that,” said Hook-Nose.


  “Now that is a thought,” Jane said.


  Grace weighed her options. Here, inside, in the heated bunk she was surrounded by dozens of slaves who looked ready to pounce. No amount of training would help her to fend off such a group. On the other hand, leaving would put her out in a bitter January evening without her thermal-lined coat. Either way, things looked bad.


  “Go on,” Jane said. “Turn around and walk out the door. You can plead with the weather easier than you can plead with me. We don’t accept broken, useless slaves into Clan Conway. Now the question is will you beg?”


  “Stephen begged,” Grace distinctly heard one of the women say under her breath, but when Jane whirled to look for the speaker, no one admitted having said it.


  Jane seemed to meet the eyes of each and every slave in the room when she said, “He was dead. The dead don’t behave in the same manner as the living.”


  That was when the pain-filled gears in Grace’s brain seemed to finally manage one last, feeble effort at turning. This woman had turned out her own lover because he had some kind of injury. She had declared him dead before the fact. What chance, then, did Grace have?


  She began to turn back towards the exit, not three feet from her.


  “Beg,” Jane said.


  Grace stopped and turned to stare.


  “How dare you come in here with that contraption on your arm and pretend you’re better than us? Better than Stephen? I’ll hear you beg before I turn you out.”


  Grace closed the gap to the door in two seconds, turned the handle, but did not get a chance to open it. Innumerable hands were on her, pulling her away from the door, throwing her to the ground.


  Grace did not struggle. She did not want to give any of her attackers extra reason to be rough with her, and she knew she could not fight them. From somewhere up above, she saw Jane’s face hover over her. “Beg. Beg to be allowed to stay here in the warmth and out of the snow. Beg to let me turn you over to the dykes, if they’ll take you. Beg me not to break you other arm and both legs.”


  Grace had never been so much at the mercy of another person. Everything here hinged on her words, not her actions. She had to find the right thing to say to get this woman to let her freeze to death outside. So she begged, but not for mercy. “Please let me freeze to death in the snow. I’ll even give you my bone-setter. You can keep it for one of your own.”


  Jane’s face flashed momentarily with surprise, but the expression dissolved back into rage so quickly Grace might have imagined it. “We don’t want your damn bone-setter. We’re stronger than that.” She stayed that way for a while, poised with a look of permanent rage on her face. Did she ever look any other way? Finally, she said, “Let her freeze to death in the snow if that’s what she wants. Let it linger for her. I want to find her frozen corpse in the morning and spit on it.”


  Slowly, the hands pinning Grace to the floor released her. Before another word was spoken, before Jane had a chance to change her mind, Grace slipped out the door and into the deadly cold.


  Chapter 12


  It began to snow as Grace left the shelter of the barracks. Great wet flakes whipped through the wind tunnel, splattering her face and soaking through her thin gray pants. She turned against the wind so the flakes would stop stinging her eyes, but the paths between the barracks were so poorly lit her eyes weren’t of much use anyway.


  With outstretched arms, Grace felt her way along the path until she came to the edge of the ten by ten grid, where the wind wasn’t quite as bad. It still stung her exposed ears, hands, and face, and she knew she would not survive the night without shelter. She tried in vain to wrap her hands in her sleeves, but they didn’t even cover the bone-setter, let alone her hands. She rubbed them together to create friction and pressed them against her ears, but it did not help much.


  Up ahead, she saw the many lighted windows of the plantation house. Viewed through the snow, they seemed to flicker like fire. Somehow, the thought of fire made Grace feel even colder.


  There would be no shelter for her there. She saw lights through most of the windows of the slaves’ barracks, but did not hold out much hope she’d have better luck with them than with Jane and her clan.


  Moving quickly to keep the blood flowering through her body, Grace edged along the sides of the barracks grid. There had to be other buildings out here–she’d seen a silo and a factory as she had walked up the path in the daylight. The factory would probably be heated. She just had to break her way inside somehow. Maybe there would even be a night shift at work, pumping out nutri-bars around the clock.


  Then she remembered Agnes and the Soylent Green.


  Stop listening to rumors.


  A sudden noise interrupted her train of thought. Off to her left she saw a small grouping of trash cans. Something was climbing out of one with a small prize hanging from its mouth–a rat, maybe? Which might make the animal a cat. Grace had seen very few cats or dogs in her lifetime, since most of them ended up as food for the starving city masses. Those who kept them as pets had to keep close tabs on them. Grace had never wanted to spend the money to feed an animal.


  Just now, though, the cat seemed like the most beautiful thing in the world. As it scurried off into the black distance, Grace hurried after, sure this was her best shot to find shelter. That cat had come from somewhere and now that it had food, it would probably go back.


  She lost the animal after a few hundred feet, but it didn’t matter. She could see lights another hundred feet beyond and even heard some kind of noise. It wasn’t the factory or the silo–it was much too small–but after listening to the noise a while longer, she realized she was hearing some kind of animal sound. This must be the stable.


  Following the wall to the north, she soon found the entrance and the source of the animal noise–a large spotted horse who looked particularly dirty against the backdrop of falling snow. As soon as she was in out of the wind, she spent a few minutes staring at the beast, who seemed supremely disinterested in her.


  The stables were cold, but not as deadly as the farm beyond. Well-insulated walls blocked out the wind and cold, and somewhere in here someone must have set up an area warmer–not as good as central heating but survivable.


  Of course, it probably meant there was someone inside with her. As her ears began to defrost, she thought she detected a gentle scraping sound, perhaps a chair being pushed back.


  “Is someone there?” a hesitant female voice called out.


  The hesitation bolstered Grace’s determination. She hadn’t been sure she would have more luck here than in Jane’s barracks, but now she knew that one way or another, she would make her stand here.


  She moved down a hallway lined with stalls, most of which held horses far more attractive than the first. One tall, sleek, jet-black horse snorted and stamped as she passed and seemed to gaze into her soul with his eyes. Whether he judged her worthy, she would never know.


  “Who’s there?” the voice called out again. “I’m armed.”


  Grace stopped in a doorway that led out to a tackle room. At the far end, an open door led to another corridor. In the center was a round table and five chairs. Four of the chairs were vacant and tucked neatly under the table, but the fifth was pushed back, and a short, angry woman stood before it clutching a knife.


  She clearly had no idea how to fight with a knife. She clutched it in her whole fist, set to make downward jabbing motions. Grace estimated she could get the knife from her in about five seconds if need be.


  “My name is Grace.” She decided to start out with a friendly approach and shift tactics only if needed. She did notice with no small amount of jealousy the gloves, hat, ear muffs, and thermal-lined coat flung haphazardly over the back of the woman’s chair. The area heater set into the east wall warmed this room enough to make the winter protection unnecessary.


  “You don’t belong here.”


  “You’re right, but I don’t have anywhere else to go. The farmers assigned me to a bunk but the slaves kicked me out.”


  “You can’t stay here.” She moved forward in what she might have thought was a threatening gesture, but the ploy failed when she hit the table with enough force to scoot it forward a few inches. She tossed her long, thick, brown hair over her shoulder and glared at Grace with piercing blue eyes as if determined to pretend that hadn’t happened.


  A flash of movement took Grace’s eyes off the frightened woman and turned her attention to the open doorway directly opposite. Two men came through–two men she recognized from Jane’s clan. In an instant they were on top of the woman, attacking from behind in a cowardly strike.


  Grace’s impression of the woman’s ability to use the knife was correct. She dropped it within seconds as the larger of the two men, the one Grace had thought of as Hook Nose, pulled her around by the hair and the other twisted her arm in a way that would make it snap before long. Having seen the reaction of the slaves to her own bone-setter, she knew such an injury could be fatal.


  She seized her opportunity while the men were preoccupied with the other woman. Apparently, they had underestimated her threat potential, because they did not keep a close eye on her movements as she slipped behind and found her opening–an acupressure point on the back of the neck that dropped Hook Nose in an instant.


  She grabbed the knife from the floor and spun to face the other man. “I actually know how to use this. What would Jane think if you came home with a knife wound?”


  He must have been thinking along the same lines, because he spun on his heels and fled without sparing a glance for his fallen comrade. Grace spared a glance for him, though; or at least for his thermal coat. She pulled it off his body and threw her own thin rag unceremoniously atop of him.


  His coat covered her bone-setter and even her hands.


  “Thanks, I think,” the woman said as Grace turned back to face her. She had her eyes fixed on the knife. “Can I have that back?”


  Grace shrugged. She didn’t have any need for it and did not think this woman would be able to use it against her. Besides, returning the weapon might turn out to be just the right gesture to tip this situation her way–if fighting off two thugs wasn’t enough.


  Taking the knife carefully by the blade, she offered the handle to the woman, who took it without menace.


  “I’m Megan, by the way.”


  “It’s nice to meet you, Megan.”


  Hook Nose moaned, and Grace went over to plant a foot on his chest. “What are you doing here?”


  He blinked his eyes open. “Jane told us to follow you.”


  “To make sure I died, you mean?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why shouldn’t I kill you, then?” Grace pressed her foot harder into his chest.


  He swallowed. “I’m sorry. Jane’s my clan leader. I do what she says, and she protects me.”


  “Sounds like she’d kick you out if you had a sprained toe.”


  Hook Nose’s face twisted into an ugly kind of smile. “We don’t let useless slaves stick around. It makes us strong. Better than her clan.” He nodded at Megan. “Half of ‘em are being wiped out by some kind of bug ‘cause they’re too weak to kick ‘em out.”


  “Let him go,” Megan said. “It’s not worth a clan war.”


  Grace lifted her foot, and Hook Nose squirmed away, grabbing the ragged coat just before sprinting from the room.


  “So,” Grace said, turning back to Megan and searching for something to say. “You here by yourself?”


  To her surprise, Megan’s face turned a little pink. “I’m not supposed to be. I’m just supposed to be in training. I’ve only been here a couple of weeks. There’s usually four on the night shift, but two died from this thing that’s been going around and the other two decided to get into some stupid fight–over me.”


  Megan didn’t look like the sort of woman men usually fought over, but perhaps that impression was partly due to the ugly uniform. Even beneath its shapeless form, Megan’s breasts looked almost comically huge. She did have a pretty enough face. Grace hoped she wasn’t sick. The last thing she needed was to catch “this thing that’s been going around.”


  Hook Nose had mentioned it, too. She might deplore Jane for sending off every slave with an injury, but a deadly contagious disease was another matter.


  “I can stay with you tonight,” Grace said.


  “Do you know anything about horses?” Megan asked.


  Since she’d never seen one before that night, she didn’t even try to lie. Besides, claiming to have skills one does not possess is the flimsiest kind of lie. “No.”


  “Oh well, at least you can fight.” Her eyes fell to Grace’s injured arm, though the thermal coat now covered the bone-setter. “With a broken arm and everything. How come they gave you a bone-setter and not a good coat?”


  “Good question,” Grace said.


  When Grace didn’t volunteer any more information, Megan continued. “I bet you’ve got an interesting story to tell. They don’t normally give bone-setters out, you know.”


  “I know.”


  An uncomfortable silence sprang between them for a minute. Megan was the first to try to fill it. “Grace, did you say? That’s a nice name. Do you like it?”


  “Do I like it?” Grace blinked a few times, not sure how to answer. No one had ever asked her that before. “I don’t know. It’s not really me. It’s got more to do with my mom and her sense of propriety. She named my sister Charity.”


  “You could change it.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so. After one hundred and thirty years you get kind of attached to a name. I wouldn’t know myself by anything else.”


  “One hundred and thirty!” Megan whistled. “Wow, there aren’t many slaves that live that long. I bet you–” She broke off, seeming to understand that Grace didn’t want to talk too much about her life. “Well, I wouldn’t mind changing my name.”


  “Why?” Grace asked.


  “I guess twenty-three years isn’t as much time to get used to it. I was thinking of Meg. Do you like it?”


  “Sure, if you do,” Grace said.


  Meg nodded. “I’m making a fresh start here. My old farm was horrible, not at all like this place. This place is nice.”


  “Nice?”


  “Oh yeah. We’ve got indoor plumbing and heating and air conditioning, and the farmers treat us well and...well, anyway.” Something flashed in Megan’s eyes, and Grace got the impression there were things in her past she’d rather not talk about either.


  “I didn’t think slaves were usually sold between farms.”


  “Er, they’re not.” Meg stared at a spot on the wall for a minute. “I ran away, actually.”


  “You escaped?” Grace suddenly perked up to full attention. “How did you do that?” Then another question came to mind. “Why did you do that, and then come to another farm?”


  “How’d you end up on this farm?” Meg asked.


  “Not by choice,” Grace muttered.


  “There are lots of things that happen to us that aren’t by choice,” Meg said. “I only made one choice in my entire life, and it went to hell–heck.”


  “You can say hell if you want,” Grace said. “Most of this world is hell.”


  “Better not say it around Sharon,” Meg said. “It was nice of her to take me in, especially when I couldn’t work right away, but she has a few rules.”


  “Religious?” Grace asked. She always felt uncomfortable around religious people. She remembered the man handing out pamphlets by the graveyard and shuddered.


  “It’s good for us to have something to believe in.”


  Grace didn’t answer. She wanted to steer the conversation back to this successful escape of Meg’s. Before she had a chance, though, Meg continued. “Sharon might take you in. She’s nice like that. She took me in when I was–well, not useful.”


  “How long have you been here?” Grace asked.


  “Two weeks.”


  Whatever had been ailing her, she seemed to have healed quickly. “You look great.”


  Meg shrugged. “I didn’t start work until tonight, though. That’s a long time to feed a slave without them bringing in their quota.” She paused and then added, “That’s how this farm works. We get food based on the amount of work the slaves do. Each barrack gets basically enough to feed the ones that worked that day.”


  That might explain Jane’s actions a little more–only a little, though.


  “Lots of folks think Jane’s got it right,” Meg said as if reading her mind. “Well, maybe not quite as extreme as her.”


  “What about children and babies?” Grace asked.


  Meg’s face darkened and she looked away, but not before Grace saw tears welling up in her eyes. Grace took a closer look at Meg’s large breasts and had a sudden horrible thought about how they got that large without surgery.


  “Hey, I’m sorry,” Grace said. She really meant it. “I guess I didn’t think.”


  “It’s not like I told you or anything.” Meg wiped her eyes and turned back to Grace with a forced smile. “Happens all the time, right? No big deal.”


  It did happen all the time. Infant mortality was somewhere between five and ten percent, which included a nearly twenty percent rate for slaves and street dwellers. Still, that didn’t make it right or easy.


  Meg stood and began to pace the circumference of the room. “Sharon took me in when none of the other clans would have me. She took care of me after... She’s even been teaching me to read. I learned all my letters. She wants me to be able to read the Bible. She’ll teach you to read, if you don’t know how.”


  “I’ve got that covered, thanks.”


  “Yeah, I should have figured. You seem pretty smart. I bet you went to school.”


  “I did, actually.”


  They sat in silence for a while as Grace tried to decide how to ask about the escape. It seemed to be surrounded by some painful memories, but Grace needed to know there was a way out. Finally, she settled on asking questions about the future. “So, will you try to escape again?”


  “From here?” Meg asked. “Of course not. Didn’t I tell you this place was nice? Besides, Sharon’s been really good to me. I couldn’t just run out on her. She’s becoming like a family to me and where else would I find that? On the city streets?”


  “Probably not.” Grace tried not to think about what kinds of conditions did make Meg want to run away, if this particular version of slavery wasn’t it. She must have thought there was nothing worse than to set out into the great unknown with no family or support.


  “You shouldn’t try to escape, either,” Meg said.


  “Who said I–”


  “I must be psychic.” Meg’s voice was dry and humorless. “Come on, I may not have an education like you, but I’m not stupid. You don’t want to be here and it wasn’t your choice. I get it. But it’s not so bad here, and they might kill you if you try to escape. The fences around the land will knock you out or kill you depending upon how lucky you are, and they’re buried five feet beneath the ground.”


  “And I suppose they just weren’t paying attention at your other farm?” Grace asked. She cringed as soon as she said it. She hadn’t meant it to come out so harshly.


  “No, it was pretty much the same risk. I just didn’t care. I’d have rather died than keep living there. This place is a good place to live.”


  Slowly, Grace shook her head. “Not for me. I’d rather die than live here. Besides, there are things I need to get back to.” Yeah, like trying to save the world–or at least take her best stab at it.


  Meg cocked her head to one side and studied Grace for a while. “You have a job somewhere, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Money?”


  “Enough.”


  “They didn’t mistake you for a homeless wanderer either, did they?”


  “No.”


  “So why are you here?”


  Grace thought of Carl and tried to remember his words and actions in the minutes leading to her capture. What was the purpose? Did he have the blessing of The Establishment? From the snatches of conversation she’d heard between Barb and Jim, she didn’t think he had the blessing of Alex or all of the farm’s management.


  “Grace?”


  “I have no idea what I’m doing here,” Grace answered. “One minute I’m talking to Alex and Margaret Lacklin, and the next some farmers come bursting through the door and knock me unconscious.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t Alex or Margaret,” Megan said. “Everyone says they’re very nice. I don’t know from firsthand experience, but Alex is supposed to come down during planting and harvest to check out his plants and is very friendly. Sharon says he’s helped them produce twice as much food since she first came here.”


  “What about Carl?” Grace asked.


  Meg shrugged. “Nobody talks about him much. All I know is he’s supposed to be power-hungry.”


  “Hmmm.” That was what Jordan had said about his eldest son, too. She wondered if Ethan and his son, Carl, spoke much and if this capture might mean she would run across the outspoken anti-aging advocate after all.


  It took Grace a while to notice Meg staring at her.


  “So...” Meg did not take her eyes off Grace. “You have a job, have money, and have some business with the Lacklins that landed you here.”


  “Do we have to talk about it?” Grace asked.


  “No, but I might tell you how I escaped if you do.”


  “Oh.” Grace wasn’t sure what to do. She would love to get her hands on that information, but how much of the truth could she afford to tell? Meg certainly wasn’t an Establishment stooge, nor was she here with the express purpose of spying, but a slave might do a lot to improve her situation–like telling secrets.


  “Well,” Grace began, choosing her words carefully. “I’m a private investigator and I came here looking for someone–an old member of The Establishment that maybe they don’t want found.”


  “A private eye?” Meg said. “Oh, that sounds exciting.”


  “Oh yeah,” Grace said. “I was attacked, injured, captured, branded, and tossed on a farm with a bunch of homicidal slaves.”


  “Well, that is pretty exciting, you have to admit.”


  Grace laughed despite herself. “Well, the adventure’s over if I can’t get out of here. So, how’d you escape?”


  “I escaped in the back of a freezer truck carrying meat to the next town.”


  “A freezer truck?” Grace repeated. “How did you survive?”


  Meg looked away. “I almost didn’t. And I lost the baby I was carrying. I wouldn’t recommend that way.”


  Grace shook her head. She wanted to know what was so bad that Meg risked herself and her baby in that way, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask. Maybe some things were better left unsaid.


  “You might have better luck this spring,” Meg said. “At least with warmer weather, you can survive out in the countryside.”


  “That’s so far away,” Grace said. She couldn’t wait that long. Besides, she had no idea why she was here. For all she knew The Establishment would come to collect her in the next few days and...and...well, she couldn’t think of a purpose right now, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist. They hadn’t put her on this farm because they were hard up for an extra worker, that was for sure. No, she had to escape soon.


  “I’ll help you think of something,” Meg said.


  “Why? A few minutes ago you told me not to escape.”


  “I know more about you now. Besides, it’ll be exciting. I can pretend I’m a P.I. for a few days.”


  “Just don’t let too many people know, all right?”


  “Of course.” Meg stopped her pacing and sat back down. She spent a minute staring at her hands.


  “You don’t have to help me, Meg. You’ve been kind enough already.”


  “I do, actually. I need to do something to get my mind off things and move forward. I’m not sure changing my name is good enough. Sharon always says God will help us if only we ask, but we have to pay attention for the answer.”


  “I don’t think I’m the answer to anyone’s prayers,” Grace said flatly. “I don’t even believe in God.”


  “Neither did I, but I think He must have believed in me. And right now, I have this feeling about you.”


  Grace had a feeling too, a feeling she could get this girl killed, but she didn’t push the issue. She hated to admit it, but maybe she needed a friend as much as Meg did.


  Chapter 13


  “The sun’ll be up soon,” Meg said. “I can’t do anything on the escape front right now, but I’ll take you back to my barracks when the day crew comes on.”


  They sat in silence, listening to the sounds of the farm. It was so different from the city; not quieter, but different. She supposed she was hearing the sounds of nature–of dogs baying at the moon, of horses snorting and stamping their feet, and of wind blowing untamed through the dead winter fields.


  Soon, she could hear the more familiar sounds of people stirring. In the distance, she saw two farmers approaching.


  “They’re on the night shift too,” Meg whispered, “but they never stay. They take our names at night and make sure we’re still here in the morning. If any horses were missing or hurt, they’d flay us alive, but I don’t know what they get up to all night.”


  Grace did not recognize either of the farmers, and thankfully, they did not recognize her, either. One of them, a woman, was holding a clipboard. “Where are the other two?”


  “Injured,” Meg said.


  The farmer jotted something down on her clipboard. “Who are you?” she asked Grace.


  “Grace.”


  From the corner of her eye, Meg flinched.


  “Who are you?” the farmer repeated slowly, as if Grace were stupid.


  “Barracks 79,” Meg answered for her. Then Grace understood, she wasn’t a person–she was a number.


  “You weren’t here at nightfall, and I don’t have any record of you being assigned to the horses. Get back to your bunk and don’t come round here again.”


  That was their cue to leave. Meg took Grace gently by the arm and led her away, whispering, “I should have told you about that.”


  “It’s all right.”


  Meg led them to barracks 79, one busy with morning activity. No one paid the new arrival much attention as they went through their routines. A small knot of men stood in a line at the back of the room, waiting for their turns at the bathroom.


  Meg followed Grace’s eyes and whispered, “The women get to go in next. There’s a nice room back there with two toilets, sinks, and showers. I’d never had a shower before I came here. I’m still not sure what I think about it.”


  Grace didn’t reply. Her eyes continued to roam around the room until they fell upon a dozen bunks occupied by coughing, shivering, or groaning figures. One lay still–maybe a little too still. Obviously, they had whatever was going around.


  “This way.” Meg took them straight through to the open center of the room, where a tall, stout woman with long, blond hair leaned over a pot of porridge cooking on the single wood-burning stove. The stove also seemed to be heating the room. The porridge smelled wonderful, and Grace’s stomach gave a loud growl.


  The woman, presumably Sharon, the leader of the clan, looked up and frowned. “Who are you?”


  “This is Grace,” Meg said. “She saved my life last night. Al and Andy abandoned me and two men from Clan Conway tried to kill me.”


  Sharon studied Grace for a while. She seemed to want to take in every inch of her, from head to toes. She paused at the arm and stared. Grace realized too late that she had allowed the sleeve to bunch up, revealing the bone-setter. She pushed it back down.


  “That how you broke your arm–fighting the men off?”


  “No, it was already broken.” Meg seemed perfectly capable of handling the entire story, so Grace stood back and listened.


  “She fought them off with a broken arm?”


  “She knows how to fight. She was trained by the police.”


  “Really? Where’d she get the bone-setter?”


  “Alex Lacklin made them give it to her.”


  “Sounds like you’ve got quite a story to tell.” Sharon finally faced Grace fully. “I suppose you’re hoping I’ll take you in.”


  “Yes.” The word hung there, making Grace feel like she should add an honorific such as “ma’am,” but she took too long to decide.


  “Why was the Conway Clan after Meg?”


  Grace’s face turned pink. “They were after me, actually.”


  “Figures. Oh well, not like we’ll notice them having one more reason to come after us. At least you can fight them off. Can you work?”


  “Yes.”


  “What can you do?”


  “Whatever you need me to do. I stayed with Meg last night at the stables.”


  “They give us food based on how much work we do. You got to pull your weight. If you try to escape, I won’t get in your way, but you’d best not put my clan in danger.”


  “Who said I’d try to escape?”


  “I’m psychic.”


  Grace glanced at Meg, who shrugged.


  “Most of the other clans would turn you out for that arm, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. We take care of our sick here, as best we can. We’ve got lots of sick right now, too. Almost more than we can handle. Everyone’s on half-rations and you’re on no rations until supper tonight. You understand?”


  Grace’s stomach gave a piteous moan, but she nodded.


  “We read the Bible at night and pray over meals. We take care of one another and we’ve all got to pull our weight. You report to the corn silo for cleaning duty. Make sure you give the overseer barracks number 79.”


  “She’s been up all night,” Meg cut in. “Can’t you let her sleep?”


  Sharon shook her head. “I got no choice. It’s all I can do to let her in this clan, but she didn’t get any credit for being up all night with you, did she?”


  Meg shook her head.


  “We’ve got fifteen people laid up with whatever’s going around here, and I can’t afford to have a healthy adult sleeping all day.”


  “It’s no problem,” Grace said before Meg could speak for her again. It was a problem. She did not perform well on no sleep or food, but she was also a survivor who would do what she had to do. If cleaning the corn silo was in the day’s plans, then so be it.


  “Good,” Sharon said. “It’s the big, tall thing over there.” She pointed vaguely to the west. “Get to it.”


  * * *


  When Grace returned to barracks 79 that evening, it was with every muscle in her body aching, her head practically numb with sleep deprivation, and her brain desperately trying to shut her body down for sleep. The farmers had not used whips. The workload had not been too unreasonable for a person with a good night’s sleep, but when Grace slumped down on the hard concrete floor near the stove, she felt as if someone had beaten her up. Then she remembered many people had beaten her up in the past thirty-six hours.


  She groaned audibly.


  “Sharon said to give you a full ration tonight,” Meg whispered in Grace’s ear as she handed her a bowl of some soupy substance with vegetables, potatoes, and beans in it. “Don’t tell anyone, though.”


  Grace gave Meg a weary smile and took a grateful slurp of the soup. It was very good. She rarely ate real food, but found tonight she was incredibly thankful not to have been offered a nutri-bar.


  “It’s good, isn’t it?”


  Grace nodded mutely.


  “Back on the other farm they mostly gave us nutri-bars. Sometimes we’d steal fresh fruits and veggies from the farm, but when they caught us—” Meg stopped and shuddered. “I told you this place was nice. I mean, Jane isn’t. There are some clans you wouldn’t want to get involved with. They don’t usually try to put new people with Jane. She doesn’t let her clan take care of the sick ones. She turns them out in the cold. They say she killed her mate that way. I can’t imagine.”


  Meg looked at Grace as if looking for confirmation, but Grace was too intent on the soup. She knew she needed to slow down, that it was almost gone and she would get no more tonight, but she was so hungry.


  “Most people make a lot of it, but it doesn’t sound any worse than what I was used to before. I mean, there wasn’t a clan there that was like a family, not like this.”


  Grace’s bowl was empty. She used the spoon to scoop out as much as she could and when that failed her, she used her finger.


  “The farmers don’t force anyone here, either,” Meg went on. “Not that anyone usually refuses them. Being with a farmer comes with special privileges. Sharon likes it when some of her girls are holed up with them. One of them’s sick, though, and the rest are being turned down because I think the farmers are scared of catching whatever’s going around.”


  Grace licked the last remnants of soup off her finger and stared at the now completely empty bowl. Her stomach whined. “I don’t suppose there’s water?”


  “In the bathroom,” Meg said. “Use as much as you like; there’s no water shortage around here. One of the guys here is from out west and he says they have to ration water there.”


  Grace took her empty bowl to the bathroom and filled it with water from one of the sinks. She drank it down and then filled it again. Then again. Finally, with her stomach stretched thin from the weight of the water, she turned to ask Meg where she could sleep.


  “You get the bunk above mine.” Meg showed her.


  It was right next to the bathroom where people would be coming and going all night, but Grace didn’t care. She even had a vague impression that the barracks building had become incredibly loud with singing, talking, eating, and after-dinner cleanup.


  “You probably won’t be able to sleep until lights out at nine o’clock,” Meg said as Grace slipped into her bed. “It gets pretty loud after dinner.”


  “Mmm-hmmm,” Grace said noncommittally as she drifted off into sleep.


  Chapter 14


  The barracks woke before dawn, wrenching Grace out of a deep and dreamless sleep. Men began to flow past on their way to the bathroom while several women tended to breakfast and to the sick, who were still firmly entrenched in their beds. Most of them took the proffered water and food, but one man lay too still and the woman who had gone to his bunk shook her head sadly before pulling the sheet over his head.


  Grace tried not to look at the sick and the dead as she swung her legs out of bed and stretched the tension out of her body. Her head felt clearer than it had the night before, which wasn’t saying much but at least it was something. Her arm tingled rather than hurt, a sign it was healing. The bone-setter should have completed its job in the next few days.


  Unfortunately, Grace’s cloudless mind was now capable of fully registering her situation. She was a slave, imprisoned on a farm, and surrounded on all sides by twelve-foot high electric fences.


  She wondered how easy it would be to dig under the fence. Probably very difficult, digging alone in the frozen ground. She could wait until the ground thawed, but by then…


  Grace looked at the dead slave, who was being dragged out of the building. Then she looked at the other dozen or so slaves who could barely eat their porridge for the hacking coughs.


  Jane would probably not have let them stay in her barracks. She would toss them out in the cold rather than let them infect the rest of the clan. As the door shut behind the dead man, Grace wondered if Jane might have the right of it in this situation.


  A hand on Grace’s shoulder made her jump and turn around to stare into Sharon’s dark brown eyes.


  “I’ve considered putting them all out,” Sharon said. “Many of the other clan leaders are doing just that. This is the worst I can remember and so far, almost no one is recovering. It might be more humane to stick a knife through their hearts. We’ll have to burn all his clothes and the mattress. The owners aren’t happy about that. They don’t want to replace the mattresses. No other choice, though.”


  Grace had no idea what to say. She wanted the sick slaves turned out, but she had not lived with them like family. She tried to think what she would do if her mom, grandma, great-grandma, and sister were sick. Could she turn them out? Even knowing the tiny chance they could recover was outweighed by the number they could infect and kill.


  “The good of the many outweighs the good of the few,” Sharon said without much conviction.


  “So they say. That’s why Jane tossed me out after having ten men shake me up a bit.”


  “Jane doesn’t care about anyone but herself.” The look on Sharon’s face spoke of a long, tense history between them. “She’d kick out her own sister if she bruised her knee. Won’t have a baby in her bunks. She’ll kick out a woman if she gets pregnant, too.”


  “Seems like she’d have a high turnover rate. Where do the new clan members come from?”


  “You’ll find there are many who agree with her point of view, at least until they’re the ones in need. It’s a hard life on the farm. Your hands are soft but they’ll toughen up. Meanwhile, try to steer clear of Jane’s clan. I doubt very much they’ll forgive and forget if they run across you on your own.”


  “No, I’m sure they wouldn’t,” Grace agreed. Sharon retreated to tend to other tasks while Grace went to get herself some breakfast. The porridge wasn’t as good as the stew from the previous night, but it was better than her usual nutri-bars.


  Meg came in from her night shift just as Grace finished breakfast. She grabbed a bowl of porridge then plopped down on the bed beside Grace.


  “Jane’s thugs came snooping around the stables again last night,” Meg said. “They didn’t attack; they couldn’t because for once the farmers stayed, but I have a bad feeling about today.”


  “I can take care of myself,” Grace said.


  “I know. But there’s something going on.” Meg lowered her voice. “The farmers are edgy about something. They were asking about you.”


  “Me?”


  “Not by name, but they were asking for a slave with a bone-setter. Couldn’t be anyone else. I didn’t tell them where you were, but I think Jane’s clan told them you were with me last night. They kept asking me about it.”


  “They didn’t remember running into me yesterday morning, did they?” Grace asked.


  Meg shook her head. “They probably forgot five minutes later. They don’t really see us as people.”


  “So, what did you tell them?”


  “That I caught you prowling around, and then those two guys came and chased you off. I don’t know if they believed me, but I thought maybe it was better if they didn’t know right now.”


  “I don’t know,” Grace said, half thinking aloud. How could she know? There was something going on up at that plantation house that directly involved and was completely beyond her. They... no, someone threw her on this farm, but who and why? Were there, perhaps, other forces unhappy with that decision? The Kansas City Establishment wanted her to investigate Stanton. She certainly couldn’t do that from the farm.


  What was it Captain Flint had said to her? “The Establishment is not of one mind. Whatever you’re up to, we may be willing to overlook for the sake of your cooperation, but that doesn’t mean everyone will.”


  Alex Lacklin had said much the same thing about The Establishment not being a cohesive group. Grace supposed she had known that, at least on some level, her entire life, but looking up from the working class it was hard to care about the internal politics of the rich. Now she wished she had paid more attention.


  “Grace?” Meg’s voice broke through Grace’s reverie. “Should I have told them the truth?”


  “No, not until I’ve figured a few things out. You did the right thing.”


  Meg beamed.


  “I’d better get moving or I’ll miss my turn at the toilet.” With that, Grace hopped off her bunk and joined the queue of women just forming beside her bed.


  * * *


  The next three days passed in a blur. Grace managed to get her job done, learn a few of the names of the slaves in her clan, and avoid confrontation with Jane’s clan. It would have been boring were it not for the rising tension among the farmers. Everyone sensed it and some even traded rumors they were on the verge of some sort of civil war.


  Grace herself overheard several arguments among the overseers at the silo. The biggest and highest ranking one, Cohen, tried to discourage the in-fighting whenever he was around, but he had duties to perform and couldn’t be everywhere at once.


  “I’m just saying Old Cooper isn’t looking well,” a round-faced farmer named Mercedes said. “He’s not in charge here anymore. He’s too sick, and he’s not going to get better. Shoulda died years ago.”


  A lanky, red-haired farmer by the name of Bill scowled. “Well, his son’s an idiot.”


  “His son’s running this farm,” Mercedes shot back.


  “You seen Cooper’s will?” Bill asked. “Cuz I bet he made better plans for his farm than Roy. Even his daughters would be better, even if they all care more about their own tits and asses than anything else.”


  Mercedes reached up and slapped him across the face. Bill smiled. He seemed to have expected the reaction.


  “Come on,” Bill said. “Don’t even tell me Charlene’s got a part that isn’t plastic. Probably has a prosthetic brain, too.”


  Mercedes drew her sidearm and pointed it at Bill, whose smile disappeared. “Say that again.”


  He didn’t.


  Just then, Mercedes seemed to notice something out of the corner of her eye and she quickly stashed the disruptor back in its holster. Grace turned and saw it too–Cohen striding their way.


  “What’s going on over here?” Cohen demanded.


  “Nothing, sir,” Bill and Mercedes said together.


  “You,” Cohen said to Mercedes, “go outside and stand guard there.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mercedes said without argument. She strode away quickly, leaving the two men alone.


  “She went over the top,” Cohen said, “but I know you provoked her.”


  “But, sir,” Bill said, “she’s already buried Mr. Cooper and elevated Roy to godhood. Probably because she slept with him and thinks he cares.”


  “I don’t give a damn,” Cohen said. “You can keep it to yourself. This will sort itself out, do you understand?”


  Bill muttered something unintelligible.


  “Do you understand?” Cohen repeated.


  “Yes,” Bill said, though his voice said no.


  As Cohen turned to leave, Bill seemed to decide to dig himself in a little deeper. “So what do I do if I find the busted up slave? Whose orders do I follow?”


  “Mine,” Cohen said in a harsh growl. “Now, hand over your disruptor and head back up to the manor to cool down. When I see you tomorrow, you’d better have left the attitude behind.”


  * * *


  The next day didn’t seem to bring any improvement to Bill’s attitude. Grace managed to maneuver herself closer to him, hoping he’d let more details slip.


  “I’m leaving at noon,” Mercedes told Bill. “You’ll have to cover for me.”


  “On whose orders?” Bill asked.


  “Roy’s.”


  “Roy can’t give you an order,” Bill said. His fingers strayed close to his disruptor, but he did not draw it. “Or is this something he whispered in your ear last night?”


  Mercedes’s face turned scarlet. “Jealous, are we? Upset Charlene never went for you?”


  “My plastic dream girl,” Bill said with a sigh. He kept his eyes on Mercedes’s hand.


  “Who else you got besides your hand?” Mercedes shot back.


  Bill looked around and lowered his voice. “Look, what’s up? You planning to comb the farm for this girl and then what? Mr. Cooper said–”


  “Mr. Cooper is as good as dead,” Mercedes said, “and I’m not telling you our plans.”


  “He’ll throw you away, you know,” Bill said. “He did it before. Why’d you take him back?” For once, he actually had a touch of compassion in his voice, but Mercedes didn’t seem to notice.


  “Screw you,” Mercedes said and spun on her heels, heading for the door.


  * * *


  That night at dinner, the other slaves in Sharon’s clan kept their eyes fixed on Grace. They did not even bother to try to hide their stares. The heat of all those eyes made her want to crawl under a blanket, but she stood firm. She, too, guessed that whatever was going on had something to do with her. The only difference was, to her it was more than a curiosity. It was her life.


  Meg came to sit beside Grace, using her body to shield some of the looks. “They’ve been asking everyone about a slave with a bone-setter.”


  “I figured,” Grace said. She hadn’t heard it herself, but mutters, stares, and the term “bone-setter” kept drifting her way.


  “No one here will turn you in,” Meg promised. “We protect our own.”


  “Hmm.” Grace did not want to argue, but she did not believe it. These people had nothing, and people who had nothing had everything to gain by turning in a stranger who had barely joined their midst.


  “They’re curious, though,” Meg said.


  “Curiosity can be deadly.”


  “Yeah, I know, curiosity killed the cat.”


  Grace stared at Meg, a little perplexed. “What?”


  “Never mind.” Meg looked around at the staring faces, and then lowered her voice. The volume in the room lowered as she did. “Can’t you trust me by now? I want to help. What’s going on?”


  “It’s not a question of trust,” Grace whispered. Well, partly it was a question of trust, but that hardly mattered. “Your life is in danger if I tell you.”


  “That’s so melodramatic,” Meg said dismissively.


  “It’s true.”


  “You don’t trust me.” Meg’s face fell into something just shy of pathetic.


  “That’s not it,” Grace lied again. She searched for something to distract the overly romantic girl. “Look, I tell you what. When I get out of here, I’ll take you with me.”


  “Why?”


  “What do you mean? Do you want to be a slave?”


  Meg shrugged. “Always have been. Besides, I told you it was nice here.”


  “It’s nicer out there.”


  “If you say so.” Meg hopped off the bunk. “I got to get to my shift.”


  She didn’t. She had at least another half an hour, but Grace sensed she had really gone the wrong direction with that conversation. Perhaps it was her lies. Meg might be uneducated, but she was hardly stupid. She had to know that Grace really didn’t trust her.


  “Oh well,” Grace said under her breath. “I’ll make it up to her.” She’d set the girl free somehow and show her what life could be. It was the least she could do for someone who’d saved her life, and maybe there was something else, too. Maybe a part of her wanted a real friend in her life. Her mother and sister only called her when they weren’t too busy with their boyfriends and she had kept everyone at a distance since she’d broken up with Sam. She had thought she was okay with that, but then she let Meg in just a little bit and it felt good.


  * * *


  Something strange was going on at the silo. Yesterday, there had been a short line of slaves waiting to report their barracks number before heading to work. Today, the line was longer and moving much more slowly.


  “What’s going on?” Grace whispered to a woman she recognized from Sharon’s clan.


  The man in front of them answered, in a loud voice. “I think someone stole a bone-setter. They’re checking us all to see if we have one.”


  Grace nervously pulled the sleeve of her coat down lower. At least this one fit, covering the device that so clearly marked her identity. Maybe Alex hadn’t given it to her to be nice, but rather to mark her so he could find her later.


  The woman Grace recognized, though not by name, leaned over and whispered. “You’d better go.”


  “Will you tell anyone?” Grace asked in an even quieter voice than she’d used before.


  “Course not. We protect our own.” The fierce look on her tiny face told Grace she meant it.


  Without another word, Grace slipped out of line and headed back to the barracks, wondering what she should do. If she didn’t work that day, she would be a burden on Sharon’s clan, but there was no place she could work. She glanced in the direction of the factory, where another larger-than-usual group of slaves milled about. If she reported for work anywhere, they would find her and... what? Maybe she’d have more of a chance facing that unknown than trying to escape, or worse–trying to survive the winter without a clan willing to put her up.


  Then, from somewhere near the silo, Grace heard the unmistakable hum of disruptor fire. Someone screamed, and the slaves started to scatter.


  Chapter 15


  A stampede of slaves came barreling down from the silo like a solid gray wall closing in. There were a few more disruptor blasts, but none of them seemed to be directed at the slaves. Grace flung herself behind the thick trunk of a barren tree, hibernating for the winter, and let the flood of gray flow past her. They flew to their barracks, probably because they had nowhere to go and few of them had thermal coats to lend them long-term protection in this cold.


  After the last few drifted by, Grace could see clear to the silo, where several of the red-clad farmers lay on the ground and several more had weapons trained upon one another.


  This was bad.


  Grace turned from the tree to head back to her own clan where she would have at least a little time to think. Something told her she would have to act soon. There was definitely no time to wait for a spring thaw.


  “I knew you hadn’t died,” hissed a sickeningly familiar voice to Grace’s left. Jane stood there, her face as grim as ever, her massive body poised for a fight.


  “I don’t want trouble,” Grace said, more to buy herself time than because she thought she could avoid trouble.


  Jane laughed as three of her clan members began to close in from all sides. “It’s way too late for that. I hear you’re the reason the farmers went crazy. Everyone’s looking for you, but no one wants anyone else to be the one who finds you. I bet we could get a lot if we turned you in.”


  “Or you’d end up as dead as those farmers,” Grace countered. She didn’t really believe it. In fact, she thought Jane had a good point, but the lie was worth a shot.


  Jane let out a low, mirthless laugh. “The only question is: Are you worth more dead or alive?”


  The encircling clan members were nearly upon her. She had one chance at this–Grace tore off in the direction of the barracks, between two of the encircling men. One of them threw himself at her, but she managed to slip out of his grasp before he really had her.


  Then the chase was on.


  Adrenaline coursed through her, driving her forward, making her forget everything but the rhythm of her legs and the pounding in her chest. She did not turn back to look. Part of her knew Jane would be right behind her, but she kept herself focused on her goal: Get to barracks 79.


  She could feel the ground with every stride through the thin soles of her ragged shoes. Each rock dug into her foot. She could only hope Jane’s shoes fared no better.


  Suddenly, she couldn’t feel the ground at all.


  It took her a split second to realize someone had set a trip wire across her path.


  For the space of a few moments, she flew through the air, scrambling for purchase. Then she watched the ground as it rushed up to meet her.


  Thud.


  The fall had not been graceful, but at least she had no new broken bones–yet. From the expressions on the faces of Jane’s clan that might not last long.


  “Don’t kill her!” Jane’s voice called from above the newly pressing crowd of bodies. “If we hand her over alive, we’ll get extra food for a month.”


  Somehow, the idea that Jane no longer wanted her dead didn’t comfort Grace much. As countless hands reached down to grab her and pull her over onto her back, she looked for any opening she could find.


  When one man knelt over her legs, she pulled her knee upward into his groin. He gasped and fell backwards, tripping a woman to his side. Grace helped her fall with a swift jab of her foot.


  Someone by her side kicked her in the stomach, knocking the wind from her lungs. Grace struggled to sit upright, but they surrounded her and pressed in on her.


  Suddenly, some sort of commotion broke the circle around Grace. She managed to sit up and saw, beyond the circle of attackers, a new circle of men and women from Sharon’s clan closing in.


  In the ensuing chaos, Grace managed to get to her feet and into a fighting stance. No one seemed to be paying her much attention anymore, not with so many attackers. In the sea of gray, it was hard to always know who was who.


  When a man made a mad dash with a knife in his hand, Grace didn’t hesitate long enough to figure out which clan he called home. She put one leg in front of him and grabbed his knife arm, using his own momentum to twist the arm until it snapped. He screamed, and Grace saw he was, in fact, one of Jane’s.


  Which meant she had killed him.


  “Grace!” Meg’s voice rang out from somewhere behind her, but Grace had no time to answer.


  Hook Nose rushed toward her but stopped a few feet away. He seemed to have learned the risks of a bull-rush attack from his fallen comrade. Instead, he threw a series of punches that Grace had to block in quick succession.


  Vaguely, Grace began to notice they had more room to fight. The crowd was lessening, the sea emptying of its grays. Off to her left, she saw Jane and Sharon circling each other. Everyone else seemed to be standing back, watching.


  “Fight!” Jane called out, but her clan did not respond. Grace wondered if they were afraid of possible injury and death.


  Hook Nose tried a kick. Grace stepped to the side, grabbed the leg, and twisted, sending Hook Nose sprawling to the ground.


  “Don’t make me break something,” Grace said.


  He crawled away, and Grace turned to walk over to Meg and the rest of her clan, who were intent on watching Jane and Sharon.


  A look on Meg’s face told Grace something was wrong a second before it happened. Grace stepped to the side, spun, and caught Hook Nose by the arm. She didn’t have the right angle to break it, but Hook Nose didn’t seem aware of that because he screamed as he wriggled free, spun, and ran back to his clan.


  “Thanks,” Grace said when she stepped in next to Meg.


  “We take care of our own,” Meg said firmly.


  Grace watched Sharon and Jane circling, wondering if she could be one of their own any longer. Jane’s clan may not have captured her, but they knew where she was. A word to the right person may not be worth quite as much as a live body, but she didn’t think she would remain hidden for long. Whoever wanted her, and for whatever reason, she would have to face it soon. The question then became, did she wait for them to find her or did she go to them?


  Sharon and Jane were evenly matched, which made for long, slow progress. They both seemed to be about the same size and shape, too. In fact, seeing them together like this made Grace see a number of similarities between the two women–facial features, bone structure...


  “Are they related?” Grace asked.


  “Sisters,” Meg confirmed. “Longest lived pair on the farm. They hate each other.”


  That was an understatement. Their eyes burned with loathing. Grace could have imagined such a look on Jane, but found it shocking on Sharon. It, more than anything else, drew out the similarities between them.


  Suddenly, the two women flung themselves upon one another, clawing, biting, and pulling hair. It was the worst kind of chick fight–they drew blood and pulled out tufts of hair. Grace didn’t know what would end it until she spotted a small patrol of farmers rushing forward.


  “What’s going on here?” one of them demanded.


  The women did not separate.


  The other farmer snapped his electric whip at the pair, and they finally fell apart, panting heavily.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Meg whispered.


  Grace agreed. Now that the rumble with Jane’s clan was over, she could once again hear the sounds of disruptor fire here and there from near the factory and silo. The intensity had died somewhat, but whether that was because someone was winning or everyone was dying, she couldn’t know.


  “I can’t believe this,” a woman Grace knew as Jenna said. “They’ve never fought each other before.”


  “I don’t know what to do,” Meg said.


  “I do,” Grace said. “I’ve got to turn myself in.”


  Meg shook her head violently. “You can’t! You don’t even know what they want with you.”


  “I know they’ll find me. Jane will see to that. At least this way I can throw the credit to my own clan.”


  “How?” Meg asked.


  “You’re going to bring me in,” Grace said, her eyes fixed on Meg in a no-nonsense look. She would not take no for an answer.


  A siren sounded, startling Meg out of answering at all. They both stared at one of the raised speakers that the farmers had not used in Grace’s short time on the farm.


  “All slaves return to barracks,” came a loud, clear voice.


  “Let’s go,” Grace said, taking Meg’s hand and pulling her away from the protection of the rest of the clan.


  They ran between barracks buildings, ducking slaves on their way back to their own homes. The others were preoccupied, afraid. Tension ran high and a few small scuffles broke out, but nothing Grace couldn’t navigate. Finally, they emerged from the grid of barracks buildings to face the looming plantation house beyond.


  A row of farmers stood guard, each looking more confused and uncertain than the next. They all had weapons out, but did not fire at one another. Rather, they set their eyes off in the direction of the distant farm buildings where most of the action seemed to have taken place.


  It might be over. Grace did not hear any weapons fire as she approached the house, hands held out so the farmers could see she had no weapon. Meg followed a few steps behind, muttering something incoherent.


  “Return to your barracks!” the middle farmer in the line called out. Grace recognized her–Barb. The familiar face did nothing to calm her nerves or steel her resolve. Barb had tried to kill her, even if it had not been a direct attack. She had known what would happen in Jane’s barracks.


  Grace stopped briefly, indecisive. She glanced back at Meg, whose resolve seemed to have stiffened. She stepped forward, grabbed Grace’s injured arm, and pulled back the sleeve.


  “It’s the one you’re looking for. I’m turning her in.”


  Chapter 16


  Silence met Meg’s pronouncement. Eyes flew to Barb, whose own eyes went from Grace’s bone-setter to her face and back again. The deep lines around her mouth highlighted an impossibly deep frown. Of course, Barb hadn’t wanted to see her alive again. She had tried to have Grace killed.


  “Now what?” asked the man standing next to Barb. Grace recognized him as Cohen, the overseer at the silo. “You said she was probably dead.”


  Barb didn’t answer.


  Cohen pressed her, though. “You said it didn’t matter who we turned her over to because she was dead.”


  “I thought she was,” Barb said stiffly.


  “She still could be,” a woman from down the line piped in. “We didn’t have to see her.”


  Cohen shook his head and whispered something in Barb’s ear. She nodded, slowly, never taking her eyes off Grace.


  “So who do we hand her to?” Cohen asked loudly enough for all to hear.


  After a moment, Barb said, “Looks like she needs the medic to remove that bone-setter. Bone’s probably healed by now. Leave it to her.”


  There seemed to follow a collective sigh of relief.


  “This is over!” Barb said. “Do you understand? Over! If I hear of any more fighting I will turn you out. We’ve got half a dozen dead over this nonsense. Mr. Cooper ain’t dead yet, and until he is, you take orders from him–which means me.”


  She turned and stared down the line, challenging everyone with a glare. “Cohen, take her to the infirmary.”


  Cohen stepped forward, and Meg gave Grace a little push towards him.


  “Who are you?” Cohen demanded of Meg as they neared the line.


  “Barracks 79,” Meg replied.


  “Good job turning her in. You’ll get extra food for two weeks.”


  Grace turned and gave Meg one last look. She hoped to convey thanks in that look, but Meg seemed to respond with anger and sadness. As Meg turned to walk away, Grace wondered if she’d ever see the girl again.


  “Let’s go.” Cohen grabbed her roughly by the arm and marched her past the line of farmers. The plantation house, about twenty yards beyond, rose like a vast giant out of the ground. In a minute, it would swallow her alive.


  The bowels of the great giant did not look as they had the last time Grace was there. Everywhere, people moved up and down the hallways on frantic errands, refusing to meet anyone’s gaze. A few of the pictures on the wall were askew or broken, as if fights had taken place but no one had picked up afterward.


  “Left,” Cohen grunted as they reached a junction.


  Grace went left, but to her surprise, there was only one room down that way. After a quick glance at Cohen, she opened it and stepped inside a large storage room.


  “W-what’s going on?” Grace asked. She remembered the whispered exchange between Barb and Cohen and had a sudden, horrible premonition that the inside of this closet might be the last thing she ever saw.


  “I didn’t bring you here to kill you,” Cohen said, correctly interpreting her look. Good thing she didn’t try to make a living as a fortune teller.


  “What, then?” Grace asked.


  “I got questions,” Cohen said. “Barb wants you taken to the doctor so she doesn’t have to figure out whose orders to follow and whose to ignore. That’s fine for her, but when I drop you at the infirmary, the doc may force me to make those choices. So I want to know what’s going on.”


  “I don’t know anything,” Grace said.


  “Something’s got this farm riled up,” Cohen said. “What makes you so special the farm’s owners are tearing us apart over this?”


  “I didn’t know they were.”


  “Bull shit.” Cohen fingered his disruptor, but left it in his holster. “You couldn’t have missed the in-fighting going on this morning. Carl Lacklin and Roy Cooper paid some of the farmers to find you for them. Mr. Cooper was trying to find you, too, but he’s sick, and some people are wondering if they shouldn’t begin to ally themselves with his son.”


  “I don’t know anything about the politics here,” Grace said.


  “No, but you do know why they’re after you.”


  Grace didn’t answer.


  “After I take you to the infirmary, the doc’s going to have me fetch either Carl or Alex Lacklin to come get you. Barb can try to stay as neutral in this as she likes and she’ll hold the line, but I’m going to have to make a choice and I have a feeling you’d rather I choose Alex. Carl’s a bastard antique. Everyone knows that.”


  Grace didn’t respond. She fleetingly considered telling him she’d rather he take her to Carl, but didn’t think it would work. She had no idea if he’d make his choice based on her words anyway. For all she knew he was working for one of them, trying to wring the truth free.


  “Well?” Cohen asked.


  “I killed one of The Establishment.” It was true, so it was easy to say. Whether or not he bought it, though...


  Cohen snorted. “Yeah, like sixty years ago. They blackballed you. I’m not stupid.”


  “No, of course not.” It could never be that easy. Now she had to lie. “The trouble is they think I killed another one. They don’t have proof, though.”


  “So why not just kill you?” Cohen asked.


  Don’t blink. Blinking gives it away. “They want proof that one of their own hired me to kill his father.”


  “You’re saying you didn’t?” Cohen’s voice was a clear challenge.


  “Yes.” That was easy. It wasn’t a lie.


  “So why’d you come here?”


  “For the job he did hire me to do–corporate espionage. I’m supposed to get into Alex’s research.”


  “What for?”


  “He didn’t hire me to understand it.”


  Cohen shook his head. “You’re a liar. You’re not too bad at it, but it’s still a lie. I suppose I should have figured you couldn’t tell the truth, though. That gets out and you go from wanted alive to wanted dead or alive.”


  He opened the door to the storage room and stepped out, turning to motion for her to follow.


  “Now what?” Grace asked.


  “Now you go to the doc.” He pointed down the hall in the opposite direction.


  Grace began to walk, but not for long. After the second door, Cohen ordered her to stop and go inside.


  The infirmary looked like a small hospital to Grace. She couldn’t see the end of the ward, which had mobile walls dividing the space into dozens of separate sections. Nearby, a few beds held seriously wounded farmers, each one attached to machines. A nurse kept a close eye on them while transcribing notes onto a portable. Privacy curtains could have been drawn around these few, but it seemed other factors outweighed concerns for their modesty.


  “What?” a harried-looking woman in a blood-stained lab coat demanded when Grace and Cohen entered the room. “We can’t handle any more.”


  “I just need you to take off this bone-setter,” Cohen said.


  The doctor gasped and then looked at Grace properly. She grabbed her by the injured arm. “Does Mr. Cooper know about this?”


  “Which one?” Cohen asked.


  “The one who’s still alive and still owns this farm! His spoiled son has been acting like a monster, and here’s the evidence of that!” She gestured at the beds full of injured men and women.


  “Nobody knows, doc,” Cohen said. “We just brought her to you. You can tell whoever you like.”


  “Get out of here.” She shooed him away and slammed the door in his face. “Carol! Come over here and get this bone-setter off. I’ll be back in a minute.” With that, she withdrew into a private office and shut the door.


  A woman, presumably Carol, stopped restocking shelves and went to a supply cabinet where she withdrew the key to the bone-setter.


  “Sit,” Carol ordered.


  Grace found a chair and sat.


  The procedure took about thirty seconds. Carol inserted the key, twisted, and the bone-setter fell off. Grace flexed her arm with a measure of relief. It still felt sore, but the bone was healed.


  Carol pressed her finger along Grace’s forearm. “This is fine. Don’t overexert it for a while.”


  Graced wondered if she’d have a choice.


  The doctor’s private office door banged open, and Carol turned to face her. “Done. Anything else?”


  “No. Alex is on his way to take her off our hands. Get back to the rest of this lot.”


  Grace eyed the door, wondering if she should attempt to flee. Without her bone-setter, she didn’t stick out as much. She could make a run for it and choose not to be handed over to anyone.


  The patients in the room seemed to have the doc and her assistants preoccupied. Grace edged to the door, and just as one of the women shouted “Hey!,” she opened it and burst through.


  She had come from the left, so she turned that way first. Carl approached from that direction, with two large farmers flanking him.


  She whirled the other way and spotted Alex, also in the company of two large farmers.


  They all saw each other at the same moment, and side arms flew into hands as if they had materialized there.


  Grace flung herself against the opposite wall and watched in stunned disbelief as the disruptor fire began.


  Alex’s farmers fired first, their weapons set to stun. Carl and one of his farmers went down before the other farmer returned fire–his set to kill.


  A scream and one of Alex’s men fell to the ground. The other got off one more shot, and the last of Carl’s men crumpled to the ground.


  “Let’s go!” Alex grabbed Grace by the sleeve and pulled her toward him.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  “Hell is about right,” Alex said. “No time to talk.”


  Alex ran ahead of her, his man behind, effectively keeping her from running in her own direction. The small part of her that wanted to trust Alex didn’t mind the situation, but the larger part that didn’t trust anyone wanted to at least have the option.


  Left, right, down a flight of stairs. The basement maze twisted forever before they reached a dead end of solid wall.


  Alex pushed aside a nondescript picture hanging on the wall and punched a code into a panel there. The wall swung open, and they all went through, letting the wall snap close behind them like the jaws of a monster closing in.


  The monster looked like a prison, complete with a single, dim fluorescent bulb barely illuminating musty, gray cinder block walls. Two chairs and a desk provided seating, while a queen-size mattress thrown onto the floor and topped with old blankets suggested Alex intended for someone to sleep there. Through a door to the left, she could see the sort of bathroom that was so old it would never be clean again.


  The only thing that broke the illusion of the prison cell was a flight of winding stairs set in the wall directly opposite the hidden door.


  “Go ahead,” Alex told the farmer. “Let me know when it’s clear.”


  With a nod, the farmer headed towards the flight of stairs and disappeared a few seconds later.


  “Is there any chance I’ll find out what’s going on?” Grace asked.


  “Have a seat. I don’t know how long we’ll be.” Alex gestured to one of the chairs. When Grace sat, he took a steel chair across from her and reached behind the desk for something she hadn’t noticed immediately–her backpack.


  “I managed to hide this from Carl,” Alex said. “It’s a good thing, I think.”


  “Is it?”Grace studied the face of the man seated across from her. It was weary, lined in ways it had not been a few days before, as if he’d restarted the aging process.


  “You’ve created quite a stir,” Alex said, “and somehow you’ve managed to do it without anyone knowing for sure what you’re after.” He removed the diary from the backpack and stared at it for a time. “I had no idea it was my grandfather.”


  “You don’t believe it?”


  Alex shook his head. “Oh, I believe it. The last time we all saw him he was just crazy enough... I hate to think he did. He was a good man, believe it or not. He just fell apart when his wife... It doesn’t matter.”


  “A good man accused of killing his coworkers,” Grace reminded him.


  Alex’s face went slightly pink. “I never thought he did that. It didn’t even make sense. Not as long as his wife was alive and he still had hope.”


  Since Grace had come to the same conclusion, she simply nodded. “Well, if he’s a good man maybe he’ll be willing to help. He’s had four hundred years to think about what he’s done.”


  “Lots of good people don’t want anti-aging reversed.”


  Grace’s face flushed, but she had no answer.


  “I’m on your side, though, just so we’re clear,” Alex said.


  She studied his face, especially his eyes. Somewhere, someone had said they were the window to the soul. She didn’t believe it. People could lie with their eyes as easily as any other part of their body. Still, she liked Alex’s eyes. They made her want to believe him. “I guessed, or maybe I hoped. I need to trust someone, I think, or I’ll never get out of this mess.”


  “Is it hard for you to trust?” Alex asked.


  “Most of the time, too much trust will kill someone in my line of work. This time, though, I think I have no chance without trust, and precious little chance with it.”


  “I’d normally say you were cynical, but this time you’re probably right. You have no idea what kind of politics are at play here.”


  “Give me an idea.”


  Alex took a deep breath. “Let’s start with the Kansas City Establishment. Half of them want you released so you can get Mr. Stanton for them, although I think they’ll try to kill you afterward. The other half just want you dead. Oh, and then there’s Mr. Stanton himself. He’s sent people to find you, but I’m not supposed to know they’re his men.”


  “How do you know?”


  Alex waved a hand dismissively. “Carl is the one who had you thrown on the farm in the first place. He put a call in to his father, my uncle, when you arrived and Uncle Ethan apparently thought the very fact you were looking for Grandpa made you a threat. He knows something, but he won’t say what. He doesn’t know everything, though, because he wanted you held until he could get here.”


  “Is he here?”


  “Oh yes. That’s when the problems on the farm began. Carl couldn’t find you, which made his father mad, so he started having farmers search for you. I had already secretly asked a few men I trust to find you for me, and when Uncle Ethan came to the farm, I stepped up my search. I’m afraid that’s why so many died today. It was not my intention.”


  “Isn’t there some kind of chain of command here?” Grace asked.


  “Yes, but Mr. Cooper came down ill and the line of succession is not clear. His oldest son is moving to take command now, but at least half the farmers here hate him and are hoping—even praying—Mr. Cooper named someone else in his will.”


  “He hasn’t made it public?” Grace asked.


  “Rich men don’t like to make the contents of their wills public,” Alex told her. “Their inheritors could get impatient.”


  “Oh.”


  “Anyway, Roy has decided that whatever Carl’s into sounds profitable and is backing him up, partly to share in the profit and partly to purposefully go against his father and find out who he can trust. Mr. Cooper is with me on this issue, but a lot of people are eager to please the new boss.”


  “Will Mr. Cooper recover?” Grace asked.


  Alex took a deep breath. “I hope so, but he’s an old old timer. He was pushing his luck to live this long, being effectively frozen at eighty years old for four hundred years. We have a nasty strain of flu going around this farm that’s got about a fifty percent mortality rate, and he’s caught it”


  “Is that everything?” Grace asked.


  Alex shrugged. “Rumors...nothing substantial. I’ve even heard the name William Edgers floating around, but that may just be because he’s a friend of Mr. Cooper’s.”


  “William the Bloody?” Grace said without thinking. She thought back to recent news reports, trying to make sense of it. Why would he want to get involved in any of this? He was supposed to be busy subduing cities and reunifying the country.


  “That’s what some of The Establishment are calling him,” Alex said. “It’s propaganda. I don’t know how much of what they’re saying about him is true, but I know Mr. Cooper and don’t believe he would have such an evil man as a friend.”


  Grace didn’t have anything to say to that. She hoped she never needed to learn the truth.


  “So,” Alex said after an awkward pause, “do you know if my grandfather is alive?”


  “You don’t?” Grace asked.


  “I told you I don’t know where he is.”


  She believed him. What remained was whether or not to tell him what she knew.


  “He must have lived for a while after he finished this diary,” Alex continued. “I mean, the shooting took place two days later and he hadn’t finished his work. I was kind of wondering when and how he did if he was on the run from the law.”


  “I don’t know,” Grace admitted. She remembered asking herself the same question a few days ago and then putting it out of her mind. Perhaps she should have pursued that line of investigation a bit more instead of acting on Matt’s suggestion to track down Alex. At least then she wouldn’t be trapped on a farm right now.


  “So, do you know if he’s alive?” Alex asked.


  “I know he was two months ago,” Grace said finally, “but I won’t say how I know that.”


  “Wow. I never imagined.” Alex’s eyes unfocused, and he stared off into space.


  Grace took another long look at her surroundings, not because there was anything else in that small space to see, but because she needed some time to think and because she wanted to leave Alex to his private thoughts.


  She had never been in such a dire predicament. When she’d taken the job, she knew there would be danger, especially if The Establishment caught wind of her mission, but she’d had no idea how many different groups would want a piece of her. Was there any way to navigate through this murky situation and return to her old life? Probably not. If she survived, she might have to go into hiding, change her identity, and never speak to her family again.


  Suddenly, she longed for one of her mother’s annoying calls.


  “What’s on your mind?” Alex asked through the deafening silence. His voice sounded distant, as if Grace had wandered far in her mind.


  “I know I’m too old, but I was thinking about my mother.”


  Alex shook his head. “I don’t think we ever get too old for that.”


  “Do we get too old to die?” Grace asked. “You know what I’m hoping will happen if I find your grandfather. We’ll all die of extreme old age. I know it’s the right thing and yet–”


  “You’re afraid. I think that’s pretty human of you. If it makes you feel any better, you’ll probably have another fifty years of life even after you start aging again. It’s not like your body would instantly become.... how old are you?”


  “One hundred and thirty.”


  “Right.”


  “Is there a way out of here?” Grace asked.


  Alex shrugged. “There are lots of exits...the front door, the hoverport, and even a tunnel leading to town. The question is, can I get my men on any of them?”


  “Well, can you?”


  “We’ll just have to wait and see.”


  Chapter 17


  How much time had passed? She missed her portable, which could chirp the time to her with a simple sub-vocal command. Even a window would help. For all she knew, she had been sitting like a zombie for over a day.


  After their initial dialog, Alex did not prove to be up for conversation, so they sat in silence, listening to the hum of the building. It had a rhythm to it-the heating system waging a war against the elements, the electrical system sparking light and life, the plumbing moving water and refuse through the pipes.


  At first, the sounds were annoying. Then they became a comforting lullaby sending her drifting off into light midday sleep. Then she woke, and they became maddening.


  Finally, the sound of footsteps joined the background hum, and the farmer emerged, a stony expression on his face. “They’re everywhere today, looking for you and her. We may have to wait for that search to die down. If they don’t find you, they may think you’ve already gone.”


  Alex exhaled slowly. “I was afraid of that. Keep an eye out and let us know when we should make our move.”


  Without a word, the farmer disappeared again.


  “So, this really is a prison,” Grace muttered. Her earlier impression of the place closed in around her and the staircase just looked like another kind of wall–a more fatal kind.


  “Huh?”


  “Never mind.”


  “We could talk, you know,” Alex said. “This is going to be a long enough wait as it is with the silence.”


  “You’re the one...” Grace stopped and reconsidered. She hadn’t actually made any attempts at conversation either, now that she thought of it. Oh well, maybe it was better that way. In silence she could find and maintain a resolve to only trust Alexander Lacklin so far. If they talked, his soulful eyes and deep, soothing voice might lull her into a false sense of security.


  “So, why don’t you tell me about yourself?” Alex asked.


  “Because I don’t know you.”


  Alex blinked a couple of times and then smiled, the first real smile she had seen on him. She liked it. It suited him. “I did rescue you twice, you know.”


  Yes, and she still didn’t quite like the fact she had needed rescue. “All right, fine. What do you want to know?”


  “How about your family? You know all about mine, after all.”


  Grace hesitated, and then shook her head. “I can’t tell you about my family. There’s just too much risk right now.”


  “So you care about them. That’s a good start. Probably more important than their names, ranks, and serial numbers anyway.”


  Grace almost smiled. “Fine. You win. You learned something about me. That makes it my turn.” She decided to throw caution to the wind and ask what she’d been dying to ask since she first met him. “What kind of person takes a job on a farm?”


  “That’s not what you want to know. You want to know why I took this job.”


  “Isn’t it all the same?”


  “No.” Alex made the word a simple matter of fact, neither angry nor hurt. “A lot of people work here for money or power. Farming corporations make a lot of money. Everyone has to eat, after all, and food is at a premium.”


  “But that’s not why you came.”


  Alex didn’t answer right away. He seemed to be collecting his thoughts. Finally, he said, “You have to understand that when I grew up, slavery was an abomination. It wasn’t just slaves were mistreated or there were rumors about Soylent Green. It was just the height of evil for one human being to own another. There used to be slavery in the United States.”


  “I’ve read history,” Grace cut in.


  “Have you now?” Alex raised an eyebrow and shot her a sly smile. “That tells me something about you, too. Not many have nowadays, especially not the pre-Change history.”


  “What does that tell you about me?” Grace asked.


  “Either you’re a sentimentalist, dreaming of earlier glory, or an intellectualist. Given your quest, I’m guessing the former.”


  “Couldn’t I just love history?”


  “Nah. You’re too busy.”


  They stared at one another in silence for a while. “Did your slave story have a point?” Grace asked, finally.


  “Ah, yes. So, slavery was an abomination when I grew up, and then The Change came and there weren’t any jobs and people fled to the countryside to try to live off the land. Some people saw it coming, of course, but I was naive. I never imagined the culture that deplored slavery would one day embrace it again. Then the farms hired workers for nothing but room and board. Then they went with some kind of indentured servitude arrangement, the terms of which were never fulfilled. Then it became official. By the time they called it what it was, the farm workers had already lost all their freedoms and much of their humanity.”


  Grace let out a noise somewhere between a bark and a laugh. Then she blushed and tried to cover it with words. “You don’t spend much time with them, then. You can’t take humanity.”


  “I see. I’m sure you’re right. You have just been thrust in with them for almost a week.”


  “You should spend some time with them, too. Some of them tried to kill me, yeah, but I think that’s human, too.” Grace paused to figure out how to put her thoughts into words. “They don’t have much, but even they have a hierarchy of power and cling to their fiefdoms.


  “They can also be fiercely loyal. When Meg convinced her clan to accept me, they protected me. That’s why it took you so long to find me.”


  “Someone turned you in.”


  “I turned myself in, and let my clan get the credit for it. You were about to do barracks by barracks searches and probably kill lots of people while you were at it.”


  “So you don’t just care about your family, then?” Alex teased. “I know more about you all the time.”


  “A clan is a family,” Grace replied, though she knew she had not been there quite long enough to feel that strongly about Sharon’s clan–except possibly for Meg. “Look, you still haven’t made your point.”


  “Oh yes, slaves. So, I wanted to do something. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to make life better for the slaves on this farm–and I did. Mr. Cooper was much more reasonable than people said he would be. Then again, he’s an old timer like me, so he grew up in the same world. I convinced him slaves with better food, shorter working days, and reasonable expectations would work harder and better. In the end, I not only made things better for the slaves on this farm, but I increased productivity. Carl never forgave me after that. He was trying to convince Mr. Cooper to enforce harsher penalties for poor work performance.”


  “How generous of you,” Grace said dryly. “You come here and offer your services in exchange for letting one plantation of slaves have some extra food and nicer conditions. They’re still slaves. Yeah, Meg thinks this place is heaven compared to whatever hell she was raised on, but that’s just because she doesn’t know any better.”


  Alex frowned and his eyes darkened. “I’m also trying to find ways to get more nutrition out of less food so one day we won’t need slaves anymore.”


  “Oh.” That sounded like something Sam would do–try to save the world through science rather than force. “Wait. What do all the slaves do when they’re no longer needed?”


  Alex licked his lips and swallowed. “That’s a good question. I’m hoping for an answer soon.” He looked to the stairs as if expecting someone to drop in on their conversation. “I’ve actually–Actually, I think it’s your turn to answer a question.” He straightened up. “Why’d you take this job?”


  The sloppy redirection took Grace a minute to get over. He was hiding something, but what? “I-er, I took the job because...” She stopped and tried to sort through all the reasons she had taken the job. “I want us to go back to normal aging. I’d love to help and this is the first time I’ve found a real way to do so.”


  “You’ll probably get killed.”


  “That’s a drawback, yes,” Grace admitted. “It’s worth it if I can do some good. I should have died years ago, anyway. Besides, I think Matt would have made sure I died if I had not taken the job.”


  “I see.”


  “So, what were you about to say before you stopped yourself a minute ago?” Grace tried to meet Alex’s gaze, but he looked to the side, staring at a spot on the wall.


  “That’s probably enough talking.” Alex reached for Grace’s backpack and tossed it to her. “I managed to get your portable back for you. All the pieces are in there; you just have to plug them in.”


  She should have felt relieved that he no longer wanted to get personal, but for some reason she didn’t want to stop talking. An hour ago she had been content to wall herself inside her own mind, but now there seemed to be a hole that needed filling. Had her life been incomplete before?


  “Don’t get on the nets or they’ll trace you,” Alex warned.


  “I know that,” Grace snapped. She wished she could check her messages, but that would have to wait–unless the portable had managed to download any in her absence.


  “Fifty new messages,” the portable intoned. “Tuesday, eleven oh five a.m.”


  “Hi, it’s Sam. Matt just wants an update. Give me a call when you get this.”


  “Tuesday, eight thirty-seven p.m.”


  “Hi, it’s Sam again. I’m still at work so you can call me here or at home as late as you like. Matt’s getting kind of worried and wants you to check in.”


  “Tuesday, ten twelve p.m.”


  “Grace, Matt seems to think something’s wrong. He won’t say how he knows, but I think he’s been having you watched...for your own safety, of course.”


  “Of course,” Grace muttered.


  “Anyway, I want you to call me anytime night or day.”


  “Wednesday, eight twenty a.m.”


  “Grace, it’s Sam again. Matt won’t say what’s going on but he’s sent some people after you.”


  They went on like that for some time, only occasionally interspersed with messages from her mother or other perspective clients. Grace had never heard Sam so bent out of shape before. The thought of him in a panic made her smile.


  “Ex-boyfriend?” Alex asked.


  Grace stopped the flow of messages and snapped her head around to face Alex. “What on earth gives you that impression?”


  “Well, someone has left you a lot of messages. At first I figured it was family, but then you started smiling in a way that made me think it was someone you’re glad to see worrying over you.”


  “I thought we were done talking,” Grace said. “Don’t you have a video game to play?’


  “I got sick of video games about two hundred years ago. They’re all the same.”


  Grace raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s one of the few areas of technology that seems to be advancing instead of going backwards! Every year there’s new and better virtual reality. Not that you can get it on your portable. What was it, a hundred years ago when they came up with the holoroom so you didn’t even have to wear the suit?”


  “One hundred three years ago, to be exact, and the plantation house has such a room. It’s all right.”


  “All right?” Grace said, skeptically. She had always wanted to try one, but even rental time was prohibitively expensive. “If we ever get out of this alive, you’ll have to let me use your time slot.”


  “It’s a date.”


  Grace gave him a searching look, but saw nothing but humor in those sparkling green eyes.


  “So, who is he?” Alex pressed.


  “No one important. Someone I thought I loved long ago. A lifetime, in some centuries.”


  “Thought you loved?” Alex asked. “Don’t tell me–he broke your heart so badly that you don’t believe in love anymore.”


  Grace scowled. She suddenly wanted to sit in silence again. “Doesn’t love, by definition, last forever?”


  “I don’t think so,” Alex said. “Love is something we do, and even if we choose to stop loving someone, it doesn’t mean we never did. It also doesn’t mean we can’t embrace it when it’s here.”


  Grace thought about that for a minute, drawn into his view of love, even if she wasn’t sure she bought into it. “Were you ever married?”


  “Yes, for a long time. My wife left me shortly after I came to work here, though. I don’t think she ever forgave me for giving up that spot on the colony ship. She could have come, too, you see.”


  “Oh.” Grace wanted to think she would have forgiven him, but how could she be sure? Idealism aside, the colony ships were a one-way ticket off this miserable planet.


  “We have two kids–Angie and Ben. They’re not children anymore, long since. In the grand scheme of things, they’re my age. It feels so weird. You know, when I was a kid I wouldn’t really think of having a peer relationship with someone thirty years older or younger than myself. They were too old or too young, completely not of my generation.”


  Alex got a faraway look in his eyes before shaking it off. “My kids live in Des Moines. They settled there after I took the job. Angie decided to forswear all science and chose art as her passion and her profession. She actually makes quite a good living off it, though. She does commissioned work for the rich and famous and is in quite a bit of demand. It gives her the money to do her ‘real’ work, she says. I don’t really understand any of her work, to be honest. I was always so mathematical and I simply don’t see the layers of paint as being anything other than that–paint. Sometimes she paints something pretty. I have one of her paintings in my quarters. It’s got this river on it that somehow looks like it’s flowing. It’s an optical illusion, of course, but I thought it was impressive that she could free-hand it like that. I reproduced the effect on the computer, but for some reason, Angie didn’t speak to me for a year after that. I don’t suppose you understand it?”


  “Sort of, yes,” Grace said. “I’m glad she’s talking to you again, though.”


  “Who said she was talking to me? That was last year.” He smiled and added, “I’m winning her back over, though. I sent her a one-pound brick of chocolate last month. She sent it back. So I sent two pounds, then three, then four... Finally, she kept the ten-pound brick. I think that’s a good sign. Either that or it got lost in the mail. Do you think I should go ahead and send more?”


  Grace smiled and shook her head. “What’d you do with all that chocolate she sent back?”


  “I’m glad you asked!” With a flourish, he opened the bottom drawer of the desk and pulled out the largest chunk of chocolate Grace had ever seen. It must have cost a fortune. Even a small candy bar was hard for her to justify on her inconsistent salary.


  “Wow,” Grace murmured despite herself.


  “As long as we’re going to be stuck here for a while...” He broke a chunk off and handed it to Grace. “Enjoy!”


  He brushed her hand as he passed it to her, and the touch lingered long enough that she began to wonder if it was on purpose. She took the chocolate, still feeling the warmth of his hand on her skin, not to mention the ripples of awakening desire.


  Stuck in a room alone together for an unknown length of time, that touch could easily turn into something she didn’t want–or did she? It’s not like she hadn’t had flings before, and Alex was better looking than most, not to mention more intelligent. It was that spark of conviction, though, which made her nervous. It made her think she could never just have a fling with Alex. She had spent a good amount of time avoiding men with the potential to touch her heart.


  She shook herself and stood, glancing at the stairs. “How long are we going to be here?”


  “It might be best to wait here for a day or two...make them think we’ve disappeared.”


  “Oh God, just what I need. Two more days of making small talk.” Yeah, as if the talking worried her.


  “Sorry if I’m so boring,” Alex said. He stood, too.


  “I didn’t mean that; I just hate feeling trapped, especially with some strange man.”


  “I thought that was the point of getting to know one another.”


  “I’m in the middle of too much right now. I don’t have time to stop and get to know anyone.”


  “Sure you do. We have one or two days.” He looked amused. “Are you afraid of getting to know me?”


  For a moment, Grace tried to remember what her mother had said a few days—about at least trying to find someone—then she shook it off. When she looked up, Alex was standing very close to her. She swallowed, not really wanting him to move away. She tilted her head up towards his, parting her lips slightly.


  He turned away and sat back down on his steel chair.


  “Wh–” Grace stopped short of asking what he had meant by that. It didn’t matter.


  He answered her unspoken question anyway. “You’re not ready to take a chance yet, and I have a feeling you’d willingly take a one-night stand in lieu of anything real.”


  Grace’s face burned, whether with anger or embarrassment she had no idea. “Are you trying to rescue me again?”


  Alex shrugged. “Do you need it?”


  “No.”


  “Then how could I rescue you?” With that, he sub-vocalized a command into his portable and lost himself in whatever amusements he had found there.


  Chapter 18


  To ensure the most accurate data, portables uploaded time, date, and weather data from the nets. This meant Grace could not request the time. With no windows to show her if it was day or night, the only way to know how much time had passed was her own body’s signals. She wasn’t sure she wanted to fall asleep here, but her body took the decision out of her hands.


  She dreamed at a million miles a second, as if she’d never properly dreamed before and needed to make up for it. People and places she knew came and went in her mind’s eye, jumbled in ways that only partly made sense. Her mother would speak to her in Alex’s voice, and then suddenly she was her mom, searching for her lost daughter on the intercity rail.


  She felt things, too, but the feelings didn’t always match the things she saw. Sam, wearing Matt Stanton’s body, made her afraid, whereas Carl, flanked by a William Edgers bent on her personal destruction, made her angry. She wanted to help someone, but couldn’t think who. She saw a small child, a blind woman, Meg, and Sam all trapped on the farm, chained to the ground like wild animals.


  “Wake up.” The voice was sharp, demanding, and near at hand. It seemed to be coming from the barn, but horses don’t talk.


  “Grace!”


  She blinked. The barn disappeared and a handsome, green-eyed face appeared in its place. “What?”


  “We’re going.”


  “Now?” Grace blinked sleep from her eyes. “What time is it?”


  “Two in the morning. We’re leaving.”


  “Did that man come back? Is it safe?” She cursed herself for having been so deeply asleep that she missed someone coming into the room.


  “Of course it’s not safe,” Alex said, “but I don’t think it’s going to get any safer. Mr. Cooper took a turn for the worse tonight, and the doc says he probably won’t make it through the night.”


  Grace sat up and stretched. “All right. What’s the plan?”


  “We head for the garage. Unfortunately, this isn’t an elaborate system of hidden rooms. We’re going to have to come out in the open well before we reach it, and then there’s no guarantees who we’ll run into or who they’ll be loyal to. I was hoping to get all my people in place along a certain route but...well, we’ve got some. Let’s hope it’s enough.”


  She didn’t question him further. The odds didn’t sound good, but they’d have to deal with this escape as it came. “Do you have a weapon?” Grace asked.


  Alex patted a disruptor at his side. Then he handed another disruptor, complete with holster, over to Grace. It wasn’t hers. “Where’s mine?”


  “Yours doesn’t stun. I work with these people. I won’t kill if I have a choice.”


  She briefly thought of pointing out the fact that Carl hadn’t set to stun, but dismissed the notion at once. It didn’t matter. She accepted the new weapon without complaint. Sometimes a stunned man could get off a shot a dead one couldn’t, but it would do. She strapped the weapon to her side over the gray slave garb, then changed her mind and positioned it so the shirt would cover the weapon. If she had to wear the clothes, she may as well make a proper disguise of it. Slaves didn’t carry disruptors.


  Finally, she stowed the diary into her backpack and started to fling it over her shoulder.


  “Do you need the diary?” Alex asked. “If we get captured...”


  He didn’t need to finish. She had brought it with her because she feared people searching her apartment while she went to the farm, but now the risk of capture outweighed the risk that someone would search this room. She reopened the backpack, took it out, and shoved it in the bottom drawer with the chocolate. Then she took out a brick of chocolate–probably three pounds–and put it in her backpack.


  “Help yourself,” Alex said with a small smile.


  “No sense letting it go to waste.”


  “Well, you’d better let me take the backpack. Slaves don’t usually carry them.”


  He was right again, but she felt practically naked as she handed her pack over. With the exception of these past days on the farm, it had gone with her everywhere for five years. She expected it to stay by her side for at least fifteen more. The way she used it, they just didn’t make them more durable than that. In fact, she didn’t think they’d improved the design in her lifetime. Yet another sign of a decaying society.


  “Stay behind me but stay close,” Alex warned as he started up the narrow staircase.


  When they’d arrived, he’d parked his hovercar on the third floor, so Grace expected them to go up three flights of stairs before leaving the hidden passages. To her surprise and dismay, the stairs only went up one flight, and then ended abruptly at a solid wall like the one that led back out of the small room downstairs.


  “This is it?” Grace said, despite herself.


  Alex gave a curt nod, and then flipped a switch to open the wall. It led into the back of a storage closet similar to the one Cohen had questioned her in the day before. For all she knew, it was the same closet.


  Alex stepped to the door and pressed his ear against it. They stayed there for a while, frozen in inaction, until Grace heard a faint patterned knock that must have been some kind of signal. Alex opened the door.


  Outside, endless institutional corridor stretched into empty silence. When Alex moved, Grace a step behind him, they passed the farmer who had been helping their escape. Alex gave him a curt nod, then headed down hallways that felt almost too quiet, like they were waiting to pounce.


  At the foot of a staircase, Alex paused for another signal. It came less than a minute later, and they proceeded up the narrow backstairs.


  Something made the hairs on the back of Grace’s neck stand up. Perhaps it was the back staircase. If she were watching for two people trying to escape, the back ways would be at the top of her list to patrol. In fact, where were the patrols?


  They reached the top of the stairs without incident, though. Another farmer stood off to the side and nodded at Alex. Perhaps his network of farmers had done a good job of watching their path. Perhaps.


  A few paces down the hallway they turned and headed up a flight of stairs leading to the third floor. The hairs on the back of Grace’s neck still stood at attention, and a cold shiver ran down her spine.


  She turned. The farmer who had nodded to Alex had his disruptor out, aimed at her. She went for her own sidearm, ducking and rolling as she did. A gold stunner missed her by inches.


  It took her precious seconds to fumble her own disruptor from beneath her shirt. She rolled again, towards a corner she thought she could use for cover. Another shot missed her, but this time curses accompanied the miss.


  She freed her sidearm, sited along it, and prepared to fire.


  The farmer was already on the ground, and Alex motioned at her to move. Without waiting to be told twice, she did, gripping her disruptor.


  Her heart raced, but she took deep breaths to still it. She had to concentrate on the world around her, which she couldn’t do with blood pounding in her ears.


  The hairs on the back of her neck still stood at attention, and she found herself thinking, he wouldn’t have attacked without reinforcements nearby.


  He had waited until her back was turned, but he still should have waited for backup. Unless he had been stupid enough to risk trying to bring them in singlehanded. She had once known a cop on the force who had tried something like that. Captain Flint had dissuaded anyone else from trying again.


  The blood slowed in her ears and the hum of the heaters echoed in its place. Up the stairs to the third floor, but how far to the garage? How far to the car? How far to the exit?


  Straight. Left. A sound from off to the right. Before Grace could react, Alex led them into an empty office. Breathe. The footsteps passed.


  “We’re almost there,” Alex said in a voice so low Grace could scarcely hear him. “The man at the door should be mine, but the last one... We’re going to run for it.”


  Grace nodded once.


  Back through the door and around the corner, Alex broke into a run with Grace on his heels.


  The first stunner came as Alex reached the door and pulled it open. He went through but stopped just inside, leaving Grace exposed to whoever was firing–somewhere to the right.


  She flung herself to the left as the second stunner came from that direction. Ducking to the ground, she got off a shot and thought she heard someone hit the ground.


  Uh oh. That either meant she had gotten off a supremely lucky shot or there were so many people over there she was sure to hit one.


  The answer came clear less than a second later, when the trap closed in around her. Alex backed out of the garage with his hands in the air, his weapon gone. Several men followed him through. To the left and right, a line of farmers threatened her with disruptors and behind her, albeit distantly, she could hear the footsteps of more men approaching.


  Grace threw the disruptor on the ground and put her hands in the air. She spotted Carl behind the line of farmers he had sent after them, and their eyes locked for a moment before he said, “Stun her anyway.”


  She felt the stun hit her squarely in the chest, and then, once again, everything went black.


  Chapter 19


  Grace kept trying to open her eyes, but they wouldn’t budge. Maybe she was still unconscious. Or dreaming. She hated the dreams that wouldn’t let go no matter how hard she tried to wake.


  She remembered her failed escape attempt. She supposed it had been doomed from the start, especially once Mr. Cooper passed away.


  But she still couldn’t seem to open her eyes.


  And then it hit her–her eyes were open. It just happened there was nothing but blackness to see.


  She reached out with her other senses, especially touch. They had her seated and tied to a cold, metal chair. Her hands were twisted behind her back and secured at the wrists with what felt like wrist cuffs–they didn’t come off without the key. Even worse, they could be used to send varying levels of pain through her body. She tried to move her feet, but found them bound at the ankles by another set of cuffs anchored to the floor. One final binder kept her waist pinned to the chair.


  They had not tied her mouth closed, but somehow screaming didn’t seem like a useful pursuit.


  At least she hadn’t packed the diary. “Thanks, Alex,” she whispered under her breath.


  Suddenly, she heard a sound like that of a door sliding open, and then the lights came on at full strength, blinding her as surely as the blackness had. She shut her eyes against the brightness and listened for the sounds of anyone approaching.


  A voice spoke to her through her clenched eyelids. “You gave us a good chase.” She didn’t know the voice, but it was distinctly male.


  Not quite good enough, Grace thought.


  “Take your time in opening your eyes. I’m in no hurry. I’m just here to chat.”


  Sure you are. That’s why I’ve got wrist and ankle cuffs.


  “My name is Ethan Lacklin, by the way. I apologize for my son’s brutal methods. I asked him to hold you for me, but I did not expect him to make your stay so uncomfortable.”


  Ethan Lacklin, Jordan’s youngest son–the vocal opponent of attempts to undo the aging process and the one who had recently proposed new birth restrictions. The one Grace had hoped not to encounter. She hated when her fears were substantiated.


  Finally, she managed to pry open her eyes and get a good look at her captor. He was an old timer, but she knew that–this one frozen in age at about fifty years old, though he didn’t look it. His sleek black hair had not even the tiny hint of gray that his nephew, Alex, had, making her suspect generous quantities of hair dye had gone into it in the past four centuries. His face wasn’t as lined as it should have been, making her wonder if plastic surgery had come into play as well.


  He wore an expensive, dark blue business suit and stood with an easy confidence. This was a man who was used to getting what he wanted.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Grace.”


  She turned away from him and studied the room instead. This was probably a basement room, judging by the gray cinder block and windowless features. The only way in or out was the sliding metal door through which Ethan had entered. The only furniture in the room was the chair upon which Grace sat.


  This did not feel like the sort of room one usually left–ever.


  “You can speak, you know,” Ethan said.


  Grace pursed her lips.


  “All right, I can talk for a while. Like I said, I want to apologize for your mistreatment. I only had one son because I’ve seen too many of my peers stabbed in the back–literally–by their offspring. Still, Carl isn’t bright and he’s got this evil streak in him.”


  Grace almost laughed. She managed not to, but she didn’t manage to hide the twitch at the corner of her mouth.


  “Something funny?”


  Only that your father described you the same way. “No.”


  “Good to know you can talk. Anyway, I sent Carl up here after Alex, hoping his cousin could wise him up. Didn’t work, obviously.”


  The room fell into silence for a moment before Ethan continued. “Would you feel more comfortable without the cuffs?”


  A trick question?


  “It’s not a trick question,” Ethan confirmed.


  “Yeah.”


  “All right, then.” He stepped behind her and ran the key over the slot. A second later, the cuffs fell to the floor.


  Grace brought her wrists in front of her and began massaging them. They tingled, but slowly the feeling returned.


  “Anyway, years ago I told my son that if anyone came looking for my father, he should let me know. This, at least, he did. Unfortunately, in the meantime, he seems to have invented some wild stories about what might be behind this request. He and this dimwitted friend of his, Roy Cooper, who now owns this farm, seem to think this is some kind of child’s treasure hunt and you hold the map.”


  “Huh?” Grace clamped her mouth shut and bit the inside of her cheek.


  Not literally, of course, but they’ve got money and power on their minds. They don’t want to let you go until they find out exactly how you can make them ‘Real Establishment,’ as they like to call it. I don’t think they have a clue what they’re talking about, but there it is.”


  This time, Grace managed to keep her confusion to herself. Perhaps it was not for her to understand the minds of rich people trying to get richer. It was clear, though, that Ethan had not told his son what was going on. It was equally clear that he did know, and he wanted her to confirm what he suspected–that someone had found out what his father had done. How he knew was a mystery she might never unravel.


  “For the moment, I’m letting them believe there’s something in this for them. Meanwhile, I thought you and I could have a chat about who you’re working for and exactly what they know.”


  Grace stared at the door, pointedly not looking at Ethan.


  “I know Matt Stanton hired you, of course. Everyone does. There are some idiots in Kansas City who haven’t looked past their own revenge–against you and Matt–far enough to question why he hired you, which works for me. Those who are asking aren’t asking loudly enough, which works for me as well. I think they’ve gotten too used to the slower pace of life nowadays.”


  Breathe in. Breathe out. Grace concentrated on stilling her rapidly beating heart. He wasn’t saying it in words, but he didn’t intend to let her out of this room alive with the information she had. Now he just wanted to know who else he had to kill.


  “I hope you won’t play games with me, Grace. Silence is fine, but I don’t like lies. You and I both know what you’re after.”


  How did he know, though? The question began to intrigue Grace more than it had a moment ago. Had he known his father’s whereabouts long after everyone else lost track of him? Why him, of all people, when Jordan hated him?


  “Alex knows, too, which is a shame. He’s a smart man.” Ethan lowered his voice. “He’s almost got my son convinced this is all about Dad’s old biowarfare research and you’re looking for a new super virus to help thin the population.”


  Grace wanted to shout at him not to hurt Alex, but she kept it bottled up inside. Such an exclamation would not help Alex or herself. In fact, it was more likely to get one of them used as a tool against the other. She had to convince Ethan that Alex meant nothing to her, which was proving surprisingly difficult given that she had only known him for a few days.


  “You’re a smart woman,” Ethan said. “You can work this out on your own. You and Alex have lost. This farm is no longer in confusion. With the passing of old Mr. Cooper, Roy is in charge and nobody’s questioning his authority. Matt won’t rescue you. He may send men inquiring after you, but he’s probably working on hiring someone else now. He surely knew you might fail. He probably has a backup already.”


  He was probably right about that part, damn it.


  “I’m sure you knew when you took this job that you might not survive it.”


  This is the part where he tells me he’ll let me live if...


  “I’d love to offer you your life if you talk right now, but I think you’d see through that, anyway. So, I’ll give it to you straight up. If you tell me the truth, I’ll kill you quickly and as painlessly as I know how. Meanwhile, I will only have to kill those who know about this. I can spare the lives of, say, everyone else who happens to be in the Medicorp building when it explodes.”


  Grace’s mouth fell open a fraction of an inch.


  “I see you understand me. I knew we could be civilized about it.” Ethan gave her a practiced smile. “I tell you what; I’m going to have the guards bring in a chair for me so we can be more comfortable. If you like, I’ll have the house cook whip you up whatever you like. I spotted some chocolate in your bag and I understand the cook here is an expert at making candies. We can have a little feast. Have you ever had orange duck?”


  “Er–no.”


  “You’re in for a treat, then. You sit here and think about what I said, and I’ll be back in half an hour.”


  With that, he turned and swept out the door, letting it slide shut with an ominous clang behind him.


  She wouldn’t leave this room alive. That seemed certain. What was less certain was what she should do with the time she had left.


  It did not occur to her for a second that Ethan would not follow through on his word. He would blow up Medicorp and he probably had the resources to do it. The right words...the right equipment smuggled to a radical pro-life group, and they would sacrifice themselves to blow up anything, never realizing how much damage they had just done to their own cause.


  On the other hand, a random strike like that was unlikely to get everyone involved. For all the death and destruction it would cause, such a strike would be inefficient at best, unsuccessful at worst. Ethan had to know that.


  She couldn’t tell him anything. As much as the idea of letting Ethan kill thousands of people bothered her, the dream that Earth might one day return to a natural order had to stay alive.


  It was no choice at all. The real question was: How much torture would she have to endure before the end? Could she hold out?


  Later–half an hour like he’d said–Ethan came back in, accompanied by one guard with a chair and another wheeling a cart laden with food. The aromas coming off the strange and wonderful looking dishes were unlike any Grace had experienced before. She vaguely recognized some potatoes and vegetables, various meats cooked in ways that made them unfamiliar and unidentifiable to her, and there, to the side–chocolates.


  Her mouth began to water.


  “Just place the cart between us, please,” Ethan said to the guard. “I’ll let you know if I need anything.”


  A minute later, they were alone, seated on either side of a feast.


  “I always enjoy talking over dinner, don’t you?” Ethan gestured at the empty plate in front of her. “Help yourself. Your arms are free enough, even if the rest of you isn’t. I haven’t poisoned that food.”


  To demonstrate, he cut a portion of some kind of meat and placed it on his plate. Then he took a generous helping of mashed potatoes and grabbed a hot roll from a basket. “This is the duck I was telling you about. A rare opportunity, indeed. You should try some.”


  He didn’t say this would be her last chance. He didn’t have to.


  Grace tried to think of a good argument to refuse the food. It didn’t feel right, but her stomach growled loudly in protest at her thoughts.


  She took a little from each of the plates Ethan had sampled. The duck really was good, a richer meat than she was used to, but amazingly flavorful and tender.


  “That’s better.” Ethan poured two glasses of water from a pitcher and handed one to Grace. “No alcohol. No tricks.”


  Grace took the water, waited for Ethan to drink, and then took a drink herself.


  “So, have you thought about what I told you?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “I’m not going to tell you anything.”


  Ethan nodded, completely unflustered, as if they really were having a normal conversation. “You weren’t alive before The Change, of course. I find that many members of your generation are idealistic about The Before Time.”


  Grace took a bite of potatoes cooked with cheese and some kind of spice. She barely suppressed an indecent groan. Ambrosia. The food of the gods.


  She wouldn’t let him bribe her with it, though.


  “There has always been poverty. The poor have always made up a certain slice of the population. The larger population means they are greater in number, but not in percentage. The skilled and hard-working have always been able to find work. Take yourself, for example.”


  Blatant lies. Grace wondered if the rich really believed the things they said sometimes. She’d heard them on political shows from time to time. Not that she often watched political shows, but sometimes she felt the need to be depressed.


  The poor were a much bigger percentage of the population than they had been before The Change. Unemployment was almost fifteen percent and the poverty line stretched to encompass over eighty percent of the people. The middle class had virtually disappeared.


  Grace shook her head. “I’ve lived most of my life below the poverty line, Mr. Lacklin. Even now, I live month to month and barely make ends meet.”


  “I understand you recently made a lot of money.”


  That I’ll never get to spend.


  “Anyway,” Ethan said, “the nutri-bars feed the masses. Many have been forced to find creative solutions, but that’s what adversity does. We get stronger. What ingenuity will the next generation bring, I wonder?”


  Better ways to kill one another, probably. A little cynical, perhaps, but the natural order had to be restored somehow. Nature lost one way to control the human population–aging–and was now desperately searching for others.


  “There’s so much to do in one lifetime. I remember, in the time before The Change, making a list and crossing things off because I would never get a chance to do them all. When The Change started, I crossed them back in. I’ve been to every nation in the world, tried every type of food imaginable–”


  “That’s fascinating,” Grace interrupted. “How many people do you suppose get a chance to do that?”


  “Not enough,” Ethan said, his face falling into a frown. “Which is why I’ve been an active proponent of birth restrictions for many years now. If we don’t control the population through sane measures, nature will take over.”


  “And has.”


  “Average life expectancy is still about one hundred and fifty years,” Ethan said. “That’s nearly double what it was in my lifetime. Not to mention the extra years are healthier. Do you have any idea what it’s like to get old and die?”


  Grace shook her head.


  “Of course not! You young people see us Old Timers and think this is what it’s about, but it’s not. The ones who were already too old almost all died soon after The Change. A body can only maintain a certain level of decay for so long. But the rest of us–we’ll never know it, and I am talking about so much more than wrinkles and gray hair–the grotesque images put forth by a young population of artists that has never seen their subjects. I’m talking about up here.” Ethan tapped his head. “Aging takes your mind. It takes who you are.” He tapped his chest, too. “It takes your strength and replaces it with pain.”


  Grace remembered the grieving Jordan, Ethan’s father, talking as if he had lost his wife before her death.


  “You never watched your mother die the way mine did. You never had to decide she was better off dead than continuing to live as a hollow shell.” His voice broke and for the first time, Grace felt the truth in his words. She had a glimpse beneath his mask and saw perhaps a hint that he wasn’t as evil as his father had thought–or did a little compassion in an otherwise ruthless man counteract evil?


  A question for another time, assuming she lived. Which was a pretty big assumption.


  “My father knew what he was doing. The Change wasn’t an accident, so finding him won’t change a thing, even if he’s alive, which I doubt.”


  “So why kill me?” Grace asked.


  “I don’t like to leave things to chance. I haven’t seen my father in a long time, and men can change. Besides, for all I know someone out there is already too close.”


  Grace concentrated on her food.


  “You should tell me what you know,” Ethan said. “You don’t owe anything to Matt. That man’s a son of a bitch, anyway. In case you haven’t figured it out, he has no intention of reversing the anti-aging process until he can figure out how to make an exception of himself. He’s got the money, the resources, and all the time in the world. He may even think he’s a humanitarian–helping the world in exchange for his own immortality. Who knows?”


  He may be right. It didn’t matter, though. At least with Matt, there would be change for the better, even if he didn’t join in. Ethan Lacklin, on the other hand, would have the entire world self-destruct.


  “Go to hell.”


  “Language!” Ethan said. “I’ve hit a nerve, haven’t I? I may be a bastard, but at least I’m an equal opportunity bastard.”


  “Yeah, and I’m sure your birth restrictions would limit the rich as well as the poor.”


  “I only had one child. Why shouldn’t everyone else?”


  “I don’t have any. Why shouldn’t everyone else? This world’s a hell hole, and it’s cruel to bring children into it.”


  Ethan cleared his throat. “I see. So, then, I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how you learned about my father or who else knows about it?”


  Grace shook her head.


  “Well, let’s explore the possibilities.” Ethan poured himself another glass of water and offered some to Grace. She refused, but listened out of curiosity. She wanted to know how Ethan knew about his father.


  “First, you obviously didn’t run into this information on your own. Mr. Stanton hired you, so he must have given it to you. He’s already on my list of targets.”


  “Good luck,” Grace said. She’d seen rich men go after one another before. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, it turned into a small war. She didn’t understand the politics involved, exactly, but she wondered what would happen if these two powerful men targeted one another. Would The Establishment line up and take sides? Would the entire structure crumple from above?


  Nah, there had to be some kind of check. It had never escalated that far before.


  “Well, thank you,” Ethan said, “but I think I’m okay. You see, as a whole The Establishment doesn’t want to see aging resume. They’ll back me when I take action against him.”


  Ethan stared at the empty plates in front of them. “Ready for dessert?”


  The chocolates weren’t quite enough to make Grace think she’d already died and gone to heaven, but they were close. This wasn’t the cheap excuse for imitation chocolate she normally had access to. Someone had used real cocoa beans or at least, that’s what she told herself. Something in this chocolate made it rich, creamy, and smooth.


  “The thing I’ve been wondering,” Ethan said, “and please let me know if it’s true, is whether Mr. Stanton somehow got hold of Dad’s diary. We never found it, you see. I’m sure he took it with him when he ran after the murders because he stayed in his cabin for a while, and we had that bugged, too. But he didn’t stay there long “


  Grace didn’t remember any entries made after the murder. She didn’t let her confusion show, though.


  “I know you have the diary, or have listened to it. You know where my father was when he left his last message. You know who he had met and who he might have told about his research. In four hundred years, he might have left quite a trail. I want that information.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Unfortunately, it was the truth. She wondered if Matt knew anything about it. Somehow, she thought the answer might be yes, in which case she might help Ethan kill the man–if she got out of this. The more Ethan talked, the more her mind began to wonder if escape was somehow possible.


  Why not? Nothing was certain until she was dead. All she had to do was to postpone that as long as possible.


  “Grace, it has been a pleasure talking to you, but I’m afraid this is the point where the niceties must come to an end unless you tell me everything you know.”


  “No.”


  Ethan stood. “I thought you might say that. Which is why I poisoned your chocolate. I’d better go before you start losing your supper, but I’ll be back in the morning.”


  “But...but you ate it.” Grace stopped. The chocolate had come in individual pieces, and her stomach was beginning to tell her that her piece may well have contained something bad.


  “Good night, Grace.”


  She tried to double over from a stab of pain, but being tied to a chair, she couldn’t manage it. Instead, she heaved the contents of her stomach onto herself, especially her lap and hands. It tasted awful coming back up, and the feel of it on her body made her gag. But it didn’t end there. Tears filled her eyes and the scent of vomit filled her nose as her insides writhed again and again, past the point where there was no more left. After that, she dry heaved until she thought she might black out to escape the pain.


  Chapter 20


  When it was over, Grace sat there dripping in vomit, unable to move any part of her body save her hands, which reached for and found the lock fastening the binding around her middle. She wasn’t sure why she reached for that lock when she knew she would never be able to open it.


  Bringing her hands back to her front, she tried to wipe the vomit off her shirt and lap, with limited success. She reached behind herself to find a bit of clean shirt to wipe her hands, but this, too, proved only somewhat successful. The stench of bile and orange duck filled the air and grew stronger as time went on. She tried not to look at the mess, but there was little to look at in the plain, brightly lit room, and she often found her gaze lingering over bits of the meal she had stupidly enjoyed. Oh, she had been careful at first, watching to make sure she ate out of the same batches Ethan did, but by the end his ploy had worked–and he had lulled her into a false sense of security.


  It must have been his honesty that had tripped her up. She wasn’t used to that in anyone, and especially not in someone who was admittedly bent on killing her. Looking back over the conversation, she did not think he had told her a single lie, which had been, perhaps, the biggest lie of all.


  Back in college, a Christian acquaintance had described the devil as “The Father of Lies.” Perhaps Ethan had taken lessons from him.


  No one came for her for a long time, not that this proved surprising. Grace understood the game now. No food...no water...no sleep. The bright overhead lights beat down mercilessly and the stiff upright position they forced her to maintain made every bone and muscle in her body ache. She curled and uncurled her toes and fingers to try to keep blood circulating properly, but there was nothing to be done for her legs or butt, which could barely slide an inch in either direction.


  If only she knew what time it was. They had taken her portable again, of course. They would probably be analyzing all the messages for clues.


  Which meant they knew to target Sam. Grace’s stomach twisted at the thought, though she had barely thought of him over the past few days. He had been the love of her life, and now a part of her felt as if she were betraying him with some of the thoughts she had about Alex. It was an absurd thing to feel. She didn’t owe Sam a thing and yet...and yet she had not let her heart get involved with another man since. Her body, yes, but not her heart or her head.


  Grace pushed the thoughts away and tried to fill her mind with pleasant images, but could not maintain them for long. Her mind kept going back to her days on the police force, and she wondered if somehow her entire life had been leading here. Utter nonsense, of course. She didn’t believe in fate. Or destiny. Or even God.


  Not for the first time in her life, though, she wished she did.


  She reached out with her thoughts and asked, tentatively, God, are you there? ‘Cause I could really use some help about now.


  He didn’t answer. Maybe He would after another day without food or sleep.


  It was too bad about Alex getting himself into this mess. Idly, she wondered if he believed in God. Sam didn’t. In fact, he believed strongly that there was no God. She had never been able to manage either act of faith.


  Grace closed her eyes and saw the red glow of the light through her eyelids. She had been avoiding thinking about Alex for some time now. What kinds of games was Ethan playing with him? Would Alex fall for it, or did he know his uncle well enough not to?


  Could he get them out somehow?


  The thought came to mind unbidden. She didn’t want to daydream about rescue attempts. Her knight in shining armor had never come for her and if he did, she imagined he’d be the dragon in disguise. Still, Alex did have the support of some of the farmers. They had fought for him a couple of days ago. Would they fight for him now, with the elder Mr. Cooper gone?


  Don’t count on it.


  That was easy. She never counted on much.


  So then, think. What are the barriers to getting out of here?


  Well, right at the top of her list of struggles was the chair. Her feet were bound together and to the floor. Her torso was bound to the back of the chair. Her hands were free, but not free to do much. The bindings were locked in place, and even if she’d had a bobby pin, like in old movies, the days of being able to break open a lock that way were long over. Keys were part mechanical, part digital encoding. Besides, she wasn’t sure where she would get a bobby pin.


  If she somehow managed to free herself from the chair, there was the door, which was surely locked from the outside and had to be foot-thick steel. The cinder block walls looked quite sturdy. In the movies, a loose cinder block would be the most obvious escape. Conveniently, those blocks were always loose and big enough for a man to crawl through. She’d need to find half a dozen loose blocks in a circle to manage it.


  She spotted the video camera they were using to watch her, so tiny that a casual search would never find it. She could call for the guards and ask for the bathroom, but she didn’t really think they would answer. Besides, with the mess on the floor, she had a feeling she knew what their answer would be. Too bad, because now that she thought of it she did need to use the bathroom.


  Don’t think about it. Why was it always so impossible to not think about something? The moment her bladder came to the center of her mind, it suddenly became harder and harder to concentrate on anything else.


  So if she did get out of here, there was a plantation full of farmers to fight off. She needed to find Alex. He would probably know the codes to get the hovercars working. Escape on foot was hopeless.


  Which meant all she had to do was get out of this chair, out of the room, fight off dozens of farmers, get to Alex, get to the garage, and she’d be home free.


  Plus, she had to pee.


  Think about something else.


  She thought of God again and whispered the prayer of the unbeliever. “If I get out of this alive, then maybe there really is a God.”


  She looked at the walls and at the camera. She waved at the camera and smiled into it for no particular reason at all. She looked at the door. Finally, she looked at the pool of yuck on her lap and at her feet.


  Her stomach threatened to heave again, but she managed to keep it steady. At least she wasn’t thinking about her bladder anymore...oops. She began to squirm and stare at the floor.


  Something shiny glinted out of the mess of vomit on the floor. A fork. It must have fallen from the cart when she began convulsing. Too bad she didn’t have stretchy arms. She tried to push her foot in that direction and could just brush against the fork with the toe of her shoes, but had no way to grip it.


  She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she went insane. She started writhing, making every muscle in her chained body move to its fullest extent. Her arms, free, managed to do the most damage, which was to say none at all.


  Finally, exhausted, she slumped as much as she could in her chair and closed her eyes again, thinking of nothing, willing herself not to give in to their psychological torture. She was stronger than a day without sleep, sore limbs, the smell of vomit, and clothing soiled with urine and last night’s dinner.


  At least she didn’t have to go to the bathroom anymore.


  Chapter 21


  Time passed.


  And then some more.


  At least, Grace assumed time passed. Since the lights didn’t change, she could simply have been frozen in one long, agonizing instant. Perhaps she had died and this was the afterlife–to relive the last moment of one’s life for all eternity.


  The door slid open, and Carl Lacklin stepped through, wrinkling his nose at the smell.


  Well, there went her death theory.


  “Where are your wrist cuffs?” Carl asked.


  “Your uncle removed them.”


  “Did he?” Carl asked, and Grace was delighted to see the anger flashing in his eyes. She had a feeling the camera had not been recording during Ethan’s interview. He had no intention of letting anyone else know what was going on.


  “Guards, get the cuffs back on.”


  At Carl’s instruction, two farmers went in and twisted Grace’s arms behind her back. She felt the cuffs lock into place and then charge to life, sending a low shock through her body.


  She barely flinched.


  Carl cleared his throat. “Search the room for the signal disruptor.”


  Ah, interesting. So that’s how Ethan had kept them from hearing what was going on. How long had it taken Carl to figure that out?


  One of the men, one with a strange mustache that curled at one end, looked at the vomit in disgust. “There’s not much to see.”


  “Search her,” Carl ordered.


  Mr. Mustache continued to hold back, but the other, an exceptionally tall man with a wicked grin on his face, pulled out a knife and began to cut off Grace’s clothing. He leered at her as if expecting her to squirm under his intense scrutiny.


  She didn’t so much as bat an eyelash. What did she care if he saw her naked body? At least he was removing the vomit-stained clothing.


  “Not in the clothes,” the leering farmer said after stripping her down to her underwear. He could have taken that, too; she wouldn’t have minded.


  “Check the floor and the walls,” Carl ordered.


  “Have you tried talking to your uncle about this?” Grace asked, hoping to provoke him.


  “He only just got back from a trip to town and has no idea what’s going on. His idiot guards failed to report anything, so he’s sent them home and replaced them with new ones.”


  “His, I suppose?”


  “The farmers here aren’t trained in torture,” Carl said. His attempt to sound sinister fell flat, possibly because of his incredible stupidity. His father was right.


  “What’s going on in here?” came another familiar voice. Ethan Lacklin stepped into the room. He did not wrinkle his nose or make any sign at all that he found the room foul.


  “I’m trying to find the source of the disruption,” Carl said.


  “I told you it could wait,” Ethan said. His voice was calm, collected, but deadly serious. These two weren’t getting along, which might spell opportunity for Grace.


  “I couldn’t wait, Dad, there’s no audio. She could die in here, and we’d never know.”


  “There’s video, son.” His voice lost some of its coolness.


  “Who do you suppose put the signal disruptor in here?” Grace asked.


  “Let’s go,” Ethan said, putting himself between Grace and his son.


  “You did, obviously,” Carl said. “Who else would want to?”


  “Why would I want to?” Grace asked. “And where would I have gotten a signal disruptor?”


  “Who else would it have been?”


  “Hmmm, let’s think,” Grace stared intently at Ethan. “Did you tell him what we talked about this morning? Did you plan to tell him any of what you or your men tortured out of me?”


  “Carl, get your men out of here. You’re disrupting the process. She needs to be isolated right now, not free to play mind games on you.”


  “I found it!” Mr. Mustache said, his facial hair curling even more as he daintily held up the fork smothered in vomit. On the handle–barely perceptible–was a tiny black chip.


  “You were saying?” Carl asked.


  Grace looked from Carl to the fork in confusion. “I didn’t bring the fork in. Your father did.”


  “Let’s go. The audio should work now.” Ethan escorted his son out of the room so quickly that Grace didn’t get a chance to see his face or see if her statement of sheer, obvious truth had registered with him. As the two guards left, however, Mr. Mustache and Mr. Leer exchanged glances that said all too clearly they understood.


  Score one for Grace.


  * * *


  An eternity later, the room started to shake. Grace figured it meant she was losing her mind.


  The door slid open again. This time it was Ethan, flanked by two men who were not farmers. They wore black from head to toe like comic book villains. Grace thought they were funny and laughed. Or maybe that sound was her stomach’s last pitiful effort to tell her how badly she had been treating it lately.


  She tilted her head to one side and the men broke apart into a million dots as another wave of nausea spread through her body. Strange, how she could feel nauseous with nothing inside her but bile. She tasted the bile. It felt warm and wet and it burned her tongue.


  The guards brought in a folding chair and table. Grace didn’t remember them having those a minute ago, but her mind wasn’t working as clearly as it usually did. They set them up and then stood on either side of the table while Ethan sat down and placed a glass of water on the table.


  She had been waiting for this game. He would taunt her with that water, but she couldn’t have it. The only thing she hadn’t been prepared for was how much she wanted that glass of water.


  “You can talk now, if you like,” Ethan said. “If your brain isn’t too muddy, I’m sure you know what’s about to happen.”


  Would it be better to relax or brace herself? Perhaps it didn’t matter. Ethan’s arm came up and Grace’s muscles tightened, but he only reached for the glass of water and took a long swallow.


  “How’s Carl?” Grace asked. The words didn’t come out as casually as she would have liked. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as if her saliva had turned to glue. She wished she knew how long she had been down there. A day? Two? Surely not three. Didn’t humans die after three days with no water?


  “Fine, fine. Thanks for asking.” Ethan put down the glass and brought out a remote.


  He pressed a button and Grace’s whole body spasmed with the shock from her cuffs. She clamped her mouth shut, managing not to scream, but it was a near thing. She didn’t need to be the hero here, but there was small victory in resisting for a little while. He wouldn’t get to her quite this soon.


  “Where is the diary?” Ethan asked.


  “Where’s Carl? Is he listening? What will he think when there’s no audio again?”


  “Hoping to exploit some conflict between your captors to effect rescue, huh?” Ethan pressed another button and the pain came again, but this time Grace didn’t think it was as bad. Which was to say she knocked her teeth together and balled up her hands into fists that left fingernail marks in her palms. Her heart began to stammer in an unhealthy rhythm–whether from dehydration or the pain she didn’t know.


  The jolt ended, but her heart still reeled.


  “Where is the diary?” Ethan repeated.


  “There is conflict though, isn’t there? He may be too stupid or trusting or something, but the farmers aren’t. They may be listening right–”


  He pressed the button again. This time, Grace thought her heart was going to explode. A scream caught in her throat, and she groaned.


  “No rescue is coming. Carl is in the control room right now, listening to every word my people want him to hear–using some sophisticated software and our voice prints.


  “So, where is the diary?”


  Grace shook her head.


  Again he pressed the button. This time, Grace let out a tiny squeak and her eyes rolled upward as she gasped for breath. He didn’t let go of the button for a long time. When it was over, he leisurely took another long swallow of water and placed it between them.


  “Who knows about the diary?” Ethan asked. Before he even gave her a chance to answer, he pressed the button again, this time sending Grace’s entire body into convulsions.


  “Who else knows?”


  Her body shook again, but Ethan hadn’t pressed the button, and the only pain she felt was residual. Strangely, Ethan and his two guards shook too. So did the room.


  “What the–?” one of the guards began.


  “Check it out,” Ethan ordered the guard who had spoken. The guard left in a flash, and Ethan turned up the pain again.


  Grace reached for blackness, willing it to come down around her. Unconsciousness would be a reprieve of sorts, and it would keep her alive long enough for whatever the hell was going on to have an impact on her. She was beyond wondering if that impact was good or bad–it couldn’t get worse.


  “Who else knows?” Ethan asked.


  “You, me, the guard who just left...”


  Again. Grace screamed. The sound ripped her throat apart.


  “Bring in the other prisoner,” Ethan ordered the remaining guard.


  He left, plunging the two of them into solitude and silence. Ethan took another long swallow of water and then held it out as if to give it to her. She did not even pretend to reach for it.


  “A pause while we bring in another player,” Ethan said. “You could have a drink. All you have to do is give me one name. That’s all. Just one. Did you tell someone on the farm, perhaps? Probably not, but if you did, just give me the name. They’re just a slave. What would it matter?”


  Jane’s name popped into her head. All she had to do was say it and she’d get water at the expense of a woman who’d tried to have her killed. Jane...Jane....from barracks 37 Jane.


  She clamped her mouth tightly shut.


  The door slid open again and the guard returned, forcing a worse-for-wear Alex before him.


  He still had clothes, but they were torn and every inch of exposed skin was covered in lacerations. He had several day’s growth of facial hair, which gave Grace her first clue as to how long they had been down there. She had been figuring two days–a long time for a human to go without water but not too long. Time enough to torture her still.


  “Hello, Alex,” Ethan said, politely. “I was hoping you would be able to tell me where the diary is and what it says. I know you got your hands on it. It’s here, somewhere.”


  Alex shook his head but did not speak.


  “You forget, Alex. I know your weakness.” Ethan pressed a button and Grace convulsed so hard it almost broke her back. She screamed, a bloody scream that ripped her throat in ways she thought might never heal.


  “You can make it stop, Alex,” Ethan said. “Look what you’re doing to her.”


  Alex gave Grace a haunted look, and in that instant, she knew he could crack. The man might be able to handle his own torture, but for some reason she felt he couldn’t handle hers.


  “Don’t say anything, Alex,” Grace croaked. She wasn’t sure he would hear her with that horrible rasp in her voice. “I can handle it.”


  “But he can’t,” Ethan said. “He hasn’t told you all about himself, has he? He’s rescued slaves from this farm, found them work, and sent them away. He’s found a perfect food source to feed all of humanity but is holding it back because if he tells anyone before other arrangements can be made, all the slaves will be turned out with nothing.”


  Really?


  “Oh, and it gets better,” Ethan said. “This is the man who purposefully estranged himself from his daughter when someone found out so they couldn’t use her against him. The man died a couple of months ago. How has she responded to your attempts to win her back now that she’s safe?”


  Alex tried to spit at Ethan, but seemed to have as little moisture in his body as Grace. The effort was wasted.


  “Don’t tell him anything,” Grace said. She wanted to go on, but the pain was back and kept her from speaking. She had to fight not to bite her tongue as her body convulsed once more.


  When the pain eased, Grace started talking immediately. “Alex won’t say anything. He’s a humanitarian. You’ve misjudged him. One life for hundreds of bill–”


  “Stop!” Alex shouted.


  The pain stopped. Grace couldn’t speak, though. All she could do was gasp for air. She felt like her lungs would collapse the next time Ethan turned that thing on.


  “Yes?” Ethan asked. “Where’s the diary?”


  “It’s in my quarters.”


  “We already–”


  “You didn’t pull back the carpeting and find the secret compartment there.”


  Ethan hesitated. “If you’re lying, this moves to the next level. You can only do so much with the cuffs, you know.”


  “It’s there,” Alex said. He sounded like he meant it, too. Grace kept her head down and did nothing to show, through word or action, that she was surprised by his lie.


  “Fine. My guards will begin the search. You two can have ten minutes together as a reward.” Ethan stood and left the room, trailed by two guards. As they left, the room shook again.


  Alex’s hands were cuffed behind him but his legs were free. He took a quick look around the room, found the video surveillance, and moved close to Grace so his back was blocking her from the scrutiny of the camera.


  She suddenly became aware or her nakedness. A stupid and useless line of thought, of course, especially since she hadn’t cared about half a dozen strangers seeing her that way.


  Then Alex leaned in close and whispered, “They’re listening.”


  She barely heard him. Her ears were ringing and she did not trust herself to say anything quietly enough that the monitors wouldn’t pick it up. For all she knew, they’d heard Alex’s comment.


  They’d be back in ten minutes and then they would get really nasty. She wanted to know why Alex had bothered, but couldn’t bring herself to ask lest they heard her and their ten minutes became two.


  “Did you feel the building shake?” Alex said so softly he practically mouthed the words. Grace found herself reading lips more than listening.


  She nodded.


  “There are more forces at play here than just one. I think it was an attack. They just need time to make it work.”


  “Who?”


  “We’ll see.”


  That was the last he said on the subject. They sat there in silence for a while, Grace’s mind reeling through the possibilities. Ethan hadn’t left her in here as long as she’d expected. She had no idea how long, but definitely not long enough to wear her mind down the way he should have done. He had come in shortly after the shaking began–coincidence?


  No, it couldn’t be coincidence. Ethan didn’t have as much time as he thought he would have to break her. He had to do it more quickly, more clumsily, and he might have to kill her before the enemy got to her.


  “We won’t live long enough,” Grace mouthed.


  Alex nodded once to show he understood. Then he did something strange–he began to make himself gag. Grace backed up, waiting for an explosion of vomit like the one she’d created, but it didn’t come. There was some bile and a little liquid, but mostly there was just a coded electronic key, protected from the bile by a small plastic cover.


  Grace’s eyes widened in shock.


  “I still have friends here,” Alex whispered. He slumped to the ground at her feet and turned to lean his head against her legs. He tried to make it look like the act of a weary man taking comfort in a friend–or even a lover. Grace shuffled her knees to knock the key to the floor where he scooped it up in his hands, tied behind his back, and began working on her ankle cuffs.


  When she felt them open, she did not move her feet immediately. “Alex, will you scratch my back?”


  Alex nodded and moved behind her, again using the key to unfasten her wrist cuffs and torso binding. Then he handed her the key and turned, asking, “Will you get mine?”


  She did exactly that. Then they stayed there, frozen in place, waiting for their opportunity. They both knew without saying there would be only once chance, and it would be risky.


  The building shook again. Whoever was trying to get in was being more persistent. Would it be enough, though? They had to stay alive long enough for whoever it was to get inside here.


  And then they had to hope whatever was out there was better than what was in here.


  All she knew was it couldn’t be any worse and the idea of taking some action made her feel alive again.


  The minutes seemed to span a lifetime. Grace flexed her fingers and toes, trying to work blood back into those parts of her body, but she did not reveal her freedom to the camera or to her captors.


  The door slid open. Ethan came in, his face livid, flanked by two guards with holstered disruptors, wheeling a cart with some sharp, uncomfortable looking implements.


  Good. They didn’t know their prisoners were free.


  “You lied,” Ethan said. “And now we move on to nastier tactics.”


  The building shook again. Grace took it as her cue. She stood and lunged, throwing off the useless cuffs as she reached for the nearest guard. Briefly, she saw Alex lunging at the other, but she blanked their struggle from her mind as she grabbed one of the sharp implements from the table and thrust it into the hand that was going for the disruptor.


  The guard screamed. Grace took his disruptor from his holster and turned towards the other guard, ready to fire if Alex needed assistance. He didn’t. He, too, seemed to have caught his target by surprise and had his weapon.


  Grace wheeled to face Ethan, who was backing out of the room. Not bothering to check the settings on the disruptor, she aimed and fired at the retreating figure. A gold stun light hit him squarely in the chest, and he fell to the floor, unconscious.


  Perfect. She turned and fired at the now defenseless guards, sending them both unconscious to the floor.


  “They were surrendering,” Alex said.


  “We couldn’t exactly take them with us. They’re just stunned.”


  Alex didn’t argue further. He peered out into the corridor and looked both ways. “Sub-basement. Not too many people allowed down here.”


  “Is that good?” Grace asked.


  “That part is. Less people to fight to get out of here. Trouble is, there’s only one way in or out and by now the alarm will have been raised.”


  Sure enough, from off to their left, a door banged open and half a dozen men poured out, some wearing the black uniform of Ethan’s guards, some wearing the red and brown uniforms of the farmers.


  Grace and Alex didn’t hesitate. They started firing. Unfortunately, their attackers didn’t hesitate either.


  They each got off one good shot before they found themselves back in their prison, using the open doorway as a safe haven.


  Disruptor charges flew by–red, not gold. Grace waited. Patience would save her here, not brute force. They needed to come to her, to be the first to expose themselves.


  “You then me,” Alex whispered.


  Grace switched to kill and shot at the first appendage that came into view–a weapon arm. She heard a scream and the arm disintegrated as the weapon fell to the floor.


  A second later, Alex fired a stunning charge at a farmer, but it just bounced off his body armor. Grace fired again, taking the man’s leg out from under him. “Stuns won’t do any good!” she called.


  Alex didn’t seem to hear her because after another moment he fired another stunner into the chest of a black-clad guard. This one did go down. Apparently, only the farmers were wearing the armor.


  Things got quiet after that. No more came into view.


  “That wasn’t all of them,” Alex whispered.


  “They’re waiting for us to leave,” Grace whispered back. If they did, they would have the same disadvantage as the men they’d shot down. But staying here was suicide, too. Those outside had less to lose by waiting.


  “There were six,” Grace whispered. Three were down, which left three. If they waited any longer, there might be more.


  “All right,” Alex said, not keeping his voice low. “On three.” He held up a fist and said, “One.” He held up one finger and said, “Two.” He held up a second finger and said, “Three.”


  Several disruptor shots fell where their chests would have been had they actually moved then. They didn’t even wait a second after that to jump out and begin firing.


  They each got off a shot, Grace downing a black-clad guard and Alex blasting the arm off a farmer.


  The last man standing got a shot off before either of them had a chance to re-aim. Grace dove towards the shelter of their prison, but too late.


  She felt something heavy hit her weapon hand. She heard the clang of metal as her disruptor hit the ground and bounced. It wasn’t until she reached for the disruptor that she saw what had happened.


  Her hand was gone. She stared at the charred stump of her arm in numb disbelief.


  Dimly, she registered Alex picking off the final attacker, but she could not tear her eyes away from her ruined arm.


  “Grace.” Alex sucked in his breath. “It’s okay. There’s no blood. The disruptor cauterized it.”


  That made it okay?


  “Grace, we have to move.”


  His words seemed to come from far away and she couldn’t quite make sense of them.


  “Grace!”


  “Uh huh.” She wasn’t entirely sure what she was agreeing to, but she followed, her eyes on her injury. Her mind couldn’t quite accept it, yet.


  The building shook again.


  Move! Grace forced herself forward, stepping over some of the farmers they had injured. A couple were also nursing injured stumps and seemed not to notice their captors fleeing the scene.


  She saw the stairs up ahead and expected to find herself flying at another dozen armed men she would never be able to fight her way past. She looked left and right for another place to use as a barricade when they came shooting


  No one came.


  They flew up the stairs much faster and with much less prudence than Grace would have preferred, but no one came.


  The basement level lay still and quiet, as if holding its breath. Grace didn’t like it, but she followed Alex through the maze of corridors and to his secret room, her mind buzzing with pain she could barely register. It was as if the trauma had turned off all her nerve endings. Or maybe adrenaline did that. She wasn’t sure, but she knew she’d feel it soon and she wondered if she’d black out when she did. Part of her would welcome the blackness but another part, the part that still held onto tiny tendrils of rational thought, knew she couldn’t give in to the pain or the blackness. Not if she wanted to live.


  Somehow, they made it to the entrance of the secret room. Alex opened the door and they collapsed onto the queen-size bed.


  They lay like that for a while. Grace’s heart stilled and her body throbbed. Her eyes burned as if on fire.


  “Water,” Grace panted.


  Alex was already there, pulling a bottle of water from the stash he’d saved. He twisted the cap off one and handed it to her before gulping down his own.


  Grace did the same, groaning indecently when she finished. Alex took out two more bottles, but didn’t offer one to her right away.


  “Let me see that arm.”


  It was better when she didn’t think about the hand. Now that she focused her attention on it, it felt as if it were on fire. Ridiculous, since she didn’t have a hand anymore. It couldn’t have felt like anything.


  “There’s not much I can do for it,” Alex said. “We should probably keep it moist to prevent the charred skin from cracking. You need to see a doctor, but under the circumstances, I don’t think heading to the infirmary would be a good idea.”


  “I’ll be okay,” Grace muttered. “We just need to get out of here.”


  “You can’t fight. You can barely move. And I’m not in much better shape.” He went back to the desk and pulled two nutri-bars from a drawer. He handed one to Grace. “Eat this slowly.”


  That was easier said than done. She tried to slow herself, but for the first time in memory, the nutri-bar tasted like heaven to her.


  “I really thought I would die in that room,” Grace said. She remembered thinking that this room, the one she had shared with Alex, had looked like a prison, but now it felt almost like home. A big part of her didn’t want to leave. They were safe here–until the food and water ran out. Or until the burnt flesh of her arm got the better of her and she died from an infection of some sort.


  “Uncle Ethan is good at what he does,” Alex said. “He got sloppy today. I can only assume the attack threw him off. I can also only assume the attack is what kept other farmers from responding to our escape.”


  “Attempted escape,” Grace corrected. “We’re not out yet. We’re back where we were. How long were we held captive?”


  “Two days, I think, based on what I overheard one of the guards say. I wish I’d thought to keep my spare portable in here so I could look up the date and time.”


  For a moment, Grace wondered what they had done to Alex. Had they tried the same tactics on him? Or had Ethan used what he knew of his nephew to try something else?


  She stared at him for a moment–his sunken cheeks and sallow eyes. He hadn’t been fed or watered, that much was clear.


  She shut it out of her mind. It was over. Over. Over. She never had to think of it again, except possibly in the middle of the night. Or when she looked at her right arm.


  Grace shuddered.


  To her surprise, she found an arm around her shoulder. More surprisingly still, she didn’t push it away. She rested her head on a warm, welcoming shoulder and let strong, calloused hands stroke her hair as if she were a child. For a minute, she let her mind blank out and she lost herself in the warmth of his touch.


  The smell of vomit returned Grace to reality. It was hers–not his. Apparently, Ethan had skipped the whole fancy dinner ruse with him.


  Grace drew away. Wordlessly, Alex released his hold and moved to the chair across from the mattress.


  “Our best chance to get out is under cover of this attack,” Alex said.


  “Do you know who’s out there?” Grace asked.


  Alex shook his head.


  “But you have an idea?”


  “There was a rumor that William Edgers was taking an interest in this matter. I think he and Mr. Cooper–the one who just died–were good friends. Mr. Cooper might have told Mr. Edgers what he knew.”


  “And what did he know?” She should have asked before. Why hadn’t she asked if Alex had told anyone?


  “I told him you had a lead on the secrets of aging. We spent a lot of time philosophizing. I think owning a farm–owning people–gave him a unique perspective into the problems with long life.”


  Grace didn’t know what to say. So much for secrecy. “And William Edgers?”


  “Don’t know him personally. Who does, really? Mr. Cooper did, and he talked about the man like any other–good qualities and bad. But I think he wouldn’t be attacking this farm just to kill you. Uncle Ethan could have handled that.”


  “Your uncle likes things the way they are. He seems willing to go to extreme lengths to make sure they stay that way.”


  Alex nodded. “I didn’t realize he knew so much about my grandfather. I never knew. I guess that’s part of the point, though.”


  “He said Matt would keep immortality for himself and return mortality to the people,” Grace said.


  “He probably would,” Alex said. “So would Mr. Edgers, I imagine. And a great many others. I think that’s the biggest reason most want to quash this–not because they’re afraid of finding answers but because they’re afraid someone else will find answers.”


  “And your uncle?”


  Alex shrugged. “Maybe he really does think the world is better off this way. He doesn’t exactly live in it.”


  An interesting way to put it, but probably true, especially given what he had said to her during their talk. Strangely idealistic and honest, even if it was misguided.


  They sat there for a while, not speaking. Grace didn’t do much thinking, either. Her brain felt out of tune and it hurt to push it.


  The building shook a few more times.


  “We need to get clean,” Alex said. “You’d be a little conspicuous naked and covered in vomit.”


  Grace couldn’t find the strength to blush, though a part of her thought it would be an appropriate response. Instead, she nodded mutely and rose to her feet. She felt dizzy and nearly fell.


  Wordlessly, Alex went to her side and helped her into the shower. Then he stood there next to her while she scrubbed herself clean with her remaining hand.


  The water could never wash away the pain of the last few days, but it did at least wash away the smells and remind her she was still alive. She stood there longer than she should have, perhaps. They had no idea how long they would have to get out of here and needed to move soon...at least she thought so...or she could just plunge into oblivion. The longer she stood under the water, the more likely oblivion became.


  Alex helped her change into a spare farmer’s uniform, the nicest thing she had worn in many days, and then she waited while Alex took his turn in the shower.


  Somewhere in there, she must have fallen asleep, because the next thing she knew Alex was shaking her awake. For a second, she didn’t remember where she was and then she sat bolt upright. Every square inch of her body hurt beyond reason.


  “How long–”


  “Just long enough for me to take a shower,” Alex said. He did smell clean and fresh and his hair was slightly damp. “I’d love to let you sleep longer, but...”


  “Yeah, we have to move.” She had decided that, hadn’t she? Or had Alex? She couldn’t really remember now. Whoever had decided, they were right. They had to leave under cover of the attack. They had to hope that if someone did capture them, it wasn’t Ethan.


  Alex handed her a moist hand towel. “Cover your arm with this.”


  Grace took it and then stood, leaning heavily on the desk for support. She spotted a spare disruptor there and shoved it in her pocket, more as a security blanket than because she thought she could use it. Even if she weren’t weak, she was a lousy shot with her left hand.


  Up the stairs. Into the closet. Grace braced herself for anything as Alex peered through the door.


  Unlike the basement, this level was not still at all. Farmers ran in every direction, shouting orders to one another.


  There were no slaves in the corridors. The farmer’s uniform had been a good choice.


  They didn’t dawdle. They pushed their way out into the crowd and started heading for the stairs that would lead them to the garage.


  “Move,” said a short blond woman with unexpected strength as she pushed them aside.


  “They need more men on the roof,” they overheard someone say. “They’ve almost broken through the domed shielding.”


  “I didn’t sign up for this,” they distinctly heard another farmer mutter as they flew past. He was not heading for the roof.


  They rounded the stairs on the second level. This was where the man Alex had trusted tried to shoot them in the back.


  Grace pushed the memory from her mind as they made their way up to the third floor.


  “Alex,” someone whispered.


  They both spun in the direction of a woman’s voice–Alex’s sister, Margaret. She motioned to them to follow her into a nearby empty office and they did, Grace somewhat warily. She had no idea who Margaret really was or what she wanted in all of this.


  Margaret closed the door. “You won’t get out the way you’re going. There aren’t any hovercars left. They’re all out fighting.”


  Crap. Grace fell heavily into a gray armchair.


  Margaret pointedly looked away from her. “I noticed the escae alarm going off a little while ago and waited here for you. Carl is trying to get people interested in finding you, but too much is happening. William Edgers has sent a small army and most of the farmers here think the new owner should surrender.”


  “Why isn’t he?” Alex asked.


  “Pride, I think,” Margaret said. “He always was an idiot like that. I swear old Mr. Cooper said he was going to turn the farm over to someone else, but I guess in the end the nostalgia of letting his eldest son inherit was too much for him.”


  “Or he hid the will,” Grace said.


  Alex and Margaret looked at her.


  “What?” Grace said.


  Alex shook his head. “It doesn’t really matter right now. Roy’s in charge and he’s not surrendering. How long will the farmers fight for him, do you think?”


  Margaret shook her head. “Not long. A bunch of them headed out the utility tunnel that leads to town.”


  “And Mr. Edgers is just letting them?” Alex asked. “There’s no way he doesn’t know about it.”


  “Probably doesn’t care, if they don’t want to fight him. He’s not after them.” Margaret turned her eyes on Grace, who was surprised by how steely they could look. “Who are you?”


  “She’s my friend,” Alex said firmly, putting an arm on Margaret. “And we’ve got to figure out how to get out of here.”


  “The utility tunnel’s your only way, but you may have to fight on the other side.”


  “Not on this side?” Alex asked. “It’s usually sealed and guarded. Only a handful of people know the code.”


  “Usually,” was all Margaret would say.


  Alex hesitated for a few seconds, waiting for more, but it didn’t seem forthcoming. “Thanks.” Then to Grace said, “Let’s go.”


  Margaret stepped in front of him. “I want to go with you.”


  Alex shook his head. “If they find you with us, they’ll assume we told you and then your life is in danger too. They can’t think we even ran into you.”


  “Told me what?” Margaret said.


  “Mags, I mean it.”


  Margaret stood her ground. “What will happen to me when this is all over? The older Mr. Cooper only let me stay here because of you, and the younger one would only let me stay here if...well, that’s not going to happen. So, what should I do?”


  “You can leave if you like, but not with us,” Alex said. “Go to my daughter’s house. She’ll let you stay there for a while, even if she isn’t talking to me.”


  Margaret sucked in her breath, but when she slowly let it out, she shook her head. “I can’t. Someone’s got to watch out for the slaves. They’re getting caught in the middle of all this, and I’m afraid when it’s all over that the new owner...”


  “Yeah, I know what you mean.”


  “I’ll survive,” Margaret promised. “I guess I just got scared.” She turned to scowl at Grace one more time. “Whatever you’re up to better be worth it.”


  “Yeah,” Grace agreed. Then she thought of something else. “If you get the chance, can you help a young woman named Megan–Meg get out of here? She’s in barracks 79.”


  “You owe her a favor or something?” Margaret asked.


  “Several.”


  “You owe me one, too. You’re taking my brother from me.”


  Grace glanced at Alex, who was already rounding on his sister. “I make my own choices. And as it happens, you owe me several favors. If we’re suddenly keeping score, then you can take a few from me.”


  Margaret looked as if she’d been slapped, but Alex did not bother to say anything else. He grabbed Grace by her good arm and steered them both out of the room.


  Chapter 22


  By the time they reached the underground tunnel, Grace could no longer feel her brain. A million little spots were in the way. She could feel something next to her, half holding her upright, but most of what she felt was one foot in front of the next. They felt like mush. Like a million balls of mush. Spotty soft....


  Get a grip.


  Alex had a hold of her. He seemed to know she needed the support. She leaned into him out of purest necessity.


  Nobody paid any attention to them as they entered the underground tunnel. Half a dozen other farmers rushed in ahead of them. One looked vaguely familiar.


  From behind them, someone shouted, “Barb!”


  The familiar farmer paused and turned. Grace turned with her and recognized Cohen, but he only had eyes for Barb. “Barb,” he continued, “if you leave now, they’ll never let you back.”


  “If I don’t leave, Mr. Cooper will get us killed. Maybe there’ll be a new owner in a few days.” Barb turned back around and sprinted down the tunnel.


  Cohen stared after her for a few seconds, but then the entire building shook as it had not done before. It threw Grace off her feet and Alex nearly toppled over her.


  “Damn. The shield’s down,” Alex said. “This’ll all be over soon.”


  “Barb! Wait!” Cohen ran past them, apparently having come to the same conclusion.


  “Time to run for it,” Alex said.


  Grace didn’t need telling twice. She accepted his help getting to her feet and then broke into a loping run in what she sensed was the direction of downtown Coopersfield. Her feet didn’t quite seem to meet the ground with each step, but she kept moving them. Left. Right. Left. Right.


  They exited the underground tunnel in a swell of bodies, retreating farmers packed together in such a tight knot that it was impossible for Grace and Alex to leave the crowd. They clasped hands to help stay together and tried to pass through the sea of solid bodies.


  Something was penning them in.


  “I think they’re checking ID at the gate,” Alex murmured.


  Grace lifted her stump of an arm and stared at it for a few seconds before something still working in her brain reminded her that she had her ID chip in her left wrist. She lifted that instead and stared between the two. “Um...maybe we should leave.”


  “And go where?” Alex asked.


  Grace looked around but saw nothing but bodies. “We can fight our way out.”


  “I don’t think so.” Alex took her by the elbow and led her to the perimeter, where she could finally see what was going on. Edgers’s men had the section of town outside the tunnel blocked off with a portable electronic shielding device. They were letting the farmers out, but only at one point and only one at a time. They had to be checking IDs there, although Grace couldn’t quite see.


  “There’s only one way out,” Grace edged closer still and saw the farmers were checking their weapons before they even got outside the dome. “If we go this way, they’ve got us.”


  But there was nowhere else to go. They were trapped.


  “I don’t suppose you can disable ID chips?” Grace asked.


  Alex laughed. “I could if we turned back, but it won’t do any good unless Edgers’s men are being sloppy.”


  They could hide again. Maybe Grace could take something for the pain and get a good night’s sleep. She was having more and more trouble thinking. In fact, she couldn’t remember if she’d said any of that out loud.


  Alex looked like Grace felt–like a trapped animal ready to bite and claw his way out. He hadn’t exactly had enough sleep or food lately to think this through rationally, either. Assuming there was a rational solution.


  “No.” Alex shook his head–responding to his thought or hers? “It’s time to face what’s coming. There’s no better way out. We could hide on the farm for a while, but eventually we’d be caught, and in the meantime it might lead to even more bloodshed.”


  Grace wanted to argue, but couldn’t think of anything to say against him. So she waited in line with everyone else, knowing their outcome and hers would be markedly different but not knowing how.


  She still didn’t know the time, but out here they had the sun, something she hadn’t seen in too long. Clouds partially covered the amber disc as it bid farewell to the day.


  Time passed quickly. Before she knew it, the moon blinked down at her from between shifting clouds and she was at the checkpoint.


  “Weapons in the box,” said a bored voice.


  Grace looked down and saw a small hole in the domed force field where she could pass out a weapon. She hesitated, wondering what would happen if she kept it.


  “Scanners indicate you are each carrying one 84x disruptor with stun capability. Place them in the box.”


  Grace gave up and put her weapon in the box. Alex followed suit.


  A thin bit of the force shield opened and they went through to the other side. It closed behind them.


  “ID bracelets, please,” said another bored voice, this time a woman’s.


  Grace took one last look at her options. She was so tired that with the sun setting, her eyes could barely stay open. There were a dozen men and women watching with weapons trained on her.


  Grace held out her wrist and let the woman run her scan. Something flashed in the woman’s eyes as she read the results and she suddenly looked less bored.


  Here it comes.


  “You’re cleared to go.”


  “What?” Did she say that out loud?


  “Mr. Edgers didn’t want to hurt anyone, but the late Mr. Cooper’s will made him the rightful owner and Junior refused to allow him access. He hopes to make restitutions to your families for this horrible incident and offer you your job back.”


  “Uh–”


  “Come on,” Alex said, pushing her in the small of the back. She moved away from the force field, away from the farm, away from her cage, and out into open space.


  “Something weird is going on here,” Grace said, “but I’m too tired to think about it. I’m going home and sleeping for a very long time.”


  “Not before we get to a doctor.”


  “We?”


  Alex didn’t answer.


  She hadn’t been sure if Alex would come with her or if she wanted him to. She thought of trying to convince someone–Alex or herself–that she worked alone but the line just seemed too cliché to give voice to. He had been useful and now he didn’t even have a place to go.


  They boarded the train to Kansas City together and fell asleep as soon as it pulled out of the station.


  Chapter 23


  Grace didn’t know where she was. She blinked her eyes several times, adjusting to a dim overhead light source, and then looked around. Nothing appeared familiar. She lay in a bed, covered with pale blue sheets and a thick wool blanket. To her left, several machines binged in steady rhythm. Long wires and tubes stretched like tendrils towards her. One ended in a sharp needle that dug under the skin of her left forearm. The others ended in suckers attached to her chest.


  Alex sat in a chair at the foot of her bed, eyes locked on a news report shimmering in functional 3-D from a holoset.


  “All transportation both in and out of Kansas City is indefinitely delayed,” the reporter was saying. “Any attempts to leave the city will be met with deadly force. No air traffic will be permitted during this crisis. Any vehicles in the air will be shot on sight without warning. Able bodied men and women are to report to staging areas immediately to aid in the defense of the city.”


  Alex sucked in his breath.


  “What’s going on?” Grace asked.


  Alex leaped to his feet and whirled to face her. For a second, his face registered panic, but then it softened into a smile. “How are you?”


  She had to think about that question for a minute. She didn’t feel any pain. Her head felt relatively clear, though she could not precisely remember the events of the last few days. Perhaps that was her mind’s way of coping. What she did remember made her shut her eyes and try to block other thoughts from creeping into her mind’s eye.


  That’s when she remembered her hand. She looked down at her right arm, still handless, but now wrapped in some kind of gauze. For some reason, her hand itched like crazy. She scratched at the stump, but withdrew her hand immediately when she felt the unfamiliar shapes. “It itches. It’s not even there.”


  “That’s normal,” Alex said. “The nerves are still sending random signals to your brain. They gave you some drugs for the pain. You’ve been asleep for a while.”


  A while? That didn’t sound good. There were too many people who might want her killed if she fell off the radar for too long. Captain Flint had made it clear that her only chance to live involved undertaking his little investigation. “How long?”


  “Almost thirty-six hours,” Alex said.


  “Thirty-six...” Grace started to swing her legs out of bed, but Alex put a hand on them, stopping her. “What?”


  “No one knows you’re here. Relax.”


  “Where is here, exactly?” Grace asked.


  “St. Luke’s.”


  “That’ll eat into my profit,” Grace muttered. “I’m surprised they took me in unconscious. It’s not like I had cash on me.”


  “I paid. Besides, I needed a little help, too. It was all I could do to carry you here from the rail station.”


  Now that was an image. Alex, her knight in shining armor, had rescued her again. She didn’t know which was worse, that she needed so many rescues or that Alex kept stepping up when she did.


  “How did we get out?” Grace asked.


  “We walked out.”


  “Edgers let us go?”


  Alex turned toward the holoset. “I don’t know.”


  She listened to the reporters telling people to stay inside their homes, and she put it together. “Edgers is attacking the city.”


  “Yeah.”


  “He wasn’t supposed to come here next. They said St. Louis or maybe Memphis. Here he’s got enemies coming from the east and west.”


  “Mmm.”


  “He couldn’t have come here after us,” Grace said. “Why would he do that? He had us in Iowa. Why would he let us go and then come after us here? It has to be a coincidence.”


  “Either way, the city’s under attack. We can’t leave.”


  As if to emphasize the point, the ground shook.


  “They’ve been throwing energy weapons at the city shields for a couple of hours now,” Alex said.


  That would make things more difficult, but she couldn’t quit. Not now. If Edgers took the city, there might never be another chance. “I have to go.”


  “Where? Do you have any idea where to look next?”


  “Yes.”


  Alex arched an eyebrow.


  “Medicorp,” Grace said. “I think Matt Stanton knows more than he’s been saying.”


  “If you find my grandfather, will you turn him over to them?”


  Something about the way he’d said that made her hesitate in answering. She thought she would have said, “Yes, definitely,” but the words got stuck in her throat. Maybe it was the “turn him over” part. She hadn’t thought of it that way. Medicorp wanted to find someone who could help them–someone on the run who may not know people needed him. Someone she hadn’t thought of before as anyone’s grandfather, but only as an echo in an old diary.


  The diary. The diary was incomplete. Ethan had known about entries made later, while Jordan was on the run from the law. Matt had to know about them too, which meant he was keeping things from her. Probably a lot of things. When had Jordan finished his virus? When had it been released? How had Mr. Stanton really come by that diary?


  “Grace?” Alex asked. “I don’t trust Stanton. Or Medicorp.”


  “Neither do I, but they’re the ones with the resources to put the world to right again.”


  The room shook again.


  “The cops think Matt killed his father,” Grace said. She didn’t know why she said it; maybe she was as unsure of Mr. Stanton as Alex. She’d tried to convince herself it didn’t matter whether or not he’d killed his father, but maybe it did. If he was willing to kill his own father, then why not her when this was all over? She had trouble believing Sam would be involved with someone like that, but then again she hadn’t known the man in decades.


  “Do you think he did?” Alex asked.


  “I’m supposed to find out.” That wasn’t true. She was supposed to find proof. There was a difference. Briefly, she told him about Captain Flint’s ultimatum.


  “You’ve got enemies on all sides, don’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How are you going to find out if he killed his father?” Alex asked.


  She needed to confront him. She already knew he was lying about the diary but...but why had he lied about the diary? What was on the rest of that diary he was so afraid to let her hear? Evidence?


  “I have to go to Medicorp,” Grace said again. “They owe me an explanation.” She reached with her right arm to pull back the covers but only had a stump to brush them aside. She stared at the stump for a minute before adding, “They owe me a hand, too. Medicorp has some of the best prosthetics in the world.”


  Chapter 24


  Alex had bought some clothes for Grace while she slept. It was a nice thought, although he had underestimated her size and the pants rode up uncomfortably. At least she managed to button them.


  “My ex-wife used to lie about her dress size,” Alex said. “She’d get offended if I bought her the right size.”


  “She must have looked silly walking around in clothes that were too small,” Grace said as she tugged at the shirt to loosen it up around her bicep.


  “I think she exchanged them the next day.”


  Grace just shook her head. “For the record, I have a twenty-six inch waist and thirty-six inch hips and like clothes that fit.”


  Alex grinned. “You think I might need that information, then?”


  He was trying to trip her, but it wasn’t going to work this time. She couldn’t let him reel her into a serious relationship. Here, off the farm and away from the constant fear, she could think clearly.


  She lifted her gaze to his and looked into his bright green eyes shining in silent laughter, but she couldn’t remember what she had been about to say.


  He leaned forward, his lips slightly parted. She stood still, watching him draw close. Her lips parted slightly, almost of their own volition.


  Then the clouds in her mind parted and she stepped to the side, causing him to miss entirely. Served him right.


  “I deserved that,” Alex said. He straightened and added, “Next time.”


  “There won’t be a next time.” But she wasn’t as sure as she would have been two weeks ago.


  * * *


  St. Luke’s was not very far from the Medicorp building. Grace didn’t even have to take the rail, which was good since the city was in a state of chaos. Above, she could see the periodic flashes as energy bursts hit the city shields. Some of the bursts caused the ground to shake.


  Hundreds of fighters dotted the sky, some defending and some attacking, though Grace had no idea which were which. She noticed the recruiters rounding up “volunteers” from the city’s street population to use as ground troops. This left the streets almost walkable. A couple of recruiters approached Grace in a threatening way as she neared Medicorp, but one look at her bandaged hand made them turn away to find healthier prey.


  Sam met Grace in the lobby of Medicorp. He enfolded her in an embrace the moment they drew close, a confusing and not entirely welcomed contact. She did not return the embrace, though her heart still quickened as she drew away.


  Sam leaned back and studied her, his eyes lingering on her face and then falling slowly downward. “Your hand! God, what happened?”


  “Nothing I care to discuss in public,” Grace said. “I need to see Matt.”


  “I’m supposed to take you up.” Sam flagged the receptionist, who let them into Matt’s private elevator. As soon as the doors closed, he pressed her again. “What happened?”


  “I’ve been to hell and back and I think Matt’s to blame. He’s left a lot out of this story of his.”


  “Matt’s kind of upset with you,” Sam said. “He says you let the story out and that’s why Edgers is attacking the city. He says we’re not the only ones looking for Jordan now.”


  “Do you believe everything Matt says?” He hadn’t been that trusting when she’d known him. She hoped he still retained that sense of skepticism.


  “I, er.” He faltered. “I believe the important things.”


  “I don’t even believe that.”


  “Look,” Sam said, “I know whatever happened out there, you did the best you could. I believe in you, Grace. I’d love to know what happened. Maybe I can help.”


  He stepped closer. Grace forced herself to step back, a more difficult move than she would have expected. What was the matter with her? Why did she enjoy the crestfallen look on Sam’s face as she stepped away?


  The elevator stopped and the doors opened onto the thirtieth floor lobby.


  “Mr. Stanton will see you now,” Lucas said as soon as he saw them. That couldn’t be a good sign.


  Sam started to follow her in but Lucas held a hand out. “Mr. Stanton only wants to see Grace right now.”


  Grace didn’t even turn back. She pushed open the door to Matt’s office and readied herself for an argument.


  Matt stood at the window again, staring out at the city below. He turned when she entered, a half-strained smile on his face. “Grace! How lovely to see you alive.”


  “Save it.” Grace held up her right arm. “I want a prosthetic.”


  “Of course.”


  Grace had an argument waiting on her tongue but had to bite it off. Matt’s easy acceptance completely flummoxed her.


  A genuine smile touched Matt’s lips. “You were injured making inquiries on my behalf. If you are to make more inquiries, I imagine it would help if you had both hands.”


  “It’s useful, yes.” This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.


  “I’m surprised you didn’t come to me straight away with an injury like that,” Matt said.


  “Well, first I was busy escaping from a windowless cell, then I was too busy hiding from pursuers, then I was too busy escaping from a plantation... After that, it kind of got fuzzy. I hadn’t slept in three days, you see.”


  “Ah, well,” Matt said dismissively, “we can deal with all of that later. I see you’ve had some basic treatment for your wound, but the sooner my doctors take a look at it, the better. Sam will show you downstairs.”


  He turned back to the window–a clear dismissal. She stared at his back for a few seconds before turning to go.


  It occurred to her as she left that he might have been blowing her off by trying to appease her. Well, the tactic wouldn’t work. She’d get her answers from him, but first she’d take advantage of the best medical care in the Midwest.


  * * *


  As it turned out, the wound was infected and she needed more blood and fluid before they could operate. IVs pumped essential fluids into her veins for hours while Grace caught up on some sleep. Not the most restful sleep, with needles sticking her in the arms and medical staff constantly coming and going, but sleep.


  In the end, Dr. Blake had to remove her entire arm below the elbow, but he assured her the new, state-of-the-art prosthetic would work as well as her hand had, once she got used to it.


  He spent most of the afternoon fine tuning and customizing the prosthetic. Grace had to admit that by the time he pronounced them “finished,” her new prosthetic looked and felt almost exactly like a normal arm. She could feel sensations such as hot, cold, and pain. She could move it at will. The robotic fingers obeyed her thoughts.


  Yet it still felt foreign. Perhaps that feeling would go away in time. At least she had a hand now.


  “I’ll need to see Matt again,” Grace told Sam as Dr. Blake began reciting instructions to her for the fifth time...she may feel phantom pains for a few days...spend some time practicing with it every day until it felt as natural as using her real hand...call him immediately if she felt any dizziness, nausea, vomiting, or coughing up blood...rate of rejection was about five percent...


  “Matt may have gone home for the evening,” Sam said. “I’m sure he’ll talk to you when you have some progress to report on the case.”


  “How does he know I haven’t made progress now?”


  “Have you?” Sam asked.


  Grace almost said no but changed her mind. “Yes. I’ve discovered where I can get answers.”


  “Matt’s told you everything he knows,” Sam said.


  “Bull.” Grace stood up and followed Sam from the recovery room. “Also, I don’t believe he’s gone home yet. He’s not that kind of man. He’s here and I will get in to see him or there’s nothing more for me to investigate on this case.”


  “You can’t mean that.” Sam studied her eyes. Grace didn’t turn away. “All right, I’ll go talk to him.


  He left her in the twenty-first floor waiting room for almost fifteen minutes. When he returned, he had a scowl on his face. “Let’s go. He’ll see you, but he’s not happy.”


  Fine. She didn’t need him happy. She needed him honest. And pissing him off might be the only way to do that.


  She prepared herself to shoo Sam away, but he didn’t even try to go into Matt’s office with her. She didn’t need him there to encourage her, hold her hand, or tell her how wonderful Matt was. This was between Matt and herself, and that’s how they would deal.


  “This is highly unusual,” Matt said without preamble as she walked through the door. “I’d offer you a drink, but I don’t expect you to stay long.”


  “I don’t want to stay long,” Grace said.


  “Have a seat,” Matt offered.


  Grace shook her head. She would not be forced into a sitting position while he lorded over her. Not this time. “Do you know what I’ve been through for the past week?”


  “Yes,” Matt said. “I’ve had agents and spies following you this entire time. I’ve made quite an investment in you and I wanted you to have backup.”


  “Backup?” Grace asked. “Where was this backup while I was chained in a cell being tortured? Where were they when I lost my hand?”


  “Getting caught in the middle of a war,” Matt said. “Or didn’t you notice? You haven’t been as discreet as I would have hoped. Edgers took a strangely powerful interest in that farm and now his troops are closing in around Kansas City. Now, why would Edgers be so interested in Kansas City? Every military strategist from here to California agrees it wasn’t his best move. The governor may be playing this down, but he’s worried and clueless. I have a clue–which makes me even more worried.”


  “William Edgers had me in Iowa. He let me go.”


  “A brilliant move,” Matt said. “I would have done the same. Ethan Lacklin could learn a few things from Edgers.”


  As if to emphasize the point, the earth shook again. Grace saw the flash of the shield through Matt’s open window. “He can take the city, can’t he?”


  “Given time and determination, both of which he has.”


  Grace swallowed. “Then we have to find Jordan before he gets inside.”


  “I imagine he’s already got agents tailing you within the city walls, so we have to do more than that. We’ve got to get Jordan somewhere Edgers can’t find him.”


  “What do you think he wants with Jordan?” The real question, of course, was whether Mr. Edgers was natural life or not.


  “I’d rather not find out,” Matt said. “So, you’ve got your hand. It’s time to get back to work.”


  It was meant to be a dismissal, but Grace shook her head. “You’ve been holding back on me since the beginning. I’m not sure about the details or I wouldn’t be here, but for starters, there was more on the original copy of that diary than you let me listen to.”


  “That’s a bold assertion.”


  “It’s true. Ethan knew it too, as if I shouldn’t have been able to work it out for myself. Jordan couldn’t have finished the virus and released it before he went on the run. He didn’t have time.”


  “Sometimes scientific experiments take time. Sometimes they happen quickly.” Matt waved a hand. “Who knows what happened?”


  “I do. And so does Ethan. He had the cabin his father was hiding out in bugged. He expected I would know about those journal entries, too.”


  Matt didn’t respond. He licked his lips. There was no doubt about it; he was definitely uneasy. The signs weren’t overt, but in a lot of little ways he wasn’t behaving as he had at their first meeting. The air of confidence had gone.


  Grace decided to take advantage of the perceived weakness and lay it down. “Ethan Lacklin knew what his father did and I think you knew he knew.”


  Matt waved a hand at her.


  “You warned me off Ethan, don’t you remember? Not directly, but by laying the suggestion that I visit Alex instead. Usually, the fewer generations you skip, the better information you’ll find. But you knew seeing Ethan was a bad idea. I thought maybe it was just his vocal pro-change beliefs.”


  “We’re all vocally pro-change, my dear. It’s suicidal not to be.”


  “But someone knew before I left this city that Jordan was here, alive, and possibly a threat. Someone started putting troops around the city. Ethan was waiting for someone to go poking around after his father. He had his son on alert and had him hold me.”


  Matt shifted a bit. “I suppose it’s possible, but I really wouldn’t have expected Jordan to contact his younger son. He hated him.”


  That much was evident. Grace paused to reorganize her thoughts. Finally, she said, “Look, I’ve been thinking about this and there are a few things that don’t add up. First, Ethan let slip to me–because he assumed I already knew–that there are more entries in that diary I haven’t read. Jordan Lacklin was recording them after the killing spree at Medicorp. He was staying at some cabin. Now, this brings to mind two interesting questions. First, I had been under the impression that Jordan left that diary at Medicorp after the shootings. He didn’t. So I’d like to know where and how you got it. Second, I want to know where the rest of it is.”


  Matt stared at her without giving anything away. He did not even speak.


  “For that matter, I’d love to know why you didn’t tell me about the rest of it before. I accept this might not happen. You’re a man with many secrets. But I won’t continue this investigation without the rest of the diary.”


  “What else does Ethan know about this?” Matt asked.


  “He knows a lot. I don’t think he knows exactly where his father is, but he knows you’re the one who sent me and he made credible threats against you and your employees.”


  “I see.”


  They sat there in silence for a minute, Matt staring at Grace while Grace stared out the window, thinking hard. She’d laid it all out in front of him. He hadn’t even denied the existence of more of the diary, yet he didn’t want to give it to her. Why? That was always the important question, the first one she should have asked herself. What would make him hold something like that back? What would cause him to then set her up for failure? Maybe he hadn’t realized Ethan knew or what he would do if he did, but he had still left out valuable information.


  Maybe it incriminated him in some way. She didn’t see how. Jordan had made those diary entries a long time ago, well before the man sitting before her had any idea who he was or why he was important.


  Or maybe it wasn’t direct incrimination. Maybe it was circumstantial, but powerful enough to convict given the bloodlust The Establishment had for him now. What if they spelled out some kind of motive for him to kill his father?


  Grace looked back at Matt, whose gaze had not wavered for a minute.


  “Fine,” Grace said. “I’m off the case.”


  “You may find that very uncomfortable,” Matt said.


  “Do you honestly think discomfort could scare me after what I’ve been through?” Grace lifted her prosthetic hand, although she realized as soon as she did that the quality of the arm made this a feeble demonstration. “Look, I told you my success rate was fifty-fifty. Well, I’m done. I’ve looked and could not find Jordan Lacklin. If there is some new information, I can reconsider my decision to close the case.”


  Grace turned to leave. She did not hesitate as she strode to the door. She knew Matt wasn’t bluffing–if she walked off this case now she’d be dead or worse–but she wasn’t bluffing either. If that was the consequence, then so be it. She didn’t think she’d survive the case anyway. It had always been a risk.


  She had almost reached the elevator when Lucas called for her to stop. She hesitated, turned, and saw Matt striding across the spacious lobby. He looked out of place outside his office. Or maybe it was his flustered expression that looked out of place.


  “Please step back into my office, Ms. Harper.”


  She knew she had won, but she did not so much as smile at her victory while she followed the old timer back into his office. Suddenly, his hair looked grayer and his face looked more lined. She had a sudden sense of standing in the presence of living history and realized if aging returned to normal, such living records would no longer exist.


  Mr. Stanton closed the door and poured himself a tall glass of water. “We may be here for a while. Would you like some?”


  He held up the pitcher of water. Grace had a sudden flash of Ethan, offering her a glass of water to accompany a meal that should have been her last.


  “Grace?”


  “Um, yes, that’s fine.”


  He lifted an eyebrow, but did not inquire further. He carried two tall glasses of water to his desk, placed one in front of her, and sat down. “Please, sit.”


  She did.


  He pulled from his drawer another diary, much like the one he had given her save this one looked older somehow. She knew instantly that this was the original. The other had been an incomplete copy.


  “There are hundreds of years worth of messages on this diary,” Matt said. “Far too many for me to play for you now. Jordan continued to dictate messages to his wife, even after she died. I don’t think he ever quite believed she was dead. He often spoke of, ‘Not believing it until he saw her grave.’”


  “You’ve listened to all of them?” Grace asked.


  “Yes,” Matt said. “I found it shortly after my father died and I spent most of the rest of that week listening, though I already knew what much of it said.”


  “I’ll take a summary, if it’s honest,” Grace said.


  “No lies,” Matt said. “I was hoping you wouldn’t need the whole truth. I convinced myself Jordan went off to find Alex and that would be the end of it. He speaks of Alex often throughout the years.”


  “Then why didn’t you just go yourself?” Grace asked.


  “Jordan is still proud of what he did all those years ago. I’m asking him to turn it all upside down. I wasn’t sure he’d come willingly.”


  “So then my job is to–what? You want me to capture him for you?”


  “Possibly,” Matt said. “I’m hoping not. I did offer him freedom.”


  It took Grace a moment to parse the meaning of that. “You know where he’s been the last four hundred years, don’t you?”


  “He’s been right here in this building,” Matt said. “I only found out three months ago, but my father knew, of course. He found him after Jordan fled from the scene of that murder and offered him a job in exchange for not turning Jordan over to the police.”


  “A job to come back here and finish what he started?” Grace asked.


  Matt nodded. “My father had him. I think he knew Jordan didn’t really kill those people, but he was a pretty ruthless man. Jordan grew to hate him.”


  Something in his tone made Grace think to ask, “As you hated him?”


  Matt shrugged. “Hate is such a strong word. It definitely fits Jordan, though. My father convinced him that creating and releasing that virus would serve all humanity. Jordan still believes it. Hang on.” He pressed an old-fashioned power button on the portable diary and said, “Play entry from July 16, 2050.”


  My Dearest Margaret, It’s July 16, 2050,


  Mr. Stanton came to talk to me again today. He’s the sorriest sack of shit I’ve ever run across. Pardon my language. He expects me to believe after I get this virus released, he’ll help clear my name and get Chrissy put in jail where she belongs. Why would he do that? He’s got me right where he wants me, and it won’t stop with this virus. Mark my word. If I live for an eternity, it will be here.


  But it doesn’t matter. I’m not doing this for him. I’m doing it for you. When the virus is released, you’ll be well again.


  I love you,


  Jordan


  When the recording stopped, Grace asked, “Didn’t his wife die back in March of 2050?”


  “Yes,” Matt confirmed. “It would be another year before my father told him, just after the release of the virus. In case you’re interested, that was September 3, 2051. A strange flu epidemic hit the world that fall. A handful of people died but most recovered in a few days. Nobody ever put that small and short-lived epidemic together with the timing of The Change. Most people are convinced it happened a decade later.”


  They fell into silence for a minute as Grace let the weight of the information fall down around her. Then she found herself wondering something else: Why hide this?


  It didn’t take long for her to answer her own question: Because Jordan’s the one who killed Mr. Stanton Sr., with Matt’s help. She wondered if more recent diary entries would have details.

  If it did, it was the proof the Kansas City Establishment needed. She realized she had what she needed to take Matt down if she had to–which was exactly why he hadn’t told her this.


  “You said you intended to let Jordan go?” Grace asked.


  “I did let Jordan go,” Matt said. “I thought he would continue to help me anyway. He said he would, but perhaps I should have realized four hundred years would make even the most honorable man lie for his freedom.”


  “When did you let him go?” Grace asked.


  Matt hesitated.


  “It was the day your father died, wasn’t it?” Grace asked. “The day you stole the holosuit.” She stopped and reconsidered. “Wait–Jordan has the holosuit, doesn’t he? The man could look like anyone and you didn’t see fit to tell me?”


  Matt shook his head. “You don’t understand.”


  She understood plenty. She understood she could have been staring straight at Jordan and never have known it. For all she knew, Matt could be Jordan. “Enlighten me.”


  He glanced out the window and then back at Grace. “Do you see that?” He gestured outside. “You think I’m an evil man–I can tell–but that’s what I’ve been trying to solve for longer than I can remember. I’ve got my own fortune, I didn’t need my father’s, although he had considerably more than I did. I just wanted to find a way to help them. Nutri-bar drops almost cause more harm than good, though I did my share of those. Birth restrictions don’t work on the unregistered masses. Some thought we should do more nutri-bar drops and put birth control in them, but I couldn’t bring myself to force medication on people.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Grace asked.


  “You said you wanted enlightenment,” Matt said. “It’s a slow process.”


  Grace shut up and leaned back in her chair, just listening. She was still predisposed to dislike this man who had lied to her, thrown her in harm’s way without enough information, and who was probably doing all this for his own selfish reasons, but she could hear him out.


  “I bet Ethan Lacklin put all kinds of strange notions in your head about me when he held you captive. I should have expected that. He’s a liar. He’ll say or do anything to get what he wants.”


  Matt took a sip of water. “The day I hired you, you gave my spy the slip. I fired him and put three men on you. I’m not sure what you did after that until Sam contacted me to say you were with him. What were you doing during that time?”


  She had been at the police station, but she couldn’t tell him that. She searched for a lie, but found none forthcoming.


  “I’m not the only one keeping secrets, am I? I had a feeling the rest of The Establishment would be after you. They probably took you to the police department. No, don’t argue. They’re after my blood and would use anyone or anything against me. They probably didn’t so much ask whether I killed my father, but rather whether you had proof.”


  Grace worked to keep her expression impassive.


  “I didn’t kill my father,” Matt said, “but there is definitely enough circumstantial evidence for them. They just want to warn their own offspring away from killing them. I don’t know why they bothered to have kids if they were so scared of them.”


  “Are you suggesting,” Grace began, “that you stole the holosuit to free Jordan, but he then killed your father of his own accord?”


  “Yes,” Matt said. “After that, it became essential I find him quickly, which is why I hired you. You’re the best. I needed that, blacklist or no, and I thought–mistakenly it seems–that The Establishment may have forgotten you by now.”


  “And you didn’t tell me all of this because you don’t trust me?” Grace asked.


  “Would it have made a difference?” Matt asked. “The logical place to start was still Alexander Lacklin. And now things are even more critical. Too many people have reasoned out what you’re after. If we don’t find Jordan before someone else does...”


  He dropped the end of that sentence, but Grace didn’t fill it in the way she thought he wanted her to. If Matt didn’t find Jordan, then someone else would have the secret to immortality. Someone who might take away his own chance at it.


  Or, came a small voice at the back of her mind, someone like Ethan, who would destroy the source of the information and make sure the world continued to suffer.


  Compared to that, was Matt so bad? She didn’t know. She needed time to think.


  And what of Jordan? What did he want? If she turned him over to anyone at all, he would be a prisoner. The man only remained free so long as he remained unidentified.


  “Grace, will you finish this case?” Matt asked.


  “If I can,” was all Grace would commit to.


  Chapter 25


  As Grace rode the elevator down to the lobby, she wanted nothing more than to escape the building, clear her head, maybe get a good night’s sleep, and talk to Alex. She knew finding Jordan was time sensitive, but just at the moment she couldn’t decide if Matt was a friend or foe–murderer or victim. Maybe all of the above.


  She practically ran into Sam as she flew out of the elevator. Damn. She’d wanted to leave without running into him.


  “Are you my new chaperone?” Grace asked when Sam fell into step beside her. “I don’t need you.”


  “Matt feels differently,” Sam said. He wasn’t smiling. “He said I should stay with you until this is over.”


  That could present a problem. She’d told Alex to meet her back at her apartment. She’d even given him the code combination. Somehow, she didn’t think Sam would approve of her being so friendly with Lacklin’s grandson–on a personal or professional level.


  “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Grace said. Then, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say, “I work alone.”


  “There’s one for the cliché hall of fame,” Sam said. “You don’t have a choice, though, and neither do I.”


  She opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. There were too many battles to fight; maybe this wasn’t one worth fighting.


  They didn’t speak on the way back to Grace’s apartment. He became her silent shadow as she ducked through crowds and pushed her way onto trains, completely unconcerned as to whether he could keep up or not. He did, but that didn’t surprise her. They had both lived in the city for a long time and knew how to navigate the public transit system.


  Finally, as they entered Grace’s apartment building, Sam spoke. He had to grab Grace by the wrist to get her attention. “Wait.”


  “What?”


  “Before you get to work, I just want you to know that I’m still your friend.”


  “Sam, we’ve never been friends.” In fact, she’d had precious few friends in her lifetime. Everyone in her life seemed to want something from her, including her mom and sister who only called when there wasn’t a man in their lives.


  “That’s true,” Sam said. “Then maybe I should say I’d like to become your friend. It’s been a long time. We had a lot in common and I bet we still do.”


  They probably did. All the more reason not to become friends. It wasn’t what she wanted from Sam. It never had been.


  “There’s someone at my apartment,” Grace told him by way of changing the subject.


  “Oh?” Sam’s face fell. “A man?”


  “Yes, a man. Alexander Lacklin.”


  It took Sam a minute to register the name. She could tell when he did. “Jordan’s grandson? What’s he doing here?”


  “He helped me escape and saved my life. Now, he wants to help me find his grandfather.”


  “But not for Matt,” Sam said.


  “I don’t think so.”


  Sam pursed his lips but didn’t say anything else about it until they reached her apartment. She started to enter the code when he put a hand over hers to stop her. “Don’t trust him. Don’t trust anyone.”


  “Don’t worry. I haven’t trusted anyone in a very long time.” She meant it as a jab and it seemed to work, because he withdrew his hand.


  She punched in the code and opened the door, preparing herself for any number of reactions from Alex or Sam. But she didn’t prepare for the fact that Alex wasn’t alone.


  Chapter 26


  Grace didn’t see a face at first, just a mass of unruly brown hair. It came at her with a guttural cry as if from a wounded animal. Grace blocked a feeble punch and held the arms at bay while she studied the face.


  “Meg!”


  “How dare you?” Meg said. “I told you I was happy there! How dare you make them let me go?”


  Alex came up behind Meg and took her gently by the arms. She turned and buried her face in his chest, sobbing. Part of Grace wanted to tell her to get her paws off him, but most of her just wanted to know why she was so upset.


  “What’s going on here?” Grace asked.


  “I found her in the hallway when I arrived this morning,” Alex said. “She came in just ahead of the army, from the sounds of it. My sister let her go, just like you asked.”


  “I told you I was happy!” Meg screamed again. “I had a home there.”


  “But you’re free here.” Grace heard the pleading tone in her voice. She thought Meg might take some time to adjust, but she hadn’t really considered that the girl would resent her for setting her free. Why hadn’t she? Arrogance, probably. That and she hadn’t had a real friend in too long. Maybe never.


  “What am I supposed to do here? Live in a trash can? I have no skills.”


  “You were learning to read,” Grace pointed out. “I’ll teach you. You can be my assistant.”


  Meg turned slightly to look at Grace. Her eyes were red and puffy. “It’s not really freedom if I don’t choose it.”


  Grace lowered her eyes to the floor. She hated shame. It was the worst emotion. It meant she had done something wrong. “I’m sorry. When this is all over, I’ll take you back.”


  Meg swallowed, hard. She didn’t respond, though. She let go of Alex and made her way through the only door in the apartment–the one leading to Grace’s bedroom.


  “I think she’ll be okay after she’s had some time to adjust,” Alex said. “She just doesn’t know what to do. I’ve been trying to reason with her all day.”


  “Maybe we shouldn’t just stand in the doorway,” Sam said. She’d almost forgotten he was there.


  “Right.” They walked inside and Grace closed the door. Alex eyed Sam, but didn’t say anything. He just waited for Grace’s introduction. “Alex, this is Sam.”


  “Good evening!” chirped the voice locked in Grace’s computer terminal. Her face turned scarlet as she realized it had responded to its name–Sam. Most unfortunately, both Sam and Alex realized the same thing.


  “The ex-boyfriend.” Alex’s face was impassive, but she thought she saw the edges of his lips curl downward.


  Sam had a strange half-smile on his face.


  “Um, look, we have work to do here.” Grace walked as casually as she could over to her computer terminal and removed the power pack.


  “Poor Sam,” Sam said.


  Grace didn’t look at him. “Can we focus?”


  Sam smiled and nodded once. Alex glared at him but also nodded. If she’d been a different type of person, she might have enjoyed the tension between them.


  “I don’t think Jordan is in the city. The trouble is there’s no way out right now.”


  “Matt might be able to help get us out,” Sam said, “But where do you think he is?”


  She’d been giving this a lot of thought and only one place made sense: The cabin where he had hidden out while on the run from the law. It would be a familiar pattern for him. She described her theory to Alex and Sam.


  “It’s a good place to check,” Alex said slowly, “but I’m not sure I agree. My uncle was waiting for someone to come looking for Grandpa. If Grandpa got in touch with him, if he was hiding out at the same place he’d hidden before...”


  “Then Ethan probably already has him,” Grace said. “Would Ethan kill his own father?”


  Alex shrugged. “He was willing to kill me. If he’s got Grandpa then I don’t think we’ve got much hope of finding him alive.”


  Grace considered for a moment and then shook her head. “If Ethan had Jordan, would he have been so panicked?”


  “Maybe, if he thought Grandpa left a trail others could follow.”


  Great. She had no means to launch a rescue mission if Ethan had Jordan. Maybe Matt did, but she would need to make sure Ethan had the man first.


  “Ethan lives in St. Louis,” Grace said. “Either way, we need to leave the city.”


  “I can talk to Matt,” Sam said, “but there will be people following us wherever we go. If we go tearing off after Jordan without backup, somebody else is likely to get to him first. Or Ethan will kill him.”


  Grace heaved a heavy sigh. “Alex, I need a private word with you.”


  Sam raised his eyebrows, but Grace ignored him.


  “Um, sure,” Alex looked back at Sam and shrugged. There seemed to be a silent competition between them. Why had she named her computer after Sam? Now he would think she still had feelings for him. Maybe she did. It wasn’t like you could love a man for fifty years and then start thinking of him like a stranger.


  Alex and Grace headed to the bedroom, prepared to ask Meg to leave, but Meg walked out and went to sit on the sofa. She didn’t say a word, but she must have been listening at the door.


  Grace’s bedroom was just as she’d left it–a bit of a mess. She hurriedly shoved some clothes in the closet and then turned to face Alex. “I know where your grandfather was for four hundred years. Stanton Sr. had him locked away.”


  Alex sucked in his breath. “He was a prisoner?”


  “Yes.”


  “And now Matt wants to imprison him again?”


  “Yes.”


  “I won’t let him do that.”


  “I don’t want to do that, but Alex, your grandfather knows the secret to aging. Is there any way you can convince him to help Matt of his own free will?”


  Alex turned away. “I guess I can try, but it may be a moot point. We don’t know where he is. If my uncle has him, I’m not sure how to get him. If we find him, we can be sure at least three other parties will be right on our heels ready to fight one another over the rights to have him, hold him, or kill him.”


  They just couldn’t get past the fact that wherever they went, someone would be following them. Grace started to sit down on her bed to give it more thought when inspiration struck. She stood up before she even hit the bed. “If they’re going to follow us then maybe what we need to do is send someone else.”


  Chapter 27


  It was a stupid plan. Grace checked the time for the millionth time and continued to wear a hole in the living room carpet. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Where was Meg? She should have been back hours ago. Alex had given her specific instructions and Matt had provided an escort and access to an underground tunnel leading out of the city. No one had followed Meg. They had all followed Grace as she checked the apartment where Jordan had once relocated his wife to keep her from being killed. It turned out to still be standing, after a fashion.


  She started to pace. Pace, turn. Pace turn. Grace didn’t have enough space in her living room for a truly satisfying gait.


  Something crashed next door. Then she heard a high-pitched shriek. Then a door slamming.


  “What was that?” Alex asked.


  “Neighbors fighting again,” Grace said. She checked the time again. Barely thirty seconds had passed since the last check.


  Sam opened the door and peaked outside. A wheezing, choking sort of cry came through the open door. It sounded like someone was dying out there. For a moment, Grace forgot about Meg and ducked her head into the hallway.


  Lissy was lying on the floor in the fetal position, crying in gasping, choked sobs that were not at all feminine. She hugged her belly as if someone had threatened to take her baby away.


  “What’s going on?” Grace asked.


  Lissy shook her head. She didn’t seem capable of speech.


  “Let her inside,” Sam said. “Come on, we can’t leave her like that.”


  Sam and Alex helped Lissy inside and sat her on the couch, where she doubled over and hid her head in her hands.


  Grace checked the time again. Thirty more seconds. Still no Meg. She went to get Lissy a glass of water, though she expected the woman would choke on it before she could drink it.


  To her surprise, Lissy managed a half-smile when she handed her the water. She stifled a sob and managed to get down a few swallows. “Thanks for inviting me in,” Lissy said.


  “What happened?” Sam asked.


  “Roy kicked me out.”


  It sounded more like he’d beaten her out, but Grace didn’t say so. She got a better look at Lissy’s face, which was smeared with tears and something Grace now recognized as blood. “He broke your nose!”


  Lissy hid her face again. “What am I going to do? I don’t think he’ll take me back.”


  Grace had a sudden flash of another conversation much like this one. Years ago her sister had been with someone who had not only beaten her, but their son as well. Yet she’d also wanted him back.


  “Who else have I got?” Lissy finished the water and fell into slow, sporadic sniffles.


  Grace looked at Alex and Sam, who just stared back helplessly. When had she become the sort to take in strays? All of a sudden she had Meg and Lissy. Although Meg hated her for it and might be dead for all she knew. Grace checked the time again.


  “Are your parents alive?” Sam asked in what he must have thought was a gentle tone, although Grace heard the tension in it.


  “Yeah, but they won’t take me back.” Lissy sighed. “They sold me to him in the first place. One hundred credits. That’s how much I’m worth.”


  The apartment fell silent for a moment. In the background, Grace could still hear the shield bombardment going on. She went to the window to look out and saw the same scene she’d seen for two days–planes in the air; some friend and some foe.


  “They’ll be getting in the city soon,” Alex said. “The shield can’t hold out forever.”


  “Maybe we should turn on the news and get an update,” Sam suggested.


  It would be better than pacing and trying to console Lissy, so Grace jumped on the idea. “Holoset on. News channel 38.”


  “We have reports of fighting within the city now,” a reporter was saying. “We’re trying to get a hovercar up to the St. Joseph area. As far as we know, the shield is still up, so we’re not sure how Edgers’s troops are getting in.”


  “What’s wrong with your set?” Sam asked.


  “No 3-D,” Grace replied.


  “Hard to see what’s going on,” Sam said.


  “Fine. Holoset off.”


  “I didn’t mean for you to turn it off,” Sam said.


  Grace shrugged. “What else should I do? Edgers is getting inside. Probably has some help from someone on the inside. We know there are tunnels in and out. Meg should have taken one and been back by now.”


  “Who’s Meg?” Lissy asked.


  The doorbell buzzed. Grace raced to it, paused, grabbed her weapon–a new Smith and Wesson disruptor with stun capability–and looked through the peephole. She expected to see Meg, but it was Roy.


  “I know she’s in there!” Roy called through the door.


  Lissy stiffened.


  Grace did not open the door, but she replied loudly enough for Roy to hear her. “You kicked her out. It’s none of your business now.”


  “I don’t give a damn what you do with that lying blip, I just came to drop off her stuff.”


  Something thudded to the ground outside the door, and Roy walked away.


  “I’ll get it,” Grace said with a sigh. She opened the door, grabbed a bag full of clothes, then locked the door again. Why she had let herself get involved in a domestic dispute was beyond her. Maybe it was Lissy’s pregnancy. It was making her soft.


  To her surprise, Lissy was sobbing even harder. Alex had an arm around her. “You can’t let words hurt you like that.”


  “But it’s true,” Lissy sobbed. “I am a blip.”


  Grace looked at Lissy with a great deal more interest. Blips were rare–less than one in a million people were born with the genetic anomaly that caused them to age as people once had. Most of those lived alone as they were feared and hated. For twenty to thirty years they could get along unidentified, but after that people started to notice.


  “How do you know?” Alex asked.


  “They did blood tests when I got pregnant.” Lissy said. “The doctor told me six months ago. She told him a couple of weeks ago.”


  That explained a lot. Grace had noticed that the intensity of the fighting had gone up noticeably in the last couple of weeks.


  The doorbell buzzed again.


  Grace ran to the door, readied her weapon, and for the second time looked out the peephole hoping to see Meg. It wasn’t Meg. It wasn’t Roy again either.


  It was Captain Flint.


  Grace blinked. “What?”


  “Can I come in?” Captain Flint asked.


  Grace turned to look at the faces of her guests. Lissy seemed preoccupied with her recent revelation. Alex and Sam looked curious.


  “May as well,” Grace stepped aside and let him in.


  “I had hoped for a private word,” Captain Flint said, “but the man we have tailing you said the two men staying with you weren’t showing signs of leaving and this just can’t wait.”


  “So they did get to you,” Sam said. “Matt thought they might have.”


  “You don’t understand,” Grace said.


  “No, he doesn’t,” Captain Flint said. “There are rumors going around that you’re looking for the secrets of aging.”


  Grace kept her face completely impassive.


  “I won’t ask you to confirm or deny,” Captain Flint said, “but I want you to know that the people I work for are questioning whether it’s worth it to let you live. Mostly, they’ve decided it’s not, and they’re questioning whether it’s worth it to let you finish this investigation before you die.”


  “Terrific,” Grace said. “I suspected as much.”


  “Of course,” Captain Flint said. “There’s something else, though. Someone out there is protecting you. One assassin was already sent in here and he was shot down. Now, I don’t know who did that, but something tells me it wasn’t Matt Stanton’s men. When you find what you’re looking for, you may have a war on your hands.”


  “I figured that, too,” Grace said. “So, did you come here figuring I couldn’t add two and two, or did you come here to plant that listening device you’re so casually trying to press into the carpet?”


  Sam rushed forward and snatched the device. Then he put it on the card table and smashed it with the butt of his disruptor.


  Captain Flint looked oddly relieved. “I had to try. They wouldn’t have let me in here otherwise. Look, I don’t know exactly what you’re after but I suspect the rumors are true. I also suspect it doesn’t matter anymore if they are or not. A dozen different parties are fighting over you even as we speak. Oh, and Matt Stanton has gone missing.”


  “What?” Sam said. “When?”


  “I don’t know,” Captain Flint said. “Everyone’s looking for him, though. Everyone wants to get their hands on him. We went to arrest him a couple hours ago, but he wasn’t at home or at Medicorp. He might have gotten wind that someone was after him and then gone into hiding.”


  “Arrest him for what?” Sam asked.


  “For the murder of his father.” Captain Flint gave Sam a contemptuous look.


  “What evidence do you have?” Grace asked. She hadn’t turned any over to them.


  Captain Flint shrugged. “They don’t have anymore than they did the day I spoke to you, but they’re worried. They’re worried about the armies outside the city, about the possibility that he really is after some aging secret, about a lot of things.”


  “So they’re basically kidnapping him,” Grace said.


  Captain Flint waved her comment away. “The point is Mr. Stanton’s gone. He’s out of the picture. There are people out there who will decide who gets whatever you’re after. Edgers’s troops are inside the city. The Kansas City Establishment has its own troops and a close eye on you. I think there are others–maybe loyal to Matt–maybe someone else. I’m not sure you have that choice.”


  “Anything else?” Grace asked, trying to make it sound as if the thought of several distinct armies with an intense interest in her didn’t faze her one bit.


  Captain Flint shook his head. “For the record, I hope you don’t die.”


  Grace opened the door by way of saying good-bye, but Captain Flint didn’t take the hint. He stood there so expectantly that Grace followed him out into the hallway to indulge him for a minute. She didn’t talk. She just waited to hear whatever he had to say.


  “I was really hoping to groom you for captain one day,” Captain Flint told her. “Back when you were on the force.”


  The news startled her. “What?”


  “You cared, which was more than I could say for most. Trouble was you cared too much. I should have helped you more back then; kept you working within the system more so you had a chance to do some real good.”


  “Why are you saying all this now?” Grace asked.


  “You wanted to know why I saved your life back then. That’s why.”


  “Oh.”


  “I know you don’t want to trust anyone and you’re smart for that, but maybe before this is all over you can trust me.”


  He looked so sad, but Grace couldn’t give him much. Not then, anyway. “Maybe.” She turned and walked back inside her apartment, closing the door.


  “Now what?” Sam asked.


  Grace’s mind remained with Captain Flint in the hallway. “I don’t know exactly, but I think it’s time to get more proactive. Perhaps what we need is a goose to chase.”


  Chapter 28


  “We still have the same problem,” Alex pointed out. “If they start fighting one another, we get caught in the middle.”


  “Yeah,” Grace said, “but sitting and waiting for something to happen is not an option, either. It’s at least as likely to get us killed and it’s far less likely anything good will come of it.”


  “Where do we start?” Sam asked.


  Grace started pacing again, but this time with more purpose. She began to interpret Meg’s long absence in a way she hadn’t before. Perhaps Meg had been gone so long because she had found something. Part of Grace wanted to go after the girl, but if Jordan were there, it defeated the point of a wild goose chase.


  “We could go after Mr. Stanton,” Grace said finally. She didn’t trust the man, she didn’t even like him. She believed him capable of murder, whether or not he had actually killed his father. But he was a known quantity and besides, he was her boss. People would expect it.


  Sam smiled and nodded, but Alex frowned. “Are you sure? Maybe you can find someone else to develop a cure, assuming my grandfather will help.”


  “I’m sure. He’s also the one who’s paying me and someone people would expect me to find.”


  She looked up at Alex, studying his reaction. His eyes were dark, pensive, beautiful. She tore her eyes away and spotted Sam, studying her.


  “You’re right,” Alex said, finally. “But there is still a problem with your plan. The people who are following you are all waiting for you to find my grandfather to act. What makes you think finding Matt will encourage them to make a move?”


  Good question, but it didn’t take long for Grace to think of an answer. “Because I’m not going to be the one to find Jordan. You are.”


  “Huh?” Alex said.


  “You’re not coming with us,” Grace told Alex. He started to argue, but she cut him off. “No, listen. You’re his grandson. It makes sense you’d know where he is even better than I would. It even makes sense you wouldn’t have told me in order to protect him.”


  She stopped. It made so much sense she had to wonder if it were really true. Shaking her head, she went on, “You can go somewhere that would convince everyone else you’ve found your grandfather. Somewhere where armies might come together but not hurt very many people.”


  “Like the cabin?” Alex asked.


  Grace shook her head, but didn’t say that she thought Jordan might really be there. “Like...like the graveyard where your grandmother is buried. Nobody goes near that place.”


  Alex got a haunted look in his eyes. “I haven’t been there since my grandmother’s funeral.”


  “Can you think of someplace better?” Grace asked.


  Alex shook his head. “I’d like a private word before you go, though.”


  Grace glanced at Sam, who shrugged. “All right. My room.”


  They headed back to her bedroom for the second time. “Do you trust him?” Alex asked without preamble.


  “Who?”


  “Sam.”


  The intense look he was giving her made her think he was asking the question on many levels. “I want to.”


  “Does that mean you’re still in love with him?”


  “What? No!” The words came out so abruptly she barely had time to think them through. When she did, she wasn’t sure she believed them. She had spent years convincing herself she wasn’t in love with him–wasn’t in love with anyone. There was no such thing as love. Yet, when she had seen Sam again after all those years, her heart still did flip flops and now, looking at Alex... She looked away.


  “You can’t get over someone by convincing yourself never to love again,” Alex told her.


  She wished he wouldn’t make so much sense. “I have to go.”


  * * *


  She wasn’t sure about leaving Lissy alone while they all went on their errands, but Lissy insisted they couldn’t do anything for her anyway and really, she was right. So Grace gave her a pile of nutri-bars and set up a voiceprint ID so Lissy could work the holoset.


  “All right,” Grace said as they made their way out of the apartment building. “Do you know where Medicorp’s escape tunnel goes?”


  Sam hesitated. “What escape tunnel?”


  “You’re still a terrible liar. Besides, it only makes sense. I’m guessing the entrance is in the basement, where Matt’s father was killed. I’m thinking he was on his way out.”


  Sam’s face went a little pink. “All right, I know about it.”


  “Well then, I think we should pick up the trail at the exit. Lead the way.”


  They didn’t head downtown. Instead, they headed to North Kansas City. The tunnel apparently came out in the basement of a boarded up, two-story apartment building swimming in homeless people.


  “I’m surprised the recruiters haven’t swept them up,” Sam muttered as they approached.


  Another flash from above seemed to emphasize his point.


  “They’re not in great shape,” Grace pointed out as they walked up the steps to the front door. Two skinny men blocked their way. They wouldn’t have been able to put up much of a fight–not that you’d know it from their expressions.


  “What do you want?” one of them asked.


  “We’d like to go inside,” Sam said.


  Grace knew instantly that he’d said the wrong thing.


  “This is our house and you don’t live here,” the first speaker said. “Who are you here to see?”


  “We think a friend of ours may have come through here,” Grace said. “We’re hoping to talk to the people who live here and ask if anyone’s seen him.”


  The second man coughed but did not speak.


  “I knew it,” the first speaker said. “They don’t think we’re people at all–just obstacles to get in the way of what they want. Well, this is my house and I will defend it from all you sorry-ass folks who think you can come through any time of the day and night!” He put up his fists as if to fight.


  “Who’s come through?” Grace asked.


  “I ain’t saying.” He put his fists down and turned his back to her.


  Grace looked helplessly at Sam. “You got any nutri-bars?”


  “Half a dozen or so in my pack.” Sam unstrapped it and produced six nutri-bars. The skinny man turned halfway back in obvious interest.


  “Can we take a look for some nutri-bars?” Grace asked.


  The look of longing in his eyes was piteous, but he shook his head. “That ain’t enough for my family. We’ve got fifty living here.”


  “We can get fifty,” Grace looked meaningfully at Sam. “We passed a small grocery two blocks back.”


  “Sure thing,” Sam said. “I’ll be right back.”


  The man watched Sam go, and then turned to Grace. “Most people just try to beat their way in.”


  “It’s your house,” Grace said. It was a shame others didn’t see it that way. These people were probably used to being roughed up, and not just by other people in the same situation looking for shelter from the cold.


  Sam returned fifteen minutes later with a bag full of nutri-bars. He handed them over to the men, who stepped aside so they could pass, shouting over their shoulders, “We got dinner!”


  They had to wade through a sea of people responding to the dinner call to find the stairs to the basement. Then they had to wade through even more bodies to find the panel that hid the tunnel exit.


  “It comes out here,” Sam said, pointing to a bit of wall that looked no different from the rest. “Matt figured nobody would come looking for it here.”


  He had to be right about that. This was exactly the sort of place people pretended not to see.


  “How do we get in?” Grace asked.


  “We don’t,” Sam said. “It’s an escape tunnel. It can only be opened from the inside.”


  “Which means...” Grace took a deep breath and tried to think. “It means that Matt either escaped successfully or was captured by Medicorp personnel on the other side.”


  “No way,” Sam said. “He had bodyguards with him at all times, and they were trained and loyal. He must have escaped.”


  Grace scanned the room, looking for something to guide her. A clue–anything. Then she spotted it–two large, beefy men with vacant, wide-eyed stares, lying dead on the floor, stripped naked by the vultures.


  “Unless he was grabbed on this end.” Grace pointed to the dead men.


  They edged closer, past people feasting on the nutri-bars. A few stared at her with resentment and one challenged her right to be there. “This ain’t your house! Get out!” The woman had her hands on her hips. Dangling from one of her wrists was a silver watch.


  “Where did you get that?” Grace asked, pointing.


  “That’s mine!” she grabbed at it. “I found it fair and square. People keep barging in my house. I know it ain’t pretty but it’s mine.”


  “I know that,” Grace said. “The gentlemen at the door were kind enough to let us come in so we could talk to you.”


  “Gentlemen?” the woman repeated with less certainty. She looked down at her wrist and then at the men. “I didn’t kill them. This watch is mine, fair and square.”


  “I agree,” Grace said. “Who did kill them?”


  “They’re not men!” shouted a woman on the other side of the room. “They’re demons that come straight out of the wall!”


  “Shut up, Lucy!” said the woman with the watch. “Don’t know why we took you in with your damn superstitions.”


  “Who killed them?” Grace asked.


  “Some crazy men shouting, ‘Death to The Establishment,’ or some such nonsense. There was another guy with the dead ones, all fancied up in a suit and tie. Too bad they didn’t kill him instead. I bet he had a ton of good stuff on him.”


  “What did they do with him?” Sam demanded.


  The woman shrugged. “Took him.” She turned and wandered off, clearly done with their conversation.


  “There are lots of groups who would shout that,” Sam said. “It isn’t much to go on.”


  Grace put up a hand to ward off any more questions for a while. Finally, she said, “We know more than that. We know that whoever took him knew to expect him here. It’s not like the people who lived here took him–that would be a crime of opportunity. No, someone barged in here, disrupted these people’s home, and dragged Matt away after killing his bodyguards.”


  Grace turned to Sam. “Who else knows about this tunnel?”


  Sam shrugged. “Too many people, I think. Matt kept talking about digging a new tunnel because he had no idea who his father would have told. He never got around to it, obviously. Matt only told his secretary, his bodyguards, and the six of us on his top research team. He said he wanted us out if there was ever any trouble.”


  “I wonder if Jordan knew,” Grace said. “No one ever mentioned how he got out of Medicorp. They called Mr. Stanton Sr.’s death a result of a break-in, but there was no damage to the front doors, no one forcing themselves past the guards–as if they could.”


  “They don’t stop people going out,” Sam said.


  “That’s true, but didn’t they lock down the building as soon as Mr. Stanton died? There would have been an alarm, right?”


  Sam’s eyes widened in understanding. “Jordan might have known. In which case, this goose chase might not be as wild as you’d hoped.”


  Grace waved him off. “Let’s go see if those two by the door saw which way the kidnappers went.”


  * * *


  After a second round of nutri-bars, they managed to learn “the house crashers with the guns” took Matt due north and then disappeared into the sewers a couple of blocks away.


  “Sewer Rats,” Sam breathed as they began moving north.


  Rebels. Revolutionaries. People called them a lot of things, but in Kansas City, they were Sewer Rats.


  Rumors abounded about the Sewer Rats. Some said they bred real rats for their dinner. Some said they stole away children to raise as their own, like something evil out of a fairy tale. What did seem true was that they stole, plundered, and killed. There didn’t seem to be anything they were above doing if it served their goals.


  “They won’t hesitate to kill us,” Grace said.


  “Do we have any other choice?” Sam asked.


  Grace looked around. She spotted the four men she knew were tailing her since her apartment and another half dozen that she had either missed at the time or who had joined the game since then.


  She shook her head. “We’re going to have to go into the sewers.”


  “Do you think they’ll follow us down there?” Sam asked, lowering his voice to a whisper.


  “If they don’t, they’ll lose us. They may need more men to handle the Sewer Rats, though. It may be our best chance.”


  “That’s just great.”


  Grace ignored him, and they started north without another word.


  The entrance to the sewers was a manhole people tried to skirt, as best they could, with some success. When they noticed two people set on going down there, they gave it an even wider berth.


  “Do you think we’ll get ambushed as soon as we drop down there?” Sam asked.


  Grace patted her new disruptor and shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”


  They pried up the cover and Grace started for the ladder.


  “That’s far enough!” came a deep, deadly voice from somewhere in the crowd around the manhole. She looked up just in time to see half a dozen Sewer Rats had disruptors trained on them.


  Chapter 29


  There was no need for the guns, Grace thought as the armed men pointed them in exactly the direction they had been going anyway. It would have been easier if they’d just waited until they got to the bottom. As it was, the only thing keeping her from using the manhole cover as a shield and taking out each and every one of them was the fact that they had a disruptor trained on Sam’s head. His death might simplify her life, but she would never forgive herself for it.


  The first thing she noticed as she slipped into the sewer was the putrid smells. The city always contained the smells of sweat, blood, body odor, pollution, and a myriad of others she filtered out in her daily business. Down here, though, it smelled like urine, feces, and disease.


  “That’s it, nice and slow,” came a voice from below.


  She dropped off the last rung of the ladder and splashed into something foul that came up past her ankles. From behind her, several people chortled with laughter.


  “Welcome to the River of Shit.” The speaker was a blond woman, her hair cropped so short that upon first sight she could have easily been mistaken for a man. But the voice, high-pitched and full of venom, was distinctly feminine.


  A tall man standing next to the speaker held up an electric lantern that gave off just enough light to show they were standing on a ledge above the slow-moving and aptly named River of Shit.


  “Who are you?” Grace asked.


  “Funny,” the blond woman said, “I was just going to ask you the same question. We don’t get too many visitors.”


  “I can’t imagine why.” Grace stepped onto the ledge opposite the blonde woman and her two cronies.


  The woman chuckled appreciatively. “We like it without visitors. Call me Blondie. My parents died and left me to come up with my own name so that’s the best I got.”


  “I’m Grace.”


  “That’s nice,” Blondie said. “I bet you got bloated rich parents with a name like that.”


  “If I had bloated rich parents, would I have come down here and stepped in a river of shit?”


  “I like you,” Blondie said. “It’s a shame I’ll probably have to kill you, but all the same... Hey! Get that other one down here already!”


  Sam was halfway down. He quickened his pace and landed in the River of Shit, to the added amusement of Blondie and her companions.


  “All right, you two, time to start talking. Who are you? And I don’t mean what are your names.”


  “We’re looking for a friend of ours,” Sam said.


  Graced could have kicked him. She would have if the crap on her shoes hadn’t cemented them to the ground. She shifted left and right until they came free.


  Sam had never been good at thinking on his feet. He preferred spending hours mulling over a problem, and was likely to shove his foot down his throat when put under pressure to come up with something in a moment’s notice.


  “This ain’t the place to come looking for friends,” Blondie said.


  “They could be Establishment,” the man to Blondie’s left said.


  Blondie’s head whipped around. “No one told you to talk, Ray. Shut up!”


  It was too late, though. They told Grace what she needed to know–the only reason they’d think someone from The Establishment would be down here looking for a friend is if they’d taken Matt Stanton.


  “All right, you two, enough talking. It’s time to march.” Blondie waved her disruptor in emphasis.


  Grace started in the direction indicated, but Blondie told her to stop.


  “You two can walk through the river,” Blondie told them, a sinister smile curling her lips.


  Grace’s hand itched to go to her sidearm, which they hadn’t taken yet, but she didn’t want to draw attention to this fact while three people had their weapons out and ready to fire in a half a second.


  “If you think you can draw fast enough to get to your weapon before I fry your brain, feel free,” Blondie said. “We don’t check weapons down here. It’s not very sportsmanlike, now is it?”


  She was crazy. Not that Grace was going to argue with her logic; she’d take her advantage, but the woman was crazy.


  As Grace trudged through the River of Shit, she tried to keep her mind off the sludge and disease seeping into her clothes and probably her bloodstream. She tried not to think about the things swimming in the muck and the things that moved through it and bumped against her legs.


  Instead, she tried to decide if she’d rather be unarmed and with a sane captor or armed with a crazy one. Blondie could decide to shoot her dead at any moment. She was a loose cannon. Ethan Lacklin, on the other hand, had at least been somewhat predictable. She knew he wouldn’t kill her until after she broke–if he could arrange it.


  She’d escaped from Ethan. Only time would tell how she’d do with Blondie. A part of her wasn’t even sure Blondie was her biggest problem. Those people who had been following her would not just let her disappear into a sewer. She imagined them falling into the river as they began their chase.


  Grace tried to count turns as they made their way through the sewage. She began to fill in a mental map, but her mental map was going in circles. Perhaps Blondie was doing that on purpose to try to trip them up if they escaped.


  Finally, they turned out of the sewage and into a completely dry corridor that seemed to take them under the rail. Every so often the rumble of a high-speed train raced overhead. The walls shook and debris flew in their faces, making Grace wonder how stable this all was.


  They didn’t actually meet any people until they reached a large, cavernous room at the end of that dry tunnel. Here, they found swarms of people, most of whom ignored their existence. Here and there, fires burned to provide heat. Overhead lights took care of the illumination, but made Grace wonder where and how these people slept.


  As they made their way through the crowd, Grace toyed with the idea of using one of them as a shield while she got a few shots off, but then she began to notice that everyone down here was packing a weapon–even a small boy no older than five. Unlike the vagrants above, these people looked fed, if not overfed, and they clearly had some money left over if they used it on weapons.


  Rebels. In one hundred and thirty years, Grace had never spent much time thinking about them unless she paid attention to a report about an attack or a bombing. She had always thought of them as basically vagrants, just meaner, but now she saw she had been entirely mistaken.


  These people were not the pitiful wretches of humanity, huddled together for warmth, ready to spring on the first dead man they saw to steal his scraggly coat. These people were laughing, talking, joking, cooking, and eating. They warmed themselves by the fire, had mock fights with one another, and gave way when they saw Blondie approach. They deferred to her and respected her, which wasn’t too dissimilar from the way gang leaders would claim sections of town, but the looks in these people’s eyes were of respect rather than fear. Some of them even shouted warm greetings to her. Two of the children ran up to her and tried to wrap themselves around her legs.


  “Not now!” Blondie ordered, though not unkindly, and the two scurried off.


  As they reached the other side of the large gathering room, Grace noticed a series of tunnels leading out. Those tunnels were lined with doorways and people kept darting in and out of them. Bedrooms? It was hard to know for sure.


  They approached one of these tunnels, the only one protected by guards.


  “More?” one of them asked.


  “They came looking for a friend,” Blondie said. “I thought we should reunite them.”


  The guard smiled and stepped aside. Blondie marched them into a tunnel lined, not with doors, but with barred cells. There were people in a few of them, people Grace thought might even be rebels themselves. Was it possible they had some kind of system of law and order down here?


  Matt was ten cells down, looking much the worse for wear. His suit was torn, and he, too, seemed to have taken the walk through the muck. He had taken off his shoes and torn the bottom part of his pants, ostensibly in an attempt to get the crap off him. The shoes and rags were tossed unceremoniously in a heap in the corner.


  His eyes widened when he saw them, giving him the look of a caged animal, which, Grace supposed, he was.


  He looked like she had felt when Ethan had trapped her in a cell beneath the Coopersfield Plantation. She didn’t feel that way now, though. Perhaps she had developed too strong a sense of resignation she might die, or perhaps so many days of fearing death had numbed her, but the only thing she feared now was the wrong people getting their hands on Jordan and the aging technology.


  Which meant she needed to get Blondie talking so she could figure out exactly what kind of predicament they were in.


  “How much are you selling him for?” Grace asked, as though only mildly interested. The mildness wasn’t a stretch.


  “Who said we’re selling him?” Blondie asked.


  “Why else would you have him here?” Grace asked.


  “Decoration?” Blondie suggested. “He’s just so handsome.”


  “You went to a lot of trouble to get him,” Grace said. “You must have paid handsomely to find out where that tunnel came out.”


  Blondie broke into fits of laughter. The two men by her side also chuckled, but did not reach the mad heights Blondie did. Grace took a step back involuntarily, as Blondie continued to laugh so hard she clutched at her side.


  “We live underground, or didn’t you notice?” Blondie moved her hands in a circle to indicate the earth above them. “We know where all the tunnels are!”


  As Blondie kept laughing, Grace glanced over her shoulder at Sam, who just shrugged. His hand flexed over his disruptor, but she noticed he didn’t draw it either. Perhaps he was thinking the same thing she was–they might be able to take down these three while they were too busy laughing, but there was a whole crowd of people out there with weapons.


  Blondie wiped a tear from her eye and stood up straight. “We don’t got no civilization like you rich folks upstairs.” Her voice was mocking, exaggerating her poor grammar. “But we gots the tele and the police frequencies!” She smiled and resumed her normal tone. “The news has been saying for weeks that he killed his rich daddy and today the police scanners said they were going to Medicorp to arrest him. So, we sat tight at the end of the tunnel.”


  Grace didn’t know what to say to that. If she ever got out of this, she’d never underestimate a Sewer Rat again.


  “Ray!” Blondie shouted over her shoulder. “How much do you suppose rich daddy killers are worth on today’s market?”


  Ray smiled. “I think we’ll have fun finding out.”


  “I ag–” The smile fell instantly from Blondie’s face as the ground beneath them shook. Grace stumbled backwards. Sam caught her before she could fall and for a moment, she leaned into him. Then she came to her senses and pushed him away.


  Then from outside, people started screaming.


  Blondie adjusted her ear piece and turned to say something into the receiver. Whatever they told her must have disturbed her, because she took off running, “Ray, get them in there and then come with me!”



  Chapter 30


  “Was that an explosion?” Sam asked when they were safely locked in the cell with Matt.


  “Maybe,” Grace said. “Maybe our tails didn’t want to come in after us and hoped they could convince us to come back up instead.”


  “They could have killed us,” Sam said.


  Grace shook her head. “We’re too far down these tunnels for that. An explosion big enough to get us here would take out half the city’s infrastructure. No, if they want to flush us out, they’ll use a series of smaller explosions.”


  As if in emphasis, the ground beneath them shook again.


  “I wonder where the nearest manhole cover is,” Sam said.


  “Not too close, I suspect.” Grace looked back at Matt, who hadn’t said a word since they’d been thrown in with him. “You okay?”


  Matt gave her a scathing look. “Do I look okay?”


  “I’ve looked worse in the last few days,” Grace said.


  Matt sighed heavily. “Well, my whole world has fallen apart around me. The police came to arrest me.” He continued to glare at her. “Where do you suppose they got evidence to support their claims that I killed my father?”


  That explained his sullenness. He believed she had turned him in. “Do you think if I had told them anything, I’d have come down a shit hole after you?”


  “Maybe. If they promised to take you off the blacklist in exchange for finding me and turning me in.”


  Sam cleared his throat. “Matt, I’ve been with her since she left your office. She didn’t tell the cops anything.”


  That wasn’t entirely true. He hadn’t been a part of a couple of private conversations, including one with Captain Flint, but she appreciated the vote of confidence.


  “Are you suggesting you came down here to rescue me?” There was definitely a note of skepticism in Matt’s voice.


  “I thought there might be a nice bonus involved in saving the boss’s life,” Grace said. She meant to come across lightly, but Matt took her seriously.


  “Grace, if you actually find a way to get me out of this alive, I’d marry you.”


  Grace snorted, but halfway through she realized how serious he was. “How about you just give me half your fortune and save us the trouble of a divorce?”


  “How about you convince me there’s some way out of this before we get caught up in negotiations?” Matt spread his arms wide. “We’re in a cell with armed rebels outside–and they’re not all that sane. If you can get us past them and out of the sewers, then there’s still the matter of The Establishment that wants to arrest me and execute me for murder. I imagine they’ve been following you and will find you quickly.”


  All true. “Give me a minute to think.”


  To their credit, Matt and Sam stayed very quiet while she mulled things over. The immediate problem, getting out of the sewers, wasn’t her biggest concern. She had a feeling that for Matt, at least, delivering him alive would get the Rats more money. The bigger problem was The Establishment’s bloodlust.


  Had he killed his father? If he hadn’t, and if she could prove it, then she might be able to wriggle him out with truth. It was a long shot, given that The Establishment had already made up their minds, but she wanted to know. She wanted to know what kind of man he was and whether she should hand Jordan over to him.


  “Convince me you didn’t kill your father,” Grace said.


  “What does that have to do with anything?” Matt asked. “The Establishment won’t care.”


  “I care.”


  Matt shot a fleeting glance at Sam, who looked between them in interest but did not interrupt.


  “I-I don’t have any proof,” Matt said. “I did steal the holosuit. I did give it to Jordan to help him escape. He did use it to kill my father on the way out of the building. He even–” Matt paused and tried again. “In his last few diary entries, he even suggests that I gave him signals that I wanted it done. In his mind, I did order him to do it. I think he was rationalizing. He’s not really the killing type.”


  “So that’s your hurry to get him before anyone else does,” Grace said. “He’d give evidence against you.”


  “That’s part of my hurry, yes.”


  “You’re not really convincing me,” Grace said. That wasn’t entirely true. A small part of her wanted to believe in the sincerity she heard in his voice.


  “I told you I don’t have any proof,” Matt said. “It’s all down to my word. That and the idiocy of having Jordan, of all people, kill my father. I could have hired a real hit man or better yet, made it look like an accident. But have Jordan do it and then let him walk out of the building with a holosuit?”


  He had a good point. She decided to stop grilling the part of her that wanted to believe him and instead grilled the part that didn’t. Why didn’t she want to believe him? Because of her innate distrust of rich people? Because he’d sent her off on a mission without all the information–information which would have implicated him in the murder of his father?


  “As I said,” Matt said through her haze of questions, “it doesn’t matter of I’m guilty or not. The result is the same either way–except perhaps if there really is a God and an afterlife.”


  “What we need right now is a crucible,” Grace said, thinking out loud. “It’s time for everyone involved in this to come together and for the truth to come out. We may not survive it, but what’s life without some risk?”


  Matt eyed her warily. “What do you have in mind?”


  “It’s a novel idea, really. I’m going to tell the truth.”


  Chapter 31


  It was at least two hours before Blondie returned to their cell. During that time, Grace became more determined that telling the whole truth was their best hope of survival. After all, everyone else knew the truth, why not a few more? Why not a few Rats with the means and will to fight?


  “I hear you got something to say to me,” Blondie said. She looked tired. She didn’t hold herself upright as much as before. “I got lots of problems here. People keep dropping bombs in. Maybe you know something about it?”


  “Yeah,” Grace said. “I do. I’ll tell you all about it if you let us out of here.”


  Blondie shook her head. “I might let you two out, but he’s worth a lot of money to the cause. Tell me what you got to say, and I’ll decide if it’s worth letting you go.”


  “Fine, then. I’ll tell you why they want him.” Grace took a deep breath and glanced back at Sam and Matt. Sam looked resigned. Matt stared stonily at the wall.


  “There’s a guy I was hired to find called Jordan Lacklin. He’s the one everyone’s really after.”


  “What’s so special about him?” Blondie asked.


  “He released a virus about four hundred years ago,” Grace said. “A virus that created a change...The Change. You may have heard about it.”


  Blondie turned fully toward Grace, her interest clearly piqued. “How do you know it was him?”


  “Trust me, I know. Medicorp had him locked up until a month ago, but he got out. Now everyone wants a piece of him for their own reasons.”


  “The guy who fucked up the world, huh?” Blondie said. “Interesting.”


  “Some people want it put back the way it was,” Grace said. “Some people don’t. There’s going to be a bit of a war about it, I imagine.”


  “I imagine so,” Blondie said. “Wondering which side I’m on?”


  A little bit, but Grace didn’t say so.


  “My own,” Blondie said. “I don’t have time to solve someone else’s ethics and philosophy problem. We just survive down here the best we can. That’s what we are–survivors–and we’ll make it whatever happens.”


  Did that mean they weren’t interested?


  “On the other hand, if we find him first, that could give us a lot of power.” Blondie turned away for a moment, considering. “Better than any money we’ve ever got our hands on. Something like that could really put us on top.”


  “Definitely,” Grace agreed.


  “I suppose you know where he is?” Blondie asked.


  “I think so,” Grace said. Her mind flew to Alex and the graveyard. She hoped he had everyone ready for her because ready or not, here she came.


  “Where?” Blondie asked.


  “If I tell you, then you’ll go without me. I don’t want to stay here. We all go with you, show you the place, and then leave.”


  Blondie considered for a moment.


  “You know we’ll kill you if you’re wrong.”


  Grace nodded solemnly, but didn’t let her true feelings show. Death threats didn’t mean anything to her anymore after everything she’d been through.


  “I’ll get my people together,” Blondie said.


  * * *


  Her people turned out to be just about everyone who lived down there over the age of fifteen.


  “You’re taking everyone?” Grace asked.


  “If you’re right, we may have to fight for this prize,” Blondie said. “So yeah, we’re taking as many as we can. Now, which direction?”


  “West,” Grace said, “in Old Overland Park.”


  “West!” Blondie shouted, not quite loudly enough for everyone to hear, but loudly enough that the message began to filter backwards.


  Blondie assigned personal guards to each of her prisoners. She kept Grace close by her side at the front of the mob and had the others march in the middle or in back. She seemed to want them to stay separated, which was smart. It would be harder for them to make a break for it once they reached the cemetery.


  Grace still had every intention of making it work–somehow. She just had to hope the others would be smart enough to come to the same conclusion and make their own breaks. She thought Sam would. Matt was another story–half-calculating, half-coward, she didn’t know what to expect from him.


  Blondie led them through tunnel after tunnel, twisting and turning through corridors that dipped beneath the rail and then popped up again on the other side. The swell of the rebels behind them seemed to push them along, but Blondie led the way.


  “This is about a twenty mile walk,” Grace said. “How are we going to–”


  “We’re here,” Blondie said. They had just come upon an abandoned subway train that still seemed to be in working condition, although the thing should have been decommissioned three hundred years ago. It wasn’t one of the fast, modern light-rail trains that connected the city and outer areas. This one wouldn’t go any faster than one hundred and fifty miles per hour. Blondie gestured at it with a wide grin on her face. “Your chariot.”


  They stepped into the front train while one of the rebels slipped ahead of them into the driver’s compartment. A loud stampede told her the rest of the Rats were cramming themselves into the other cars as quickly and haphazardly as they could.


  Blondie gave them five minutes. When the stampeding died down, she motioned at the driver, who started the train.


  It wasn’t just slower, it was also bumpier. The driver didn’t seem to want to push it to go too fast–they couldn’t have been going more than sixty miles per hour. Twenty minutes later, they climbed out and made their way down different tunnels–older tunnels–underneath Overland Park.


  With more direction from Grace, they made their way to a manhole cover within half a mile of the cemetery. Now she had nothing left but hope–hope that Alex was there and he had drawn substantial forces to that location.


  * * *


  Grace started heading north. They were only a few blocks from the graveyard where they would have this out. Graveyards were known as places of death–everyone knew that. Walking among the dead was akin to asking to join them. Their spirits still dwelt there, where their decayed corpses lay in well-preserved slumber.


  As they approached the outer wall of the graveyard, Blondie shuddered. “Is there another way we could go?” she asked.


  Grace smiled and shook her head. “Oh no, this is the only way.”

  The crowd behind them had slipped back and the swell of the Rats no longer seemed as suffocating. Up the way, the man handing out religious flyers stared at the approaching horde with wide eyes. He did not even ask them to repent as the head of the group wandered by. Instead, he gathered up his flyers and fled across the street in the opposite direction.


  The Establishment must already be here, Grace decided. That’s why he ran.


  The wrought-iron gates of the cemetery approached. They were wide open–an age-old chain lock hung uselessly from its hinges–but there was no need for chains to keep people out of this place.


  “We’re not going in there,” Blondie said.


  “That’s where Jordan Lacklin is,” Grace said.


  “He’s dead?” She grabbed Grace by the shoulder and spun her around. “You lying bitch!”


  “He’s not dead. He lives there. He wanted to be with his wife, who’s buried there.” Grace was making this up as she went, but it sounded good.


  “No one lives in a cemetery!”


  “Are you afraid?” Grace asked.


  Those seemed to be the magic words. Blondie spun Grace back around. “You go first.”


  She entered the iron maw of the cemetery, wondering where The Establishment forces were, wondering where Alex and Meg were and how they were doing, and wondering what that man who lived in the cemetery would make of all this. He had come here for peace, and yet, here they were, trespassing on his morbid sanctuary.


  “Who’s there?” Blondie demanded.


  It took Grace a moment to spot what Blondie had seen. Blondie must have incredibly sharp eyes, she thought. But there in the distance, she saw it–a figure barely visible in the moonlight. No–two…three…four…


  She lost count, but now was not the time for math. Now was the time to…duck!


  She threw herself behind a large headstone with a childlike angel’s face carved intricately in sleek white marble. An instant later, the marble face disintegrated into nothingness as the blast of a disruptor shattered its artful visage.


  A few feet away, several of the Sewer Rats began to fall victim to the onslaught of disruptor fire. A woman fell to the ground, writhing and clutching the stump of an arm that had disintegrated nearly to the shoulder. The woman caught Grace’s eye and moaned, but didn’t ask for help. Good thing, because Grace stood frozen in time, her body in the present but her mind in the past.


  There were six of them...no, more. They fired their weapons, bursts of deadly red, aiming to kill. Grace fired again and again until suddenly, her hand disappeared from under her weapon. A strangled yell escaped her throat, already sore from screaming through Ethan’s torture. Her hand! Her hand! She couldn’t fight without her hand.


  Grace clutched her hand as disruptor fire continued to slice through the air around her. Everywhere she looked, bodies writhed on the ground.


  Suddenly, the gravestone that had been her shield disintegrated, and Grace snapped back to the present. She had no shield and no hope unless she–Move! She darted behind the next headstone, a much smaller one that wouldn’t survive one hit.


  Focus. Time to figure out where she was and what she needed to do next. At the moment, she was still surrounded by Sewer Rats, but they didn’t pay her any attention. They had all either died or hidden behind the larger headstones, which were disappearing around them.


  Meanwhile, the combatants firing at them were entrenched in and around several large buildings. They had obviously had more time to prepare, but they weren’t just firing at the Rats–there were at least two groups firing at each other. How they could tell friend from foe escaped Grace, but it wasn’t her problem. They were all her foes right now.


  One thing was certain–she needed better shelter than this pathetic headstone.


  She scanned the area around her, looking for an out. Then she spotted it–just over the next rise–a mausoleum.


  Briefly, she entertained the notion of heading for the exit, but a quick glance in that direction told her the fighting near the iron gate was more intense than anywhere else. Certain death awaited her there. She wondered how Sam and Matt were holding out.


  Holding her breath, she counted one…two…go! She ran full-out to the next statue, already occupied by one of the Rats who gave her a startled look as she slid in behind him.


  “You!” he said.


  “Me.”


  “You led us into a trap.”


  “I led you to Jordan Lacklin. I assumed you knew there’d be other interested parties.”


  “Won’t be anything alive in this place for long,” he muttered. “We’re all going to join the dead here.”


  Privately, she agreed with him, but she was not yet ready to give up. She counted to three again and then took off for the next headstone, with was thankfully unoccupied.


  All around her, there were disruptors blaring and pieces of statue flying. Grace had no idea how many soldiers the others had lost, but she spotted dozens of dead Rats all around her.


  How many did that leave? How many had come on the train? They had squeezed on, body pressing against body, packed onto the trains so that she could taste the sweat of the putrid bodies pressed into her.


  How many others had come to fight? How many had made it through the city walls? Or were some of these Kansas City locals?


  Grace was about to dart to the next statue when she felt someone drop down beside her. Without thinking, she whirled around and grabbed him around the throat. She was moments away from snapping his neck when she recognized Sam wheezing beneath her grasp.


  “It’s me!” he gasped.


  “Sorry.” She let go, relief washing over her that Sam remained alive. She fought back the urge to kiss him. “Where’s Matt?”


  “We got separated on the train,” Sam said. “Why the hell’d you bring us here?”


  She did not offer an explanation. “I’m headed to the mausoleum over the hill. Follow closely behind me if you want to live.”


  The next two statues in line had been destroyed by disruptor blasts. They would have to run quite a distance to get to the next bit of cover, but they had to move fast. Most of the big headstones in this area had already been destroyed, and the one they were hiding behind shattered around them just as they made a break for the cover of the next statue.


  “Ahh!” Sam cried out when they were halfway to cover.


  Grace ignored him and continued running. Only when she was safely seated behind the tall cross did she turn back to see Sam flailing around in the open, one arm missing from the elbow down.


  Her mind tried to slip back in time again, but she yanked it back–hard.


  “Get over here, you fool!” Grace hissed. Another disruptor blast barely missed his head, and he seemed to get the idea. He ran full-out and dove behind Grace just as the cross lost one of its limbs.


  “My arm!” Sam moaned. It was a burnt, blackened stump, but it wasn’t their biggest problem.


  “You’ll lose more than that if you don’t stay calm. We can fix the arm–if you live. Trust me, I know about this.”


  Sam didn’t seem to be listening. He clutched the stump of his arm and continued moaning.


  She was back in the sub-basement of Coopersfield Plantation again. The men advanced on her...


  Shake it off. “Let’s go!” Grace said. She did not wait to see if he followed her as she ran behind a tall headstone and then immediately darted behind another, and another. She did not stop or look back. She could see the mausoleum clearly now, and the fighting near there seemed less intense. With luck, she would be the first one inside and barricade herself in–picking off soldiers one at a time if they dared approach.


  When she had a clear view of the entrance, however, her heart skipped a beat. There, lit by the red fire of the disruptors’ lasers and the bright moon, she saw Meg, leaning flat against the wall of the stone tomb. Occasionally she thrust her weapon through the entrance and fired into the bowels of the tomb before flattening herself back against the wall.


  Meg! Grace’s heart leaped at the sight of the girl but a moment later deflated–the girl was in mortal danger and Grace had done that. She briefly wondered how the girl had even gotten here, but had no time to think about it and less time to ask.


  “What...now?” Sam panted.


  Grace hesitated. She had no idea, but as she sat there, caught up in indecision, their cover disintegrated around them by yet another blast of a disruptor. “Run!” she shouted.


  She didn’t pause for breath or to consider whether Sam had listened–she had one goal in mind and she had to get there. Meg spotted her as she approached and aimed a disruptor at her, but then she lowered it in recognition. Instead, she aimed to Grace’s right and fired at someone else–someone who had almost gotten a clean shot at Grace.


  Grace reached the relative shelter of the mausoleum’s stone wall and gasped for breath. She had never run so quickly. She could scarcely believe she had made it, and had to pat herself to make sure all her parts were still intact.


  Alex came around the corner then, two disruptors in his hands. “I got us some charged disruptors…Grace!”


  She didn’t have time for a reunion. Quickly, she whirled around, searching for Sam. She spotted him mere feet from the mausoleum, hopping towards her on one foot. The other had been blown off.


  The fear and pain in his eyes were intense and for a moment Grace considered going to him and trying to help him, but only for a moment. The fighting still raged all around them and aiding Sam was more likely to kill them both than save him.


  “Sam!” she cried. For a moment, she had a picture of her life without Sam–really without him. He had been absent for decades and yet she’d always known he was out there. She could always have found him, and recently he had alluded to the possibility they could have had more. Now, after days of trying not to think of him at all, she suddenly felt frightened by the prospect of a world without him.


  To Grace’s surprise, Alex was the one to act. Setting aside the mutual enmity the two men felt for one another, Alex risked his life to run to Sam’s side, pick him up off the ground, and carry him back to the mausoleum.


  Sam seemed to be having trouble talking as he slid down the stone wall to the ground. “Why?” he managed.


  Alex did not have time to answer because at that moment, a disruptor blast came from the heart of the mausoleum.


  “It’s occupied,” Meg explained unnecessarily. “We think only one guy’s in there–the caretaker–but we can’t convince him to let us join him there.”


  Another disruptor blast nearly missed Meg. Grace whirled, spotted a Sewer Rat, and shot him before he had a chance to get off another blast.


  “We have to get inside,” Grace said. “We can’t defend ourselves out here.”


  “He’s hiding behind a sarcophagus,” Alex said. He threw himself around the corner and fired another shot inside. An instant later, an echoing blast came from within.


  “I’ll do it,” Sam gasped.


  “You stay there,” Grace said, “you’re in no shape to—”


  “Shoot me,” Sam managed. It was clear what he meant–she would have to shoot him to stop him. Already, he was using his one leg and one arm to crawl into the open mouth of the tomb.


  “What are you waiting for?” Grace asked. “Give him some cover fire!”


  They took it in turns to fire into the entrance, aiming high so they would not hit Sam. The echoing disruptor blasts told them whoever was inside was still looking too high, expecting someone to walk in.


  Finally, Grace heard a strangled cry from inside and the sound of disruptors discharging. She fired another shot into the interior of the tomb but there was no answering shot. She took that as her cue and rushed inside, her weapon ready before her.


  Two figures struggled inside the tomb–Sam, missing an arm and a leg, and the caretaker, who was wheezing and out of breath. Grace spotted two disruptors lying on the floor a few feet from the fight and she scooped them up.


  “Break it up!” Grace told them.


  The caretaker faltered as he glanced at her. Sam gave him one last shove in the chest and then pulled away, clenching a small metal object in his fist.


  Suddenly, the caretaker not only looked out of shape, but also incredibly old. Grace stared from the metal object to the caretaker, but comprehension was slow in coming. It couldn’t be Jordan. What would he be doing in a graveyard? She couldn’t have led all those soldiers right to him.


  It was a while before anyone broke the silence, and when Alex finally did, his single, whispered word sounded like a cannon. “Granddad.”


  Chapter 32


  Jordan Lacklin backed into a corner while Sam collapsed into a heap on the floor. “We found him,” he breathed. “Now we just need to find Matt.” But he didn’t lift his wrist to make the call. Instead, he closed his eyes.


  For a terrifying moment, Grace thought he was dead, but when she grabbed his wrist to check his pulse, she breathed a sigh of relief. He was unconscious, which was probably for the best at the moment.


  “Is this the guy you were looking for?” Meg asked. “I looked in that cabin but he wasn’t there; only some guy wearing black that I think was waiting for him in case he showed. I convinced him I was just lost so he didn’t think I knew anything.”


  “Ethan must think I’m pretty stupid,” Jordan said.


  “You talked to Uncle Ethan?” Alex asked.


  Jordan shrugged. “He did most of the talking. He never did know how to listen. Thinks he knows everything.”


  Grace smiled. That seemed like an apt description of the man she’d met.


  “I wish you’d called me,” Alex said. “I would have helped you. I’d have found you a better place to live.”


  “Better than with my Margaret?” Jordan shook his head. He stooped over Sam’s unconscious form and took back the holographic suit. He placed it on his chest, but it fell to the floor with a clatter. “Damn, he broke it.”


  Suddenly, a disruptor blast came in through the entrance. Everyone ducked, and Grace yelled at Meg, “Cover the entrance!”


  Meg and Alex sprinted for opposite sides of the entranceway and took turns firing into the twilit graveyard.


  “Have you come to take me back to prison?” Jordan asked.


  As distracted as she was by the fighting, it was a moment before Grace realized that Jordan was addressing her. “What?”


  “Matt Stanton hired you to look for me. I know you didn’t come here the other day looking for family history.”


  Grace remembered her cover story and her face turned slightly pink. “Matt wants to save the world. What do you want to do?”


  “Matt’s a liar. He doesn’t want to save the world; he wants everyone to die again.” Jordan studied the metal object and after a while, he smiled. “I can fix it. I just need some tools.”


  “The fighting has moved away,” Alex said, though he did not holster his weapon.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Jordan said. “I might have had a chance before that idiot broke my suit, but somebody’ll take me now.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” Alex said. “You used to say there was always hope until you’re d–” Alex broke off and looked out into the graveyard.


  “Finish it,” Jordan ordered.


  “Dead.” Alex didn’t look at him.


  “That’s right.” Jordan glanced down at Sam’s prone form. “He doesn’t look good.”


  “He’ll be fine when we get him back to Medicorp.” She wasn’t as certain as she wished she were. Sam was missing his right arm below the elbow and his left leg below the knee. The leg wound was bleeding–not badly; it was partially cauterized, but bad enough that they couldn’t sit here in the middle of a war zone for hours on end and pretend he’d be okay.


  Grace unfastened her thermal coat and tore some material from the bottom of her shirt, which she fastened in a hasty field dressing around Sam’s leg.


  “That won’t keep long,” Jordan told her.


  The man was beginning to get on her nerves. She hadn’t realized how angry she was at him for playing God until that very moment and something seemed to snap inside of her. She rounded on him, letting her venom fly. “How dare you? How dare you do this to me? Did you know he was my lover for fifty years? Fifty years! You got your wife for that long, but you two had forever and what did I get? Forever to regret ever falling in love! You’ve got some idealized picture of your wife in your mind you’ve been carrying around for centuries, but do you really think you two would still be together after so long if she’d lived?”


  “Yes.”


  Grace blinked. Then she scowled. “What do you know?”


  “Do you want to die?” Jordan asked.


  Grace didn’t answer. She didn’t know how.


  “Neither do I,” Jordan said. “Even after all this time. Even after losing my wife. That’s why I won’t go with you.”


  “What are you talking about? Matt needs you to help undo all of this.”


  “You must be really gullible.” Jordan bent down over Sam’s unconscious form and studied the field dressing. After a moment, he opened Sam’s coat, tore off the right sleeve, which he was only half using anyway, and replaced the dressing with his own. It was good. It would hold much longer than Grace’s would have.


  “It still won’t hold for long,” Jordan said.


  “Thanks.” It was a grudging apology. “I’m still mad at you.”


  “Of course.”


  “What makes you think I’m gullible?”


  “You think you’re on some high and mighty mission to save the world, don’t you?” Jordan asked.


  Grace glanced at Alex, who still had his eyes fixed on the cemetery. He didn’t seem to want to look at his grandfather.


  “What if I do?” Grace asked.


  “Then you’re gullible. Even if you think the world should be put back the way it was; even if you think that’s saving it, that’s not what you’ve been hired to do. Matt doesn’t need me to reverse The Change. He’s got all my notes and he knows I wouldn’t help him anyway.”


  Alex finally turned to look at them. He gave Grace a look that told her he understood something she didn’t. She closed her eyes and went back through their conversation again. Then she thought about the conversations she’d had with Matt Stanton. Finally, she understood. “He did kill his father, and you’re the only proof.”


  Jordan lowered his eyes. “Oh sweet Margaret, what have I done?”


  Alex’s voice was so low they barely heard it. “You killed him.”


  “But Matt asked you to,” Grace finished.


  Jordan didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to.


  “In four hundred years, if man had wanted to learn the secrets of aging, we would have.” Grace had said it almost the same way to Matt back in their first meeting. It was true–they didn’t need Jordan; they just needed someone willing to do the research. Someone like Sam, funded by someone like Matt. Yet, she’d let herself believe that this time she really could do something to help.


  “He had me fooled, too,” Alex said. “I thought the worst he wanted was to put Granddad back in prison.”


  “You never met him face to face, though,” Grace said. “It was my judgment call.”


  “And if you’d failed to take his offer?” Alex asked.


  “He would have hunted me down and killed me within twenty-four hours,” Grace admitted. “My only real choice was not to have taken the meeting in the first place.”


  She walked to the entrance and looked out. “Fighting has died down. That can’t be a good sign.”


  “Probably not,” Alex agreed. “The shield attacks stopped some time ago too.”


  Grace hadn’t noticed but then again, she had gone straight from the sewers to this cemetery. “Do you think Edgers is in the city?”


  “I’m sure of it,” Alex told her. “It’s only a matter of time before the city falls. Most of the troops came off the streets and are just looking for something to eat anyway. They won’t fight, especially not if Edgers’s men offer them food.”


  “That’s all it takes?” Grace asked.


  “That’s what he did in Chicago.” Alex smiled. “I guess that didn’t make your local news, though. I heard it from Mr. Cooper before he died.”


  “All too easy,” Grace mumbled.


  “Of course not. There will be plenty of people left standing to fight. This won’t be a safe city for a while.”


  Sam groaned. Grace knelt by his side. “Lie still, you’re bleeding.”


  “Need to get out.” Sam’s voice was barely a whisper.


  “I know, we’re working on that.”


  “We can’t hand Granddad over to Matt,” Alex said.


  “Matt may not even be a player anymore,” Grace said. “Last time we saw him, the Sewer Rats had him.”


  “Need to save Matt,” Sam said.


  Grace shook her head. She didn’t want to go back through this conversation with Sam. “Try not to talk. Matt’s not who he said he was. He killed his father.”


  “Sort of,” Alex muttered.


  Jordan looked away. “Four hundred years. You have no idea. And he didn’t tell me my Margaret died. Not until after...”


  “We should get Jordan out of the city,” Grace said. “I don’t know what Edger’s game is but I don’t want to find out. We may all have to go. Our lives could be in danger here.”


  “I agree,” Alex said. “Granddad, we’ll get you out of here.”


  Jordan didn’t reply.


  “The wall isn’t far from here,” Meg commented. She fired a couple of shots into the night. “It’s just behind the mausoleum.”


  “It’ll be tough to climb a stone wall,” Grace said.


  “Disruptors will cut a hole through it,” Meg said.


  For some reason, the thought of defacing the cemetery like that bothered her, but it was the only plan that had a reasonable chance of getting them out of there alive–especially carrying Sam.


  “How does it look out there?” Alex asked.


  “Looks like a graveyard,” Meg replied, soberly.


  They spent a moment in silence, whether in fear or respect for the dead, Grace wasn’t sure. She thought of all the people out there who had lost their lives and for what? She thought she’d been on a mission to save the world when instead she’d been on a mission to save some rich man from the consequences of his actions. Did that make her arrogant or foolish?


  Sam coughed several times. “Need to save Matt.”


  “I told you,” Grace said. “This isn’t what he said it was about. He’s got everything he needs to put the world back the way it was, if that’s what he’s after.”


  “Need Jordan,” Sam insisted. “Or they’ll kill Matt.”


  For a moment, Grace thought someone had swung a hatchet into her heart. Sam had known all along. He knew what this was about and he didn’t tell her. She backed away from him, her body numb with shock and disbelief.


  She turned, and Alex was there, accepting her in his strong, bloodied arms.


  “It’s time to get out of here.” Alex lifted Sam in his arms. “You and Meg will have to provide cover.”


  Chapter 33


  They didn’t give Jordan a weapon. Grace didn’t trust him enough, and he didn’t always come across as entirely stable. Most of the time he was lucid, but then he would randomly fall into a conversation with his dead wife.


  “Good-bye, Margaret,” Jordan said as they prepared to leave the mausoleum.


  “Is he okay?” Meg whispered to Grace.


  “Hard to say,” Grace admitted. “He’s a little obsessed with his dead wife.”


  “Sam, I mean,” Meg said.


  “Oh.” Grace’s face turned scarlet, and she glanced at Sam, barely conscious in Alex’s arms. For the first time ever, he looked disgusting to her.


  “Listen,” Meg said. “I was thinking. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad not to be on the farm. I was only there for a few weeks anyway and they took care of me but...” Meg took a deep breath. “I just don’t really know what to do out here.”


  “Neither do I half the time.” Grace gave her a tiny smile, the first time she’d felt like smiling in a long time. “But you’ve got me.” She held her breath, thinking of her mom and her sister and how they chose to be there for her sometimes and not at other times. When was the last time she had spoken to Charity? Before her most recent boyfriend, probably. She had a sense Meg wouldn’t be like that, though. Maybe that was why she had so completely disregarded the girl’s feelings and taken her out of the farm.


  “You may have to leave the city,” Meg said. “If you don’t turn over Jordan, will that guy who hired you kill you?”


  “Only if he finds out I found Jordan.” Which he would, as soon as Sam regained consciousness and told him.


  “He’ll bring us all down,” Meg said, glancing at Sam. “That’s why Jane would have turned him out.”


  “What about you?” Grace asked. “What would you do?”


  “I wasn’t in Jane’s clan.”


  “Neither was I.” Grace readied her weapon and took a deep breath. “I think it’s time to make a run for it now.”


  “I’m ready when you are,” Alex said. He glanced back at Jordan. “Granddad?”


  Jordan wiped a tear from his eye that Grace hadn’t noticed before. “Yeah.”


  Grace didn’t count to three; she just launched herself out of the mausoleum and into the deadly twilight. She couldn’t see much in the darkening graveyard, but they wouldn’t be able to see her, either, unless they had night vision gear. If she got out of this alive, she might have to invest in some. Meanwhile, her brilliant strategy was to run.


  A wild shot barely missed Meg’s head, and they took off around the mausoleum. The stone wall stood not twenty feet behind it, and they fired at it without stopping. Three blasts from each of their disruptors managed to clear a large enough hole for them to climb over fallen rubble to the other side.


  In the distance, flashes of light illuminated the northern and eastern skies. Disruptor charges still rang out in the cemetery, but most of the nearby streets were relatively quiet, punctuated with only the occasional sound of weapons fire.


  “They got the shield down faster than I expected,” Grace said, off-hand.


  “I don’t think they got them down at all,” Alex told her. “I think they had inside help.”


  “Oh.”


  Alex shifted his weight and his hold on Sam. “We need to get Sam to a doctor and the rest of us out of the city. I’m guessing transportation will be hard to find, though.”


  Grace looked around and considered the problem for a minute. Then she spotted some abandoned ground vehicles up the road. They were military vehicles, mainly troop and supply transports. Several of them lay on their sides, but it was possible at least one of them still worked. “There.” She pointed.


  They followed her gaze, but before they could move or make a sound, someone from that direction started shooting. They ducked for cover behind a nearby bush, but a second later it burst into flames, and they sprinted for the apartments on the other side of the street. They ducked behind a flight of stairs and paused to catch their breaths.


  Grace did a quick head count to make sure everyone was still there and in the same number of pieces they had been a minute ago. Sam didn’t look good. The bandage was red, and he was mumbling something incoherently.


  “We can’t go up this street,” Grace said, thinking as she spoke. “We can go behind the apartments and around.”


  “Whatever we do, we need to hurry,” Alex said, his eyes on Sam’s bandage.


  “All right, then. One...two...three...”


  They stayed low as they rounded the apartment building, keeping to the walls and looking around the corners as they did so. There wasn’t a lot of light back here, and Grace nearly fell twice, but she managed to keep pushing forward until they reached the back of the apartment near the pile of vehicles.


  “Leave Sam here,” Grace said. “He’ll be safer for the moment.”

  Wordlessly, Alex lowered Sam to the ground. “Granddad, stay with him until we get back.”


  Jordan glanced at him, then down at Sam. “I should have called you, but I knew Ethan would understand why I did what I did.”


  Alex took his grandfather’s hand, squeezed it, and then led the way down the narrow gap between apartment buildings that led to the dangerous street.


  “Do you know how to operate one of those things?” Meg asked Grace.


  “I do,” Alex said. “They’re military, so they probably don’t have locks, but I don’t know what the startup mechanism will be. Could be a key, a code, or a fingerprint.”


  Oh great, they needed a hostage. Just what Grace needed.


  “I didn’t see more than one person shooting,” Alex said. “I think everyone else has either fallen prey to the graveyard or left to join the rest of the forces elsewhere in the city.”


  “We don’t know for sure there’s only one, though.” Grace considered their options for a moment. “I’m going out there. You two cover me.”


  “Wait, that’s your plan?” Meg said. “Didn’t I tell you I needed you out here?”


  Grace hesitated. “All right, then. Give me a two-minute head start. Then start giving me cover fire.”


  She turned and ran in the opposite direction, behind the next apartment building so she would be coming out from a different location. Alex and Meg started shooting just as she reached the gap between buildings, and she didn’t hesitate in moving forward, low to the ground.


  There were at least thirty vehicles here, some military ground vehicles, others hover cars. She wove between them quickly but cautiously. Only one answering disruptor seemed to be coming from between these cars, and she positioned herself behind the shooter.


  For a few seconds, she watched him, sandwiched between a gray troop transport and a green heavy artillery vehicle. Then she crept behind him and shoved her disruptor into his back.


  “Don’t move!”


  He froze and dropped his gun.


  “Are you alone?” Grace asked.


  “Yeah. You gonna kill me?”


  “Only if I have to. Turn around.”


  He did. He wore a familiar black uniform that nearly sent Grace’s mind reeling back to the farm. He also wore night vision goggles. “You’re one of Ethan’s men, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where are the rest?”


  “Dead or gone. I waited here in case more came out of the bloodbath. Got two friends inside, looking for injured men.”


  “Only three of you stayed behind to take care of the rest?” Grace asked, temporarily forgetting her mission.


  “That’s the trouble with mercenaries. We’re in it for the money.”


  “So why are you here?” Grace asked.


  He didn’t answer.


  “Fine. I need a car.”


  “Help yourself. We don’t need all of them anyway.”


  “That’s it?” Grace asked.


  “You’re trying to get an injured man off the field, aren’t you? I saw you up the way and shot at you before I saw the man down.”


  “How do I start the vehicles?” Grace asked.


  “Code–52491.”


  Grace stood in indecision for a few seconds. Why was this man being so reasonable? Then she had another idea. “You know who I am, don’t you?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “And when I leave, you’ll report me to your supervisor, who has override control of all the hover vehicles.”


  His lip twitched, but again he didn’t answer.


  Grace switched her gun to stun. “Sorry about this.” She fired and he went down.


  Chapter 34


  Their escape would have gone smoothly had it not been for one overwhelming problem–when they returned to get Sam and Jordan, Jordan was gone.


  “Granddad!” Alex yelled. “We have to find him!”


  He started to move, but Grace did not follow.


  “Grace?”


  “It’s over, Alex,” Grace said. “Jordan is a free man. We’d already decided to help him escape. Obviously, he didn’t want our help.”


  “But people still want to find him. Some want to kill him.”


  “Yeah, and they’ll have a harder time knowing where to look if they don’t have us to follow.”


  Alex didn’t move right away. He turned his head in a slow circle from left to right, as if he could somehow find Jordan in the dark. “He’s old. He can’t have much of a head start...”


  “Alex,” Grace said. He turned to look at her. “Let him go.”


  Wordlessly, Alex picked up Sam and followed her to the car. Sam lifted his head, apparently experiencing a brief moment of consciousness. “Matt won’t be happy he’s gone.”


  No, he wouldn’t be. She’d either have to kill Sam or leave the city. It wasn’t a choice, really.


  They touched down on the roof of a hospital about half a mile from Grace’s apartment. The overwhelmed staff tried to turn him away, but Grace made them scan his ID chip, where she knew they’d find a substantial sum for emergency healthcare.


  “Will he be all right?” Grace asked a nurse as she wheeled him away.


  “I think so. Call tomorrow.”


  But she wouldn’t call. By tomorrow she’d be gone and if she called, they might be able to trace it.


  Alex, Meg, and Grace walked back to her apartment in silence. They all knew they would be packing to leave the city and they would have to lie low for a while. For Grace, it felt a little like dying. It was the end of something, and what would come next was almost as unknowable as what would come when she closed her eyes for good. In both cases, she could make guesses, but that was all.


  She’d never felt this way before. Even when she had left the force, there had been Sam and her family. This time, Sam might as well be dead and she might never see her family again.


  “Things didn’t work out like you thought, huh?” Meg said, finally breaking the silence.


  “I really didn’t think I’d survive this one.” Grace suddenly remembered the desperate prayer she’d made while Ethan held her captive, challenging God to save her if he really existed. She wasn’t sure what to think about that at the moment, bruised and battered as she was, so she let it go, a problem for another time.


  “But I thought I’d die a hero,” Grace said. “Instead, I have to run and I even took you two down with me.”


  “I came willingly,” Alex said.


  “Me too,” Meg said.


  “No, you didn’t!” Grace stopped and faced Meg. “You didn’t want to leave the farm.”


  “I don’t know what I wanted. It was safe and comfortable up there, but by getting involved with you in the first place, I think a part of me wanted more.”


  They climbed the steps to Grace’s apartment. She felt a little better knowing she would be taking family–of a sort–with her. Meg would be like...well, not like a sister. Grace had a sister, and they weren’t very close. No, more like a best friend. As for Alex, she wasn’t sure what she wanted him to be or what he’d want her to be. Somehow, she didn’t think friendship would feel right.


  “We’ve got to figure out what to do with Lissy,” Grace said as she unlocked her apartment. “We can’t leave her alone and–”


  She never got to finish that sentence. They heard the baby crying before Grace opened the door, but it wasn’t until after that they saw the bloody corpse that had been a woman at one time.


  Meg turned away. Grace held her nose and coughed, but could not tear her eyes from the sight. Someone had slit Lissy’s throat to the point they had nearly severed her neck. Her eyes stared at the ceiling, some remnant of shock still echoing there.


  Finally, Grace tore her eyes away. It was hard to imagine anything else could affect her like this, but the howling baby lying in a bloody pool between his dead mother’s legs was too much. She felt like she was choking and when she rubbed her eyes, she felt moisture there.


  “I’ll kill him,” Alex said. It came out like a croak. He turned and left the apartment.


  “We don’t know for sure it was Roy,” Grace offered, weakly. It had to have been, though.


  Alex didn’t answer. A few seconds later, she heard a pounding on the neighbor’s door. Then, a disruptor fired and Alex kicked the door in.


  “The baby,” Meg rushed forward to pick it up, bloodying herself in the process.


  The umbilical cord was still attached. Simply because it gave her something to do, Grace went to the kitchen to grab a knife, then she grabbed some clean towels. She and Meg worked together to clean the infant and to permanently separate him from his mother.


  “You’re crying,” Meg said.


  Grace blinked back the tears, but they wouldn’t stay back. She let Meg take charge of the infant while she sat in the floor, balled up like the newborn.


  “He’s not there,” Alex’s voice came from somewhere above her. “I searched, but his apartment is bare. I think he moved out.”


  Somehow, Grace wasn’t surprised. “It’s not right. I just wanted to put an end to this kind of thing. No one will even care. The police will sweep this under the rug, and Roy will get away with it. I mean, why? Because she’s a blip? Are we really so afraid of aging and death?”


  Alex sat down and put an arm around her. She leaned into him and let it all out–the pent up tears and emotions of the last few days, culminating in one final unstoppable tragedy. He didn’t say anything, even though his shirt was sopping wet. He just held her close and stroked her hair.


  The baby stopped crying. The sudden silence made Grace jerk her head up, afraid the lack of crying meant he had died, but to her surprise, he was eating. Meg, with her shirt lifted, was cradling the baby at her breast. When she saw Grace’s look, she turned slightly pink. “I didn’t know what else to do. And I haven’t dried up yet...” She trailed off and fought back tears of her own. Grace did not interfere with her mourning, or with her decision to care for this baby.


  “That’s what my grandfather never could understand,” Alex said. “He focused so much on the dying, that he forgot we don’t really die as long as we welcome new life.” He sounded like he had been uncertain for a while, but Grace didn’t question him while he spoke his thoughts aloud. “It’s not that we run out of hope when we die. There is hope so long as there is new life. That baby doesn’t have to turn into his father.”


  The buzz of the doorbell nearly caused Grace to jump out of her skin. There’s no way anyone could have come after her already. She looked out the peephole to see, once again, Captain Flint. She opened the door to let him in.


  “What happened here?” Flint asked as soon as he stepped in and saw Lissy. He wrinkled his nose.


  “We think her husband killed her,” Grace said. “I don’t suppose it’s something you’d be willing to investigate?”


  He stared at the body, then at the baby, seeming to put it all together in a matter of seconds. “If I can. We’re at war right now, and it’s not safe here for you.”


  “I know that,” Grace said. “Did you come to arrest me or kill me?”


  “Neither. I came to warn you to get out of town. Edgers made a deal with Stanton, and both men suspect you betrayed your contract.”


  “Wait–Matt is wanted for murder and I last left him in the middle of a war zone. When did this happen?”


  “Tonight,” Captain Flint said. “My team got him out of that cemetery and took him to Edgers.”


  “Took him to...”


  “I helped Edgers get into the city.”


  “You what?” Grace couldn’t believe it.


  “I’ve been on the force for two hundred years and I’m frankly sick of the way this city is run. I think Edgers can do it better, but either way it doesn’t look good for you here.”


  “I’ll leave by morning,” Grace promised. “But please, try to do something about Lissy.”


  Captain Flint nodded. “What about the baby? Does Lissy have next of kin? I can try to find someone...”


  “No!” Meg half screamed from her place on the couch. “No, please! Not another one.”


  “I don’t think she had very nice next of kin, to be honest,” Grace said. “And they might not even want the baby.”


  “No problem. One less thing for me to deal with.” He paused and then looked Grace straight in the eyes. “If things had ever gone differently, I would have loved to get to know you better.”


  His underlying meaning was clear, and Grace blushed.


  “I just wanted you to know you do have a friend in this city.”


  “Thank you,” Grace said.


  He left without another word; Grace closed the door behind him, and then turned to run straight into Alex.


  “It’ll be hard being on the run with an infant,” Alex pointed out.


  “I know,” Grace said. “Do you have a problem with it? You can go your own way.” Please say no.


  “No,” Alex said. “I just wanted to make sure you knew. I’ve had babies. They’re not always...predictable.”


  “Oh, well, neither is anything else.”


  “That’s true.” Alex stared at her for a long time. Vaguely, in the background, Grace heard Meg thumping the baby’s back. The baby burped loudly.


  “I’m not in love with Sam anymore.” Why had she said that?


  “I thought you didn’t believe in love at all.” He was teasing her.


  “Oh, well, yeah, I g–”


  He didn’t let her finish. Alex leaned in for a kiss, and this time neither one of them turned away. His full, warm lips met hers and something like electricity seemed to move between them. Grace melted against him as the kiss drew deeper, more insistent, and more passionate.


  The baby started to cry again. Grace broke off, feeling somewhat let down.


  “Don’t worry,” Alex said with a grin, “There’s plenty of time to finish.”


  Grace looked away, but she had a smile on her face.


  The End
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