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“Progeny is a powerful, thought-provoking story that pulled me in from the start. Peter Weiss writes with vivid emotion, imagining a world that feels unsettlingly possible and asking questions about family, fairness, and what it means to truly value life.

“His words keep you turning the pages while also making you pause and reflect. Progeny has twists and turns like a roller coaster, an absolute must-read.”

—PAULA ABDUL, Emmy and Grammy Award–winning 
singer, dancer, choreographer, actress, producer, 
and television personality

“From the first page of Progeny, Peter Weiss takes readers on a heart-pounding sleigh ride into a twisted future world where the medical profession and progressive social mores conspire to create a terrifying dystopian reality where human life is revalued. With insight and detail that only an experienced physician can provide—and compassion only a parent can appreciate—Peter paints an excruciatingly vivid portrait of a system that will tap into the deepest fears of parents wired to protect and nurture their offspring at all costs. Peter’s rich and fast-paced storytelling will have readers catching their breaths to keep up. When they do, they will come to the frightening realization that the future he depicts in Progeny may not be far away. A must-read for anyone who has ever been a parent or a child.”

—GUSTAV CARLSON, award-winning international journalist and author of Total Exposure: Controlling Your Company’s Image in the Glare of the Business Media Explosion and Do You Dot-Com: A Field Guide to Understanding Life at an Internet Company

“From Edgar Allan Poe to Robin Cook. From Twilight Zone to Black Mirror. If you crave the sculpting of strange new worlds as told by a writer who shares each description as if knowing from personal experience, you’ll love your journey with Peter Weiss into the world of Progeny.”

—CRAIG HAFFNER, Emmy and Tony 
Award–winning film and stage producer

“If you thought Handmaid’s Tale was twisted, just wait until you read Progeny. Stephen King has met his match.”

—NICHOLAS BENJAMIN, award-winning writer and director

“Progeny is a provocative and deeply original novel that explores what could happen when society’s pursuit of equity overrides the most primal human bond: that between parent and child. This is a powerful debut that challenges assumptions and lingers long after the final page. I highly recommend it not only for the page-turning read it is, but as worthy of development as a feature or series destined for multiple screens.”

—DAVE PHILLIPS, executive producer, 
former William Morris motion picture agent

“A thrilling story every mother will find compelling. In a world where anonymous and corrupt AI rules: What do you do when the baby you bear is not called your own? Contemplating a world of declining birth rates, climate crisis, intrusive gadgetry, drones and self-driving vehicles, carpets of cameras, all ruled by anonymous and corrupt AI, Dr. Weiss evokes the threat to the basic human right to parent your own children.”

—MICHELE RICHARDS, founder and 
CEO of Wonderstruck Studios

“OB/GYN Peter Weiss has written one of the more compelling books on modern medicine. Grab it!”

—ROGER L. SIMON, Academy Award–nominated 
writer and author on the award-winning 
Moses Wine (The Big Fix) mysteries

“Weiss’s Progeny is a gripping thriller from inception to delivery of its final pages! I enjoyed each moment of this wild ride filled with fact-based medical drama and futuristic science.”

—CARLA ONDRASIK, author of Stop Trying!

“Progeny is a must-read that takes the idea of family and turns it into a terrifyingly honest conversation about fairness. It’s the kind of story that makes you question not just what’s right—but who gets to decide. I couldn’t stop turning pages, wondering how far I’d go to protect what’s mine—or what should even count as ‘mine’ in the first place.”

—JUSTIN L. STERNBERG, Hollywood TV writer, author of YOUR STORY RULES, and former head of storytelling at Snapchat

“Progeny is a gripping, unsettling, and deeply human dystopian thriller. Peter Weiss weaves a story that is as thought-provoking as it is propulsive, reminding us how fiercely we’re wired to love and protect. A powerful debut that lingers long after the final page.”

—RON WEST, Hollywood talent manager and producer and founding partner of Thruline Entertainment

“Peter Weiss’s Progeny is a propulsive read from the very beginning—and I couldn’t stop reading. The first chapter, detailing the difficulties attending a birth, set the scene perfectly. Birth should be an inherently natural process, but in this case, possibly fatal difficulties occur that must be overcome. Progeny is a dystopian novel, and many novels in this genre follow a similar pattern—a society has attempted to address the evils of the past as new leaders emerge and the old rules are changed. In the past, many children were born into circumstances that almost certainly ensured their future failure in life. But what if it were possible to ensure that all children are born with an equal chance? It’s an interesting question, and Progeny addresses the issue: ‘Equity from Birth’ is the government’s slogan. But what does that really mean? And is it even possible?”

—WINONA HOWE, professor emeritus and La Sierra University and author of The Palace in the Jungle, The Penniman Menagerie, and Sita and the Prince of Tigers
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Dedicated to

Pam (my soul), Erin, Dillon, Shane, Nick, Brody, Luke, Hiro, Dublin,

and to all our future progeny


“Children are our greatest treasure. They are our future.”

Nelson Mandela


PROLOGUE

LABOR, 36 WEEKS

Beep. Beep. Beep.

A steady beeping was the only sound in the dim room lit with one spotlight. The window curtains were pulled closed, hiding the gloomy rain clouds from the medical staff hard at work. Outside, an enormous lightning bolt flashed through the night sky, illuminating the stark two-story hospital dripping rust-colored water from its roof.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The voice behind the spotlight spoke in a low monotone: “We need you to push hard this time. The baby’s heartbeat is low, and we need it out now! Get me a Kiwi.”

A nurse handed over a plastic device with a rubber suction disk at the end of it. The crackling of the vacuum being removed from the sterile plastic disappeared amid thunderclaps. The Kiwi was placed onto a sterile tray.

“With the next contraction, I’m going to place the Kiwi on the baby’s head and vacuum the baby out. When I say push, you must concentrate and push as hard as you can.”

Beep . . . beep . . . beep.

The beeping was now slower and more spread out, in direct contrast to the mother’s rapid heart rate. A contraction was building.

“Push! Push like your life depends on it.”

A scream erupted from mom as the sweating midwife pulled on the Kiwi vacuum. An older, white-haired woman entered the room, abruptly moving the midwife to the side.

“You should have called me earlier.”

“Sorry, Doctor, but the baby’s heart rate dropped so fast. I thought the charge nurse called you.”

Dr. Propper sat on the stool at the foot of the delivery table and continued pulling on the baby’s head as the mom pushed.

“Be ready for a shoulder dystocia. I’m getting a lot of resistance,” the doctor said to no one in particular and everyone at the same time.

A nursing student asked a nurse, “What’s a shoulder dystocia?”

“That’s when the baby’s shoulder gets stuck in the birth canal and can be deadly to the baby,” the nurse responded.

Another nurse announced from the bedside, “We’re still in the fifties.”

The same nursing student quietly asked, “What’s a normal heart rate?”

The older nurse replied, sharply this time, “One ten to one sixty. Ask questions later!”

Dr. Propper spoke calmly to the mom: “We need the baby out. I know you’re exhausted, but this is it. There isn’t enough time to do a crash cesarean. You can do this!”

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

Another contraction, and mom pushed as hard as she could. Dr. Propper held the Kiwi vacuum in place and slowly, meticulously started to deliver the baby’s head. Then the Kiwi popped off. Fluid sprayed the doctor’s face. Old-school, she never wore a face mask. Dr. Propper quickly reapplied the Kiwi, making sure not to catch any of mom’s own tissue in the suction. The baby’s head molded oddly where the Kiwi was placed, but Dr. Propper knew this was nothing to be worried about. It would return to normal in a day, but if she didn’t get this baby out soon, there wouldn’t be another day for this new life.

Another contraction and a scream from mom as she pushed with all her might. Dr. Propper leaned back and pulled, and the Kiwi popped off again, the vacuum end hitting her in the face. A nurse calmly stated, “You have one more attempt, Doctor.”

“I know, I know. Don’t count, just focus!” came the retort. “Get me another Kiwi.”

This time when Dr. Propper applied the vacuum, she held it firmly in place with one hand while she pulled with the other, as mom pushed with the next contraction.

The baby’s head inched toward freedom. The crown became visible. As the head finally delivered, the doctor released the vacuum, and the head retracted partway back into the birth canal, looking more like a turtle’s head than a baby’s.

Dr. Propper announced, “We have a shoulder dystocia.”

One nurse started a timer, and two others went to either leg, pulling back on the mom’s limbs as if to touch her toes to her shoulders.

Dr. Propper, with calm authority, stated, “The baby’s shoulders are stuck behind your pubic bone. We’re going to adjust your pelvis to try and get a few extra millimeters to squeeze the baby out.”

The nurse who started the timer called out thirty seconds and then climbed on the delivery bed with the patient, pushing on mom’s lower belly just behind her pubic bone, as the doctor, now on her knees at the foot of the bed, pulled on the baby’s head, careful not to damage the brachial plexus nerves running through its armpit from the neck to the arm. Dr. Propper had seen too many lifelong injuries, such as paralysis of the arm, from these types of situations. She felt too old to still be doing this.

Dr. Propper announced that she needed to make a cut between mom’s vagina and rectum to gain more room. Sweat pouring down her face, she was soaked through her scrubs. This was going to be close. She might have to break the baby’s clavicle.

Thankfully, the large episiotomy seemed to work: The baby’s shoulder and head started to come free. Dr. Propper was about to release a sigh of relief—too soon, she realized. “We have a nuchal cord times two.”

The baby’s umbilical cord was wrapped twice around its neck, choking the baby like a noose from the old cowboy movies. Dr. Propper had never viewed such an old movie, but she’d seen pictures.

“One hundred seconds,” said the static voice of the charge nurse.

Dr. Propper double-clamped the umbilical cord and cut it, unwrapping the noose, allowing for the rest of the baby to be delivered.

“One hundred twenty seconds from shoulder call to delivery,” the timekeeper called out.

Blood was everywhere—spilling onto the floor, splattering the doctor and the midwife, and dripping from the drapes in beat with the pouring rain outside. The stark white room was now painted red.

There was no cry, just the panting of the mom. The mom slowly reached up, squeezed an old gold locket hanging on a chain around her neck, and prayed.

Still no cry.

A thunderclap outside almost overrode a nurse’s warning: “Pressure dropping.”

“Seventy over fifty.”

“Tachy at one twenty.”

Dr. Propper barked out militarily, “Twenty units of Pit, one thousand milligrams TXA, point two milligrams of methergine! Let’s go, people! Massage the uterus. Get the OR ready just in case.”

Just outside the delivery room, the Labor and Delivery unit moved into hyperdrive. The OR was opened and readied. Surgical trays were placed on stainless steel tables as instruments of life were counted up and made ready. A scrub nurse was preparing for whatever might be needed. An anesthesiologist, Dr. Meadows, three months out of training, prepped the anesthesia cart.

Dr. Propper was dashing off orders as fast as she could speak. She was the calm in the storm.

“Sixty palpable,” came a response from the charge nurse.

“Get me some Hemabate stat, and start a second line, sixteen gauge. Order two units packed red blood cells, one fresh frozen plasma, one pack platelets. Have the blood bank ready for an MTP!” Dr. Propper was in total command, firm, with no hesitation, no fear in her voice. She knew a massive transfusion protocol would sound alarms across the hospital. She maintained total focus on saving this one life.

The charge nurse called in the order for the blood products, stat.

“Open the IV wide.”

Dr. Meadows entered from the OR to help start the blood transfusion as blood products were brought in. Time seemed too slow. Mom was lightheaded but unwilling to pass out as rain drummed on the windowpanes.

Dr. Meadows was young, sharp, and arrogant. “What’s her pulse and BP?”

“Seventy palpable and pulse one twenty,” a shy nurse responded.

“Place an EKG. I want a more accurate reading. Give me atropine one-milligram bolus, and push the blood transfusion. Put a pressure cuff around the bag!” Dr. Meadows told the charge nurse.

After thirty seconds, a nurse read out the latest vitals: “Ninety over sixty-two, pulse one hundred.”

“Give her another one-milligram atropine bolus.”

Another thirty seconds: “Ninety-five over seventy, pulse ninety-five.”

Dr. Meadows released a silent sigh. She was out of the woods. It had been a little too close for his liking, though.

Finally mom’s bleeding slowed to a trickle. She spoke in a small, weak whisper.

“Is it a boy or a girl? Is it okay?”

The nurse who received the baby told the mom, “We need you to focus on yourself right now. And you know the rules better than anyone. You’ll get your assigned baby in the next few days. The Progeny directive takes care of all of us.”

Meanwhile, one of the nurses was vigorously rubbing the baby’s back to try to stimulate a breathing response. The baby was limp and blue. As the nurse awaited the code blue team, she suctioned the baby’s mouth and nose to clear away any mucus that could be blocking its airway. As the team entered the room, she said, “One minute Apgar four.”

A whole team of nurses and a pediatrician now attended to the baby as another team worked on mom. One nurse slipped and fell in the mom’s blood, letting out a yell, which everyone ignored.

“Is the radiant warmer at the correct temp? It feels cold,” the lone pediatrician asked.

“Thirty-seven point five Celsius,” came the response. The warmer was working.

The pediatrician looked like he had just graduated high school but demonstrated the same firm control as the other doctors.

“Heart rate?” he continued.

“Fifty-five.”

“The baby is not breathing on its own, and we have a low heart rate. Let’s start PPV.”

The pediatrician was in the zone. The student nurse wanted to ask what PPV was but feared speaking up again.

One of the nurses applied a direct cardiac monitor to the baby.

Another nurse announced, “Heart rate is still fifty-five.”

The pediatrician moved to the baby’s head and the warmer. “Start chest compressions. Nurse, you ventilate with the PPV. Remember the three-to-one ratio. Increase oxygen to one hundred percent.”

One minute later, the same nurse stated, “Heart rate fifty-eight.”

“Not good enough. Get me two mcg of epi; keep masking,” the pediatrician told his team.

As he waited for the epinephrine, he suctioned out the baby’s airway once again. It was clear.

The focus was now on getting this baby to respond to their efforts, a tiny ventilation mask infusing badly needed oxygen into the baby’s lungs. A small whimper finally emerged from the baby. It moved its arms; its tone was much better, and color returned quickly.

“Heart rate seventy. Seventy-five. Eighty-five. One-oh-two,” a very relieved nurse said. “Five-minute Apgar seven.”

The pediatrician told his team, “I think we’re good. Thank you, everyone. Great job. Reduce oxygen to twenty-one percent. Oxygen saturation is now eighty-eight percent.”

They watched the baby in the warmer for several more minutes. It was now breathing on its own. Heart rate was normal, and the baby had good color, tone, and vigor. The young doctor looked at the charge nurse and said, “You have it from here.”

After he left, he leaned against the wall in the hallway and wiped his brow in relief, mumbling to himself, “I’m getting too old for this” before walking away.

The baby was moved to a bassinet behind a curtain. The birth mom cried and pleaded, and the baby whimpered in return. The floor was dark red from all the blood.

The rain was relentless.

“Just let me see him or her” was all the mom said.

Another nurse walked in with a virtual clipboard and entered a discussion with the baby nurse. As the peds nurse left, she accidentally nudged the curtain separating mom from the baby, opening it just enough for mom to see her baby. There was a small spotlight directly over the bassinet for the nurses to see. At first mom couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl, but she clearly saw the baby’s olive skin and jet-black hair, lots of hair, just like her. She also noticed a birthmark on the baby’s right shoulder. The light was dim, but the birthmark looked like a red heart with a crack down the middle.

The baby slowly turned its head, and mom stared straight into its eyes. Those were her husband’s eyes, soulful and alive. She knew it was him. That image burned into her brain. A stream of urine shot into the air. It was a boy!

Mom was beyond exhausted. Another unit of blood was being infused, and her blood pressure had returned to “normal.” As she closed her eyes, she held the image of her baby boy in her mind’s eye, imprinted it, never to be erased.

The curtain was tugged closed, and mom heard her baby being wheeled out into the corridor leading to the nursery. All the while, mom clutched her pendant and prayed to a god she had never met. The bassinet had one squeaky wheel that blended into the rhythm of the rain. The sound faded as baby moved further away from mom, and she drifted off to sleep.

The two nurses wheeled the bassinet under an archway with a large sign above it proclaiming Progeny Newborn Nursery: Equity from Birth.


ONE

PREGNANCY, 4 WEEKS

Brooke Yeled looked forward to returning to work after a much-needed one-week vacation at the lake, celebrating her thirty-fifth birthday. She was ready to get back to reality. What she wasn’t looking forward to was the reattestation required of all Progeny agents when returning after a break. Even a short illness required the painstaking process. She’d done it so many times she had memorized it.

Her autonomous taxi, or aytee, was one nice perk of being an agent. Every aytee, indeed all autonomous sedans, were the same make and model, only differing in the shade of dull gray. Luxury cars had been banned ages ago, about the time the Progeny system was implemented. Trucks and buses were similarly indistinguishable.

The ride itself was smooth despite the rain tapping a steady beat against the roof. Traffic moved efficiently—but then, it always did. Long gone were the days of accidents and traffic jams. It had been generations since anyone was allowed to manually drive a vehicle on a public road, let alone a personal car or truck. Manual-drive centers, where you could drive a car around a set track much like at the amusement parks of old, were popular but quite expensive.

Brooke gazed up at the rain clouds, wishing for the sun to shine, as the aytee took her from her residential zone of very similar apartment complexes through the local commercial zone. She was now on a four-lane road with shops on both sides. A beautiful mix of birch and cherry blossom trees lined the street, and all the stores had similar facades: large windows with dull-gray displays of the wares inside. Large awnings allowed people to walk outside and stay dry despite the ever-present rain, though it was too early in the morning for there to be many pedestrians. The aytee continued into the gray heart of the city, which contained more activity as people rushed to their jobs. Autobuses began to intersperse with the aytees. The sidewalks grew more crowded with pedestrians, many with gray umbrellas or one-size-fits-all raincoats. Coffee shops and breakfast diners were filling up with customers. Everything was pristine except for instances of graffiti here and there, only on government buildings, and all with the same simple red M.

Most would be cleaned and removed by the next day.

Brooke’s aytee turned onto a broad avenue with large weeping willows casting shadows on both sides of the road. Her office was a block away. The aytee finally pulled into the drop-off zone of the Progeny Agency complex, a four-story monstrosity with steel tubes jutting from the roof, venting white puffy steam. Brooke quickly climbed out and ran to the glass-enclosed entrance, her gray outfit getting soaked because she had forgotten her umbrella.

The entrance was crowded with pregnant couples and potential adoptive ones lining up to be registered or interviewed, hoping for what every young couple hoped for: a healthy baby. The sign over the large atrium entrance read Progeny Agency: Equity from Birth.

Brooke pulled out her ID card and placed it in the scanner at the agent entrance. No line here. A few hellos and nods, and she was at the elevator, which, after pressing her ID against the monitor, quickly took her to her floor.

Brooke crossed the elevated walkway, entered her work area, and placed her bag on the desk in her cubicle. She was surrounded by cubicles just like hers, all separated by clear walls with different images virtually displayed. Her cubicle neighbor had chosen a hologram of a field of sunflowers and kept silk flowers on his desk, while Brooke had a little collection of old Russian nesting dolls sitting on hers. These accoutrements were considered harmless, and nobody paid attention to them. She loved how those dolls showed there was something else behind what people thought they saw. The truth was always several layers deep.

Brooke’s desk had the most advanced computer system in the world. There were three full monitors in front with a quantum-based modem. The 3D virtual-reality walls surrounding her cubicle could be utilized as a full immersion experience. A reality headset hung on a stand to her right. Her chair was an ergonomic masterpiece.

Brooke placed her ID on the pad in front of her and stared into the retinal scanner. The computer screen then became a mirror, providing a high-definition reflection of herself: olive skin; straight, jet-black hair, disheveled as always; very little makeup but still pleasantly attractive in a natural way. She noticed a small pimple on her forehead and frowned. Once done with the scan, up popped Welcome back, Agent Yeled. The Progeny AI, known in the business as PAI, took over and started asking about her vacation. Brooke always felt this was such a waste of time since PAI couldn’t give a rat’s ass about her time off. But she had to play along, or the AI would write a negative report on her demeanor.

Agent Yeled, what did you like most about the lake?

Agent Yeled, did you catch any fish?

Agent Yeled, how did you get along with your partner? Any issues?

Brooke knew that PAI evaluated her answers. It was a way for the agency to let Brooke know they knew everything about her.

When PAI was satisfied, it asked if she was ready to reattest as a Progeny agent. Brooke replied, “Of course.” She then had to place her hand on a palm reader for measurement of her pulse rate and biorhythm.

PAI then said, “Please affirm verbally after each statement in a clear voice that you understand and abide by the Progeny Agency Commandments for Equity”—better known as PACE.

PAI proceeded to list the ten commandments of PACE:

1.    PACE affords our society with equity for all humankind. Equity must begin at birth. No one person should have an advantage over another due to who their birth parents were.

“Yes, I affirm.”

2.    All newborns will be placed in a Progeny nursery. No birth parent shall see, hold, or be given any information about that birth child.

“Yes, I affirm.”

Yeled gazed across the large room and saw several other agents repeating the same process as her. There had been more vacations or illnesses than she thought!

3.    All mothers who give birth during that week will be randomly assigned a baby born during that week. PAI will assign those babies. NO outside influence will be tolerated.

“Yes, I affirm.”

4.    A birth mother may be assigned a stillborn, a baby with an anomaly, or one of any race, regardless of the status of the baby she delivered. Once PAI has assigned a baby, no exceptions can be made, and baby and mom will be coded together. Failure to accept an assigned baby is punishable by jail or possible sterilization.

“Yes, I affirm.”

5.    All pregnancies must be registered with the Progeny Agency no later than 18 weeks’ gestation.

“Yes, I affirm.”

6.    Elective abortions are allowed anytime up to 15 weeks’ gestation.

“Yes, I affirm.”

7.    Babies may be given up for adoption and registered as such by 20 weeks and cannot be rescinded after 28 weeks. All maternity rights are forfeited. No exceptions after a decision is registered.

“Yes, I affirm.”

Only three more, thank God! Tedious! Of course, Brooke would never say this out loud.

8.    8.Adoptive parents will be entered into the weekly pool after approval by the Progeny Agency and registration of an adoptive birth mother. They will be randomly assigned a baby as if they had given birth themselves, depending on whether any babies were assigned for adoption for that week. Adoptive parents can be same-sex couples, without any prejudice.

“Yes, I affirm.”

9.    Failure by a pregnant woman to register with the Progeny Agency by 18 weeks is punishable by forced adoption of that baby and/or permanent sterilization after delivery.

“Yes, I affirm.”

10.    Any interference with the direct work of a Progeny agent is punishable by jail or forced sterilization of either male or female.

“Yes, I affirm.”

Other agents were finishing the same routine at about the same time.

The rest of her day would be mundane, spent catching up on last week’s cases. She first dismissed her screen saver, which showed an old-fashioned crossword puzzle. She loved solving almost any puzzle she could get her hands on. She waved her hand over her holographic screen and highlighted her last case, which had been completed by one of her coagents. A baby had been found dead in her crib less than one week after being assigned to her new mom. The parents were applying to be reassigned another baby since the death occurred within seven days of receiving.

A Progeny judge stated that there was no seven-day viability law giving the parents rights to an additional baby. The parents were appealing the decision, and the case had been handed back to Brooke. She would have to dig into all the dirty laundry to determine why the baby died and what grounds the parents had to appeal. Her job was to protect the state, not the parents. Allegedly, a happy state made for happy parents.

Coming up on five years with the agency, Brooke and her husband Derek dreamed of being assigned a beautiful little boy. They were more than ready to become parents. Brooke was a rising star in her department, and Derek was a detective and also moving up the ranks. They made a great team. The one-week vacation together was great, and they were hoping for a baby soon. Five years of trying with no success had been disheartening. But there was always hope.


TWO

4 WEEKS

Derek Gleich, a detective on the Progeny Police Force (PPF), was in his mid-thirties, tall, and dark-skinned with movie-star good looks and piercing green eyes. He and Brooke had been married for nine years now. They were a good-looking couple, with Derek almost a foot taller than Brooke. He was always well groomed, hair combed and in place, whereas Brooke was a more natural beauty, letting nature comb her hair on most days.

Derek was in great shape. He worked out every day, either in the apartment complex gym or at the police headquarters, which had the most advanced equipment available. Brooke, on the other hand, thought physical exercise was a waste of energy and preferred to exercise her mind. The two of them fit together like pieces of a puzzle. They were everything to each other.

Derek’s work was interesting, and he felt proud to protect society from anything that threatened its perfect harmony. He was liked by everyone, and twice a week he volunteered at a mentoring association, helping young boys and teenagers find their path to becoming productive members of society. Life was good.

He’d had a more unusual upbringing than most other detectives, essentially raised by his own mentor after his father passed away. He was maybe ten or eleven when he met Victor Valent, who everyone called Val. His only son had died several years prior in some unresolved police matter. Val never spoke about it, and Derek did only superficial research when he first entered the police force, discovering drugs and bad company. He was told by his supervisors at the time to stop digging. Derek knew there was a lot more to it but reluctantly dropped it, especially after Val retired and moved away.

From Val, Derek had gained a fondness for sports memorabilia from days gone by, a hobby now frowned upon as those sports and their athletes represented a time when there were winners and losers. While such collectibles were not banned, they were not socially acceptable.

When Derek and Brooke got engaged around the time Val retired, Val sent them each a gift with a note. Derek received a Hank Aaron sports figurine and Brooke a very old Russian nesting doll. At the time Brooke was amazed and impressed that Val knew of her collection. Each gift came with a signed note on an old photo. For Derek it was a photo of the 1947 Yankees baseball team. It read, Derek, you are a team player and a winner, like they had in the days before, Love, VV. Brooke’s was of a series of Matryoshka dolls with the words Brooke, you are Derek’s missing puzzle piece in life, Love, VV. They still had those photos framed and displayed in their home.

Derek, like Brooke, was an only child and didn’t remember much about his father. That was why Val was so important to him. Derek’s mother had worked in a small commercial building where they manufactured insulation foam for prefabricated houses and looked after Derek as best as she could, but she was not a warm person. However, she instilled a good work ethic in Derek. She started experiencing memory issues when Derek was in the police academy and deteriorated rapidly. Derek always blamed the factory conditions, but he would never know the reason. Val taught him that sometimes life just dealt you a bad hand. She was eventually placed in a home and died three years back. She didn’t watch him graduate and no longer recognized him toward the end. Another one of the many lessons Val taught Derek was that it was easier to forgive your parents than it was to complain about them.

Derek, not liking to wear his uniform, was dressed today in a dark-blue shirt and tan pants. He settled at his desk and, after his own reattestation, opened his latest case: yet another claim that PAI was corrupted or had been hacked. His last such case had earned him praise from his captain. A married couple claimed they had proof that PAI assigned more favorable jobs to higher-ranking officers. Derek broke into the files of the accusers and found evidence that they had been trying to alter the data input for job selections. The husband was a data analyst, and Derek easily followed the cyber trail.

None of these claims ever bore fruit, but all were investigated by order of the captain herself—so that no one could doubt the fairness of PAI.


THREE

6 WEEKS

The next several weeks were ordinary. Both Brooke and Derek arrived at their respective offices on time, punctual to a fault. Brooke almost always wore the same gray uniform of a Progeny agent, never wanting to stand out. Derek had a more rebellious streak; even when he wore his uniform, he altered it ever so slightly, usually with a different pin representing some old sport long banned. One of his favorites was a Muhammed Ali pin—Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee—which one day got him a verbal reprimand from one of his supervisors. That mattered little to Derek, who still wore those sports pins, changing them based on how he felt that morning.

At the end of the day, dinner was made by whoever got home first, even though Derek was the better cook. He was the spice to Brooke’s bland, in food as well as in life. They often laughed at the difference in their cooking styles. Brooke would start dinner prep from the office, simply notifying their home AI that she wanted, say, eggplant parmigiana and a side of spinach for two. She would input the time for it to be ready, and voilà, dinner was as simple as removing it from the “oven.” It was more a dispenser than an oven, but most people still called it an oven.

Derek, on the other hand, liked to really cook. He would stop by a local marketplace and pick up vegetables, chicken, spices, and other simple food. These types of markets were few and far between. Most stores in the city were sterile and ever so efficient. People were more likely to buy prepackaged supplies to put into the AI cooking centers. Almost any meal could be created, provided the right supplies and programming were available. Some systems were more robust than others; it depended on how much money a person wanted to spend to build it out. Derek and Brooke had a basic system that provided what they needed without flair.

A small variety of other shops existed in the city, such as clothing stores, but these had a limited range of styles. Most were minimalist, lest someone stand out from the crowd. Any clothing design was legal, but no one wanted to be called out for some social miscue.

The same could be said about artwork. Everything was technically legal, but through social media, social norms were strongly advised to be followed. Public artwork was invariably of nature, never including social commentary. The city loved photos and paintings of sunshine, animals, and flowers. Sunshine and sunflowers were very popular since they were hard to find in nature. The Museum of Calming Art (MOCA), only two blocks from the Progeny Agency, was currently showcasing an exhibition of flowers from the thirteen provinces, all in watercolor. The building itself was a beautifully smooth glass structure with old limestone pillars at its entrance. The museum was free and was a favorite for school outings.

Next door to the MOCA was the Provincial Library, which didn’t house any physical books but rather offered very comfortable sitting areas where one could download books to read or autoread or watch myriad approved stories for education or enjoyment. Reading gave people the most options for entertainment, but satire was strongly frowned upon. No one had the right to offend another. Again, nothing was banned, but social norms made it almost impossible to be aware of anything of great controversy. Word of mouth traveled at a snail’s pace.

Evenings for Brooke and Derek were spent quietly, either reading or playing bioreality hologram games against each other. Such games were very popular. Nothing was recorded or written down to avoid offending anyone by accident. One could go on a photo safari, surf in the ocean, or board a space flight. There was even a bioreality game where one could be a Progeny agent and help maintain an equitable world. Brooke felt great pride that such a game existed.
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The sun came out for a moment one morning, then was gone just as quickly. It had been six weeks since Brooke and Derek’s vacation, and they were ready for another, maybe to the mountains this time. They planned to meet for a late lunch.

While Brooke hailed an aytee for work each day, Derek had full use of his police car—still the same dull gray as all other autonomous vehicles but with a strobe light on the roof and a white stripe. Derek submitted to the ID scan and gave the command to take him to the PPF headquarters. Police cars and emergency medical vehicles were the only vehicles that could go over the speed limit, but only if commanded to do so, and each time incurred a mandatory review, so it was rarely used.

Derek’s office was on the third floor of the police headquarters. Another gray building, this one had the flags of all thirteen provinces fluttering from the entrance. The two large stone columns at the entrance, contrasting with the modern steel facade, were a stark reminder of the power behind the PPF.

Derek’s workspace, while similar to Brooke’s, had a more deliberate style to it. Virtual plaques lined the hallway into his department’s inner offices, along with an old photo and a headline that always prompted questions and applause from visitors. The photo, from several years back, showed Derek and his old partner standing in Central Plaza. Behind them, several officers with drawn weapons surrounded three confused-looking men in an aytee. The headline read Aytee captures 3 long-sought fugitives and delivers them to PPF headquarters. The aytee had recognized one of the fugitives through visual and biometric ID, locked the doors, and notified the PPF. Derek was the assigned detective when the aytee quietly delivered the fugitives to headquarters. That was one of the department’s favorite stories. There were even surveillance videos of the three fugitives trying to break the glass of the aytee to escape.

Derek had several early-morning department meetings, so he didn’t arrive at the organized chaos of his desk until nearly noon. He couldn’t help but smile at his antique figurines. They reminded him of Val. His bosses didn’t like them but let them slide because he was a good detective.

He sat at his desk, nudged items around, adjusted his seat, then opened his computer and discovered yet another claim that PAI was corrupted, but this time the email came to his private browser, which he activated by moving a 3D Yankees baseball hat in the corner of his screen. He had set this secure private browser so he could have direct contact with Brooke beyond the prying eyes of PAI. This was not technically illegal, but it wasn’t truly legal either. He peered around to make sure no one was nearby and hit the subject line: Detectivvve, you’re the only one we can turn to. Trust no one. I have proof.

Besides the obvious misspelling, he noted there was a file attached, but Derek saw on his desk clock that he was going to be late for lunch with Brooke. He closed the file; he’d read the strange email after lunch and ask Brooke about what she thought of this unusual breach later tonight.

Minutes later, Derek pulled up to the Progeny Agency with a frown. He hated this building and the power behind it. His little way to thumb his nose at the agency was to park right in front. The benefit of driving a police car was that no one could tow him. Just don’t tell the equity police, he thought. He always laughed at his little joke.

As Derek headed for the main entrance, the sky churned with threatening dark clouds, but there was no rain, which was good. He approached the cavernous, glass-roofed lobby and entered through the double-glass doors, past the crowds of hopeful couples. Near the elevators, he squinted up at the second-floor walkway, watching for Brooke.
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Brooke, meanwhile, was finishing up a case when a personal email materialized on her virtual screen. She didn’t recognize the source, but the bolded title was 3.1459265 is a lie, trust no one. I have proof. Brooke received many strange emails on the official server as a Progeny agent, but very few people knew her private contact information. She was about to click on it when she saw she was due to meet Derek in the lobby for their lunch date. Even for a detective like Derek, it was difficult to get through the security checkpoints to enter the Progeny Agency complex. Meeting in the lobby was easiest. She had big news and didn’t want to be late.

Related to her news, Brooke was starting to have some doubts about the prime objective of the agency: equity from birth at the expense of a mother never knowing the child she gave birth to. She of course had to be very, very careful who she said anything to, even Derek, though she believed he had the same doubts. Brooke has investigated so many strange cases that just didn’t add up. There had also been some unusual transfers of Progeny agents to distant provinces.

For instance, Tyler, who transferred last year. He had been acting strange and intimated to Brooke that he was onto something unusual. He went to the director. One week later, he was gone. They were told he got an immediate promotion to Province Nine. Some follow-up emails, texts, and video shots sent to the department showed him looking strong and healthy, but there was no one-on-one direct communication after that. Some two months after his transfer, Tyler died in a hiking accident in the mountains. Brooke and her team received a full report, and no one questioned the findings. Why should they?

Brooke glanced down into the atrium on her way to the elevators and quickly spotted Derek. She smiled and waved—then stared behind him.

A woman wearing a long, dark overcoat had just entered the lobby. Something about her made Brooke halt in her tracks. Sweating and shaking, the woman walked right past Derek, who hadn’t quite seen her yet. She approached the long line of people waiting to enter the complex proper. Several others now also paused to stare at her. Time seemed to stop.

A Progeny security agent pointed at her and yelled, “Freeze” just as she removed her raincoat to reveal a strange device wrapped around her waist, over a gray tunic with a large red M painted on the front and back. The woman raised her hand, holding aloft a square gadget with a red button, and yelled, “PAI stole my baby. PAI stole my baby. PAI is corrupt! My baby lives, and we all must die!”

BOOM. The lobby was decimated in a split second.

The glass windows and ceiling shattered, showering down on the dead and injured. Brooke fell to the floor, clutching her ears, then scrambled to the railing of the walkway to stare down into the atrium. She couldn’t see Derek through the dust. Her eyes were stinging, and she had gone deaf.

Through the thick fog of debris a body part arced up from the ground floor and landed in front of Brooke—a woman’s severed hand with a shattered ring on the wedding finger. In all the turmoil, Brooke was struck by the shattered stone as if the ring were trying to tell her something. Then she passed out.
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Sirens wailed, but Brooke heard none of it. Nor did she have a recollection of the quick emergency response as AI medical robots emerged from the Progeny Agency medical clinic. They were the first to arrive, even before their human counterparts. Medical drones quickly scanned and identified the wounded who could be saved. They relayed the information to the human trauma team leader. Tourniquets were applied above severed limbs, and CPR was started by robots where indicated.

Multiple medevac vehicles arrived as the human physicians and aids triaged patients for transport to the hospital. Police arrived within minutes and cordoned off the perimeter. A large crater at the bomb’s epicenter appeared as the dust settled. No human remains could be identified in the immediate vicinity. There were multiple dead and many, many more severely injured. Body parts littered the perimeter.

The dark clouds unloaded with heavy rain through the now absent ceiling.


FOUR

12 WEEKS

Elvira Mtawala, fondly or not so fondly called Em, was forty-seven years old, with gray eyes and curly black hair. She had enjoyed a meteoric rise to power as the Progeny Agency’s most powerful director in recent memory. The fact that she’d been in power for eight years was a testament to her political brilliance and skill for telling a story. Her every move was calculated so that the “people” would see and feel that she was one of them.

Em had been married for fifteen years and sadly had no children. Her three allotted IVF attempts—a rule set in place by herself some twelve years ago as a consultant to the prior director—had failed. Costs were prohibitive to the state, as healthcare was universal and free, including for IVF and abortions. Even if she hadn’t run through her chances, IVF was banned for any woman past the age of forty-three. Statistics never lied, and success rates after that age were just not high enough to support the cost. Now, if someone overage was fortunate enough to get pregnant on their own, then that was just fine, and they would enter the Progeny pool like every other citizen. The Progeny Agency was the great equalizer. Equity from birth.

Em’s husband, Dr. Jim Mtawala, né Lache, was a politically powerful family-practice physician. He had been instrumental in changing the oath that all healthcare providers took when they graduated medical or nursing school. No longer was their allegiance to their patients, for one healthcare provider might be better or more effective than another, and an equitable society could not tolerate such a deviance. A healthcare provider was obligated to take an oath of allegiance to the health of the state. The rationale was that if the state was healthy, all its people would be healthy.

Jim took his wife’s last name when they married, a not uncommon trend depending on which last name would enhance the couple more. This was one of the few ways a young couple could try to improve their status in the eyes of society without appearing tacky. Equity only extended so far. Dr. Jim worked at the main hospital and was chief of women’s medicine, which oversaw the Progeny Agency delivery system. He had done a fellowship in women’s health and was trained in C-sections and operative deliveries.

Dr. Jim Mtawala was a towering figure at six foot six. Slim with dark eyes and thinning brown hair, he was in excellent shape, working out almost every day for at least an hour. Em joined him on many occasions. They looked like they had been typecast to play their current roles.

On the day of the bombing, Em had planned to announce to the country that she was pregnant and about six weeks along. The director was furious that she had to delay the announcement. Timing in politics was like timing in life; it was everything. Yet turning a tragic event into a political advantage was one of Em’s skill sets as a politician.

Years back, a great hurricane had engulfed one of the southern provinces. There were close to a hundred deaths and a great loss of property. There was also turmoil within the local branch of the Progeny Agency and the government. Claims of corruption in the south were growing, and the governor of that province was a political foe. Yet Em was able to turn him into an ally.

Dr. Jim flew down and was filmed working in the hospital, posturing as a simple ER physician caring for the people. Em was seen working the emergency food lines, and she made sure to include videos of the governor working side by side with her. The governor knew he was being manipulated, but he had lost control of the narrative. Em made him appear as if he were in lockstep with her. Em liked keeping her adversaries close, hoarding political capital for when she needed it most.

Em’s career began straight out of college. After graduating with a degree in communications, she was hired by Agriculture AI (AGAI) in distant Province Seven, the breadbasket of the nation. AGAI leased out AI combines to farms. These huge machines not only harvested crops but also collected and deposited them in silos. The grains were weighed, stored, and then delivered to distribution centers without human intervention.

In her third week as the local AGAI communication director, Em arranged for a local newscast to interview an elderly farming couple, Dublin and Grace Fermier. They had 500 acres of wheat and relied on AGAI. Em went to the farm herself when the AI combine was scheduled to begin its work. She had arrived just as the newscast drone was interviewing the farmers; Em always had great timing. With the sun breaking through clouds, the combine heading toward them in the background provided a great photo op.

Dublin and Grace had no children but did have several very large hogs they referred to as their children. The interview was ongoing when one of the large female hogs broke free from her pen and charged at the huge combine. Dublin was the first to scream as the combine failed to slow down. Dolly the hog fell into a depression in the soft ground and got stuck. The combine kept coming, apparently unable to see the pig stuck below the grain stalks. Em tried to signal the remote AI operator who should have been overseeing the combine for just such occurrences.

This was going to be a disaster for Em with everything caught on camera. With Dublin and Grace yelling, Em raced toward Dolly and got there when the combine was only fifty feet away. Em dug into the loose dirt around the pig’s stuck hoof and, heaving with all her might, was able to dislodge it and free Dolly, though Em fell face down into the mud. The newscast drone was hovering just overhead, capturing the entire adventure. The enormous combine came to a halt a mere three feet from where Em had fallen.

The video of her encased in mud from head to toe, having saved Dolly the pig, made her an overnight sensation. By the time Em got back to her office, she was a national hero. She was offered a communications job with the Progeny Agency within two weeks, and so began her swift ascent.

It had now been six weeks since the bombing, and today Em would finally tell the story of how long she and Jim had been praying to become parents. Today their dream came closer to reality. Em and Jim played the “I am for the people” card to perfection. Only a few very close allies knew the truth.


FIVE

12 WEEKS

Derek’s memorial was not a typical service. First, there was nothing left of him to cremate. The majority of those who died in the initial blast were evaporated. The service was held at the PPF headquarters in the main auditorium, which was packed with Derek’s fellow officers as well as politicians. A large platform filled the front with theater seating expanding up to a second level in the back.

Still in a daze, Brooke went where she was told to go. A very polite young officer stayed with her the entire time to make sure she had everything she needed. But all Brooke needed was Derek, and she would never have him again.

She was dressed in an all-black uniform, as were most of the dignitaries there. A generic faith officer approached the dais, and the auditorium fell into a hush. The only sound was the stinging rain against the sizable windowpanes, doing its best to liven proceedings. The faith officer started the ceremony with an oft-repeated prayer about how all were born equal and died equal. As cameras clicked from every direction, she droned on and on as if not wanting to relinquish her five minutes of fame. She ended with a solemn amen and left the dais.

Derek’s captain slowly ascended to the microphone. He spoke forcefully and directly to everyone’s heart and soul, making it sound as though Derek were a hero for dying in the blast. Something about standing up for the state and dying to protect them all. As far as Brooke was concerned, Derek happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and had merely been blown up by a crazy woman. Angry, she had immense trouble processing where to vent her anger and found that her ire focused on the speakers up front. From one person to the next, they repeated the same empty words.

There was one interesting speaker: a man named Carl Pelard. He had joined the force with Derek but left years before to become a transportation liaison technician—formerly known as a truck driver.

The government had saved billions each year and yet somehow increased the number of transportation jobs by developing an autonomous trucking fleet. Trucks were now “driving” twenty-four hours a day. Carl was enticed by a hefty sign-up bonus and a guaranteed eight-hour-maximum day. Truck drivers no longer sat behind the wheel of some big rig in which they would develop chronic back problems at an early age from all the vibrations shooting up their spines. Carl would sit behind a console in an air-conditioned room and supervise the truck. He worked two hours on, followed by a fifteen-minute break. His eight-hour shift was promptly relieved by another transportation technician.

Carl shared a story of when he and Derek went to a real track to drive a car. This manual track had very strict rules. Well, Derek challenged Carl to a race. Carl was driving a bright-yellow sports car and Derek a bright-red one with the number 44 on its side: Hank Aaron’s number, which Derek was thrilled about. Carl gave a small laugh and said he still didn’t know who the hell Hank Aaron was and why he was so important to Derek. Carl went on to say they had both gotten their cars up to 120 miles per hour when they were autonomously shut down and subsequently banned from the track for one full year, receiving official reprimands. Carl finished his eulogy and met Brooke’s gaze. He put his hands over his heart and gave a small bow, then walked off the stage.

Brooke appreciated the sense of true connection. Carl was the only one to talk about Derek as a human being. The eulogies continued, and all Brooke wanted to do was go home and cry.

Even the director spoke, but only as a life-size hologram, and her speech focused on the importance of fighting mental illness and protecting the state. Brooke had a real problem with all of this. Now pregnant with Derek’s baby, she was obligated by law and the Progeny Agency Commandments for Equity to accept whatever baby was assigned to her as her own. Brooke struggled to stay composed. She wanted to scream, “My baby is Derek’s and mine, not the state’s!”

The next thing Brooke remembered was someone placing a wet washcloth on her face. She had passed out and was now in a side room with three worried-looking attendees hovering over her. The room was bare except for a simple framed poster of sunflowers in a meadow hanging next to a picture window overlooking Central Plaza outside. The plaza was all concrete, with concrete benches and concrete statues. Nothing growing, nothing green.

Brooke was struck by the thought that the framed sunflowers were imprisoned behind the glass of the frame, prisoners in a cage, just as she was herself. Was she dreaming, or was her nightmare real? She looked between the sunflowers and the window, and at the ever-present rain pelting the window as if trying to reach her.

Her nightmare was very real.


SIX

16 WEEKS

The past weeks had been a blur for Brooke. She was still in shock and disbelief, as was the world around her, to a lesser degree. Thirteen people had been killed in the blast, with many more seriously injured. Lives destroyed, dreams shattered, nightmares beginning.

The news outlets were calling the suicide bomber a deranged woman who had lost touch with reality due to postpartum psychosis. Sadly, weeks prior, she had been assigned a stillborn baby. The news called it a tragic event and then quickly shifted topics to the recent baby assignments. Outlets hyped up the psychosis angle and the need for better mental health treatments. They also complained about the ability of people like the bomber to gain access to materials for bomb-making. There was to be a government inquiry into limiting such destructive materials, though apparently the bomber had been a chemist with full access to her own lab’s combustible materials. A trained explosives expert, she had helped develop new mining explosives that minimized environmental damage while remaining very effective.

Besides the inquiries, the government paid funeral and medical expenses for all the victims. Basic health care was already covered; however, any treatment considered above and beyond the basics was not, and in this case every expense was covered. Regarding those who had died, most people these days were cremated, which was easy and cheap. Each province had several automated crematoriums. The autobots would receive the body, double identify with DNA forensics, and then a second autobot would put the body into the furnace at 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit for two to three hours, then remove the ashes. A third autobot would place the remains in an urn if desired. Sadly, as with Derek, there was little left to burn in the case of most of the victims.

Brooke didn’t care about any of the others. She cared only that Derek was taken from her, right before she was able to tell him she was pregnant—about six weeks along. That was ten weeks ago, a lifetime. Brooke had serious doubts about PACE by this point. She thought back to the day she received her diploma and graduated from the academy. Brooke had been so proud of her uniform. She was providing a vital service for all. She was respected, looked up to by children and, most of all, by herself. The system treated her well and was fair, or so she once believed.

Now that Derek was gone, all she had left of him was their child. How could she give his baby up? What was happening to her? She took an oath as a Progeny agent to uphold the laws of the land. Did this doubt simply stem from a grief that time would heal?

So many questions, so few answers, and she was carrying a ticking time bomb. She and Derek had been excited to fulfill their dream together; now it was a nightmare for her to live out alone.


SEVEN

17 WEEKS

Brooke had to go back to work. What’s more, she had lost track of the passage of days since the “event,” as the media was now calling it, and her time was running short to register her pregnancy.

Brooke already felt a very strong bond with the baby inside her. It was starting to kick ever so slightly, as if trying to talk with her. Brooke dreamed of Derek laying his hand across her growing belly and feeling their son, or daughter, with her. She hoped she would feel the same connection to whatever baby she was finally assigned, but the doubts were almost overwhelming.

Brooke once again had to go through the Progeny reattestation, but this time she had trouble affirming each commandment. PAI was unusually patient with her—amazing how much sympathy an AI could be taught to mimic. She moved her hand against the glass wall by her desk, and a hologram photo of Derek appeared. It showed him cooking in their apartment. He was smiling, wearing an apron, and pointing a large wooden ladle at the photographer, which was her. This was her favorite photo of him, and it calmed her nerves.

She sorted through her files and found the old cryptic email in her private server in bold print: 3.1459265 is a lie. Trust no one. I have proof.

She looked around to make sure no one was watching, then clicked on the subject line and saw a series of statistics in a spreadsheet, showing the history of the thirteen provinces’ deliveries over the past ten years. Nothing strange here. An overall average number of deliveries, with a 1 percent stillborn rate (high, but it was what it was); 4 percent major anomalies or issues, including brain damage or cerebral palsy (again high, but nothing special). She was about to close it out when she noticed a small figure in the bottom left of the message: a Russian nesting doll. Almost no one she knew was even aware of these rare old items. They hadn’t been made in ages.

Brooke clicked on the icon, and the doll opened to reveal another, smaller doll and yet another doll, until finally a handwritten note popped up with the words “Provincial government officials birth statistics” and another list of all thirteen provinces. There were not that many pregnant government officials or spouses, so it was interesting that someone would data-mine such statistics.

It read simply Government officials and leaders birth statistics past ten years: ZERO stillborn, ZERO anomalies assigned. Brooke was confused. Were these statistics genuine, or were they a test from PAI to see what she would do? Who would send this to her? Her head was spinning. She received many cases with complaints of PAI’s corruption, but they were usually disgruntled people or crackpots. This one provided statistics and was sent to her secret server.

This was earth shattering but useless without proof.

3.1459265 is a Lie. Trust no one. I have the proof.

Brooke picked up one of the Russian nesting dolls sitting on her desk. Truth was always buried layers deep.

Then she shook her head. No way was this true. She would go straight to the director herself and determine the truth herself.

A coworker she hadn’t seen since the “event” was approaching, and Brooke quickly closed out the file. The coworker told her how sad she was about Derek and that she was glad to see Brooke back. As she walked away, she told Brooke, “Let’s have lunch next week.”

Brooke just nodded and stared out the window. It was raining again.

Glancing back at the computer screen, she suddenly felt sure someone was watching her. She was amazed that she had been able to hide her server from PAI for all these years. Derek had shown her how to set it up. But now she doubted how secret it was.

It was then she remembered Derek’s private server. She decided she would go through his last emails when she got home. She hadn’t had the energy or inclination to do so before; after all, most emails that went to their private servers came from very close friends. But perhaps this person had contacted Derek as well.

It was hard to finish the day. She had virtual calls to take, and a few people came up to give their condolences. Thankfully, most ignored her, unsure how to ask how she was doing and what to say. It was easier to avoid her.

Brooke was sure she was being watched, but by whom? With no evidence to prove the feeling, she began to think her paranoia was getting the better of her. Brooke had suffered from anxiety all her life. She remembered Derek trying to calm her down by telling her that an old author once said, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not after you.” They had laughed at that together. It did the trick of reassuring her while not making fun of her. She missed Derek so much.

The cafeteria was cold at lunch, with its aluminum tables and chairs and a very high ceiling where every sound was amplified. A large window along one entire side looked out onto the stark concrete courtyard. Brooke placed a lunch order with the cafeteria AI, which everyone called Alice even though her name badge said “Joy.” Brooke was told this nickname came from some ancient TV show when there were no AIs and real people took orders for meals. She barely touched her tuna sandwich and continued staring out the window. No one bothered to sit with her.

The rest of her day passed under a haze. When she finally got home, it was late. The aytee ride was dull and monotonous, punctuated by the occasional graffiti M that had yet to be cleaned off.

She skipped dinner and went straight to the computer. About thirty minutes into skimming through emails, she found one that Derek had received on that fateful day. It came from a strange address and was encrypted, but she was able to open it with their shared password: Truthshallsetyoufree123—the original motto of the Progeny program when it was first introduced, well before Brooke and Derek’s time. Brooke just stared at the screen, mouth wide open.

Detectivvve, you’re the only one we can turn to. Trust no one. I have proof.


EIGHT

18 WEEKS

Brooke had to register her pregnancy with the Progeny Agency in person. She had an appointment at 3 p.m. just inside the new temporary registration site, as the destroyed atrium was still being rebuilt. Brooke was told that the new registration facility was to be named after Derek, but she didn’t care what they called this place. She missed him, and the only thing she had of him was the baby inside her.

The appointment only gave an estimated time to arrive. Then everyone lined up in a queue and waited. Equity for all.

The temporary site used an old side entrance to the PA complex, basically an alley that used to connect to the provincial prison, which had a checkered past. The prison was a five-story relic with a giant gray facade and superficial cracks running down the sides, as if lightning bolts had struck with a vengeance. Each time the cracks were plastered over, new ones would pop up. They finally gave up repairing them years ago. The cracks were now part of its lore. Old ghosts were rumored to roam the alley at night; perhaps they created the cracks themselves.

One specific story had stuck with Brooke from a young age. It was that of a middle-aged woman whose name Brooke never heard mentioned. She was found guilty of killing her neighbor’s child. A not-so-sweet little boy, ten years old. The boy had caught an injured young raven and placed it in a small cardboard box. He lit the box on fire. The woman watched this in horror and ran over to defend the bird. The boy refused to let the woman have the burning box, so she hit him with her shoulder bag. The boy stumbled, dropped the burning box, and hit his head against a concrete pillar. He died instantly. When the police arrived, they found the woman cradling the dead bird, with the body of the boy lying on the ground beside her.

The woman was found guilty of murder and spent the rest of her life in this very prison. She was known as the Raven. To this day, ravens flocked to the area, and their deep, gurgling croaks would resonate and echo between the walls.

Brooke felt an eerie presence as she walked down the narrow alleyway and glanced up. A large raven was perched high up on a ledge, watching her closely. It let out a loud croak, whereupon several other ravens swooped across the narrow sliver of sky.

Once inside, Brooke noticed heavy security and a media presence as Director Em entered from the opposite side and they both approached the line. The director gave her a big hug, with cameras clicking away. As if on cue, the sun even showed itself briefly.

A shiver slid down Brooke’s spine, a combination of embarrassment and distaste. Dressed in a sleek gray pantsuit with minimal makeup, Em was the queen of media. Brooke, meanwhile, was disheveled, wearing her monotone one-piece gray suit and in desperate need of a shower.

They stood in line together, in the crowded waiting area with the other couples. The director would show the nation she was like everyone else and wait her turn to register her pregnancy. Brooke had forgotten Em’s announcement that she was pregnant, roughly the same gestation as Brooke herself. They had met up a few times, and Em even sent her condolences on Derek’s death as well as speaking at his memorial.

Em was all smiles and spoke with everyone, including Brooke, but Brooke’s mind was elsewhere. Something felt wrong in her gut, but she attributed it to grief. She repeated the Progeny commandments in her head, merely nodding or mumbling whenever she thought the director asked her a question. Dr. Jim showed up fifteen minutes later, and the media crew had a field day.

Each person waited in line for almost thirty minutes before their turn came up. Brooke felt incredibly alone in a sea of people. On autopilot, she didn’t remember any of the intake process.


NINE

18 WEEKS

Em thought today went great. Timing her entrance with Brooke Yeled was fortunate. She, the director, had been one with a Progeny agent who heroically lost her husband. The gods do love me, she thought, and half believed it. Em finished her work in the Parliament building and headed home. She had to coordinate everything with Jim to make this work. Failure was not an option.

She walked back through the now cleared atrium of the PA complex, scaffolding already up to bring in the new. The building looked like a wounded lion, steam rising from its body, with the scaffolding resembling a cage.

This pregnancy would take the focus away from the constant disorder brought about by those opposed to equity. Planning was key, though. She was worried about the M graffiti popping up all over the provinces. They had no clue who was behind this menace. There was never video of the perpetrators, though they did catch a small painting drone on camera. Frustrating, to say the least.

The director continued on to her private residence, a sterile three-bedroom penthouse attached to the PA complex by a narrow walkway lined with photos of past directors. Jim was waiting for her with Alfred, her chief of staff, an elderly man with white hair and a strong limp from an old injury. Alfred closed the door, and the three were alone.

Alfred was in his seventies and had been with the director and her husband for over a decade. Before that, he had many jobs over the years, serving as a medic and then as a labor-and-delivery nurse in one of the outer provinces. He first met Dr. Jim and Em during a training course on alternative dispute resolution management. They hit it off, and Alfred had been by their side ever since.

In the main reception room of the residence, two hard, uncomfortable white couches faced each other alongside two triangular chairs, all in front of an enormous window overlooking the gray city and its perpetual overcast. Jim unlocked a metal case on the coffee table and spoke quietly. Though they were alone, they had enemies and were taking a great risk.

“The room is clear—no bugs, AI disabled,” Alfred offered. “It will look like a glitch.”

Jim opened the case with flair, pulled out a silicone belly mold, and said to Em, “I had this measured, and a private AI printed it to fit your figure. Every two weeks we need to adjust it to align with the proper growth. You must start wearing this all the time, and no later than next week. When we get to term, I’ll have the final version made and then destroy the AI printer and all molds. No record anywhere.”

“What about labor? How do we cover that?” Em asked with unusual weakness in her voice.

“Don’t worry. I have a plan for that. Alfred, I’ll need your help.”

Em then excused Alfred and sat alone with her husband. She took the mold in her hands and asked, “Can we really trust Alfred?”

Jim quietly responded, “I have a plan for that too.”


TEN

20 WEEKS

At twenty weeks and now registered with the Progeny Agency, Brooke was showing a small belly. She had not gotten anywhere with figuring out who sent her and Derek those strange emails, despite trying every trick she knew. She reverse engineered the code from the original messages using back-channel AI algorithms with advanced organic nanotechnology and came up blank. She tried to find an identifying mark. She even tried a trick Derek had once shown her by sending a hidden trigger to the original source, but again, nothing. She was frustrated and could only hope for a break.

Meanwhile, the director herself had kept Brooke in the loop on the final investigation into the psychotic woman and the bomb. The case was now officially closed, and the nation was talking about the director’s pregnancy.

National and social media outlets quoted Em word for word: “My husband and I are excited for the assignment of our baby when the time is right. We have full faith in the Progeny Agency and will proudly accept whatever we are given, as would any member of our society. Equity for all.”

Brooke finished another long day and ordered her home AI to make a simple grilled cheese sandwich and mushroom barley soup. Not eating well and hyperfocused on solving those cryptic emails, she had let her apartment grow as scruffy as she felt. Her only consolation was surrounding herself with her Russian nesting dolls and Derek’s sports figurines. She found herself talking to them as if they would respond. She was losing control, and her anxiety was getting worse.

She finished most of her sandwich and half the soup, then tried reading a little, but she felt sick, depressed, and ever so alone. Brooke tried a bioreality game she and Derek had often played, a cooking game where each competed to make an omelet before the AI could. After a few tries, she gave up. Settling on the couch in the den, she gazed out over the city, drinking a glass of tomato juice. Her eyes grew heavy, and she fell into a deep sleep.

A confused Brooke found herself floating on a giant lily pad. Derek was sitting next to her, silent. They were on the large lake where they took their final vacation. The night was dark, with only a sliver of a moon shining on the glass-smooth water. Brooke reached over and touched Derek’s hand; it was ice cold. Still he said nothing.

A thick fog bank swiftly approached, and a ripple of water nudged their lily pad. Another lily pad breached the fog bank, and Brooke gasped at the large Russian nesting doll positioned atop it. As she stared, more lily pads floated toward her, each carrying a human-size nesting doll. Strange how the rippling currents moved all those lily pads except hers.

Derek remained cold and silent. A cool breeze started blowing, and Brooke shivered. The first doll, whose lily pad was now the closest, started to make a rhythmic crying sound as if it were in pain. The fog bank encircled Brooke and Derek, blocking out the small moon. The wind picked up. The crying continued, now coming from each and every Russian nesting doll on each and every lily pad. They were surrounded by what seemed like hundreds of dolls. The crying reached a crescendo, and the dolls started to shake violently. Brooke noticed tears building in Derek’s eyes. She looked closer and jerked back when she realized he was crying blood, not tears.

The first doll reached her lily pad. When Brooke reached over to grab it, the nesting doll broke apart at her touch, revealing another doll, and then another; then finally, with a shriek from the last doll, a human baby was delivered. Brooke reached for it just as the other Russian dolls delivered their own babies, all crying. She looked over to where Derek had sat just a moment before, and he was gone. In his place was a life-size Hank Aaron figurine, the gift from Val. It seemed to be smiling at Brooke.

Brooke woke with a scream emanating from deep within her. She was covered in sweat, though she was cold and shivering.

Brooke had always believed that dreams revealed hidden truths, so she was sure her dream was telling her something. She realized her glass of tomato juice had fallen from her hand, leaving a terrible stain on the white carpet, but she shot to her feet and walked right over it and went to her computer to pull up the message Derek had received.

Brooke was a puzzle solver; that was why she was so successful as a Progeny agent. Nothing happened by accident.

As the computer came on, Brooke glanced behind her at the two photos from Val hanging on the wall. Rising, she grabbed them and placed them on her desk. Both were signed VV with a heart next to it. With a bolt of energy she realized that DetectivVVe was no typo. The VV had to be for Victor Valent, better known as Val! And he had always called the Progeny Agency AI “PAI by 3.1459265.”

She might be grasping for straws, but Brooke had nothing better to go on.

Val must be in his mid-eighties by now, if he was even still alive. When people retired, they were moved to retirement villages where there was no favoritism, no rewards for prior work done—simply a peaceful, quiet retreat where all needs were met.

Wide awake now, Brooke grew determined to contact Val. She had to see him in person, though she knew this was almost impossible. So many obstacles, and using an aytee would guarantee her movements were recorded.

What proof did he have? Those brief statistics about PAI being corrupt meant nothing without source documentation. What did this all mean? Should she speak with someone? Then she remembered: Trust no one.


ELEVEN

22 WEEKS

It took Brooke a few weeks to search through death records from the last six months for any mention of Val’s full name without arousing suspicion. She dug into a cold case that involved both Val and the Progeny Agency, giving her a reason to research Val as well. No one would be the wiser. Derek always taught her to cover her tracks.

If she was right about Val’s message, he was dangerous to some very powerful people, and they might have already found him. There was no official mention of his dying; that was a good start. Next she whittled down the places where Val might be living. The thirteen provinces included a lot of territory, and she had a limited amount of time. Her research had to be subtle to avoid alerting the internal security triggers, which must be on high alert after the bombing—or were the powers behind this so immune that they had no worries?

Brooke was now twenty-two weeks pregnant, and the director had been showing an unusual interest in Brooke. Each encounter, each of them one too many for Brooke, started to creep her out. A phone call here, a direct message, a lunch there. Why? Brooke’s anxiety and paranoia mounted to a fever pitch.

Daily life in the nation returned to normal. New babies were assigned every week, and related fluff stories were well publicized. This week’s social media sensation was the story of Adam and Travon, an autonomous drone operator and a schoolteacher who had been married for ten years and were finally assigned a baby. Adoptions always took longer.

Another two weeks passed, and Brooke caught a break when a simple article about the quality of life in a place called the Rainbow Retirement Village was posted in a video log on a social app. Brooke never browsed those apps, yet this story popped onto her social screen at home. She normally wouldn’t have opened it, but there had been a message on her private server that day as well: Apps will show you the way.

Brooke was beyond confused—and worried. A quote from one of the residents jumped out at her as the article scrolled by on the video: “We have a wonderful life here. All our wants and needs are met, and we have a very fulfilling life. I have time to enjoy my Russian nesting doll collection and get to eat my favorite apple pie every day.” The quote was attributed to a VV.

Brooke’s heart started to race. This story was no coincidence. This had to be a message from Val, specifically for her. Sometimes the best hiding places were out in the open. Nesting dolls and pie, so simple yet so smart. Would anyone else notice such a simple message?

Now the question was how to get to the Rainbow Retirement Village without shining a direct light on her and Val.


TWELVE

22 WEEKS PLUS

Rainbow Village was located next to Placid Park, a well-known day-trip destination for couples and families. The park was huge, as big as a city, and housed a wonderful zoo where all animals were given ample habitats in which to roam. No animals were ever mistreated.

Placid Park had its own mag, or magnet, train stop, but it was a full two-hour ride, and reservations were hard to come by. Brooke was able to secure a ticket and a day off work in three weeks’ time. She would be twenty-five weeks along by then. She made the reservation from the PA complex, and as she stood from her desk and turned, she came face-to-face with the director herself. How long had she been standing there? Did she see anything Brooke should have hidden?

“Brooke, my dear. I just wanted to pop in and see how you were doing. Are you okay?”

Brooke hated being called “dear,” and coming from the director made it even worse. She fumbled and tried to hide her nervousness with a laugh.

As Em gave Brooke a big hug, a camera clicked behind them. The director was dressed to kill, as she was on most days. Brooke, typically unconcerned with how she looked, always felt unkempt next to the older woman. The director was sporting a big belly, as was Brooke, but Em looked composed, while Brooke looked lost. And now the media had captured the contrast for posterity yet again.

Em informed Brooke that she had spoken with her captain and gained authorization for the two women to spend a few hours together. She claimed she wanted to get a better feel for who Brooke was and to make sure that Brooke was being taken care of.

“Let’s do lunch.”

Em settled her arm around Brooke’s waist and led her off.

Over lunch in the Progeny cafeteria, Em asked whether Brooke was eating well and getting her full checkups on the baby. Brooke grew more and more paranoid that something wasn’t right. She knew that the director could see any medical file she wanted, even if it was against the law. Em finally stood and gave Brooke another awkward hug and walked away. Brooke left her half-uneaten sandwich and slowly made her way back to her office. The rain intensified alarmingly as she passed by the windows.

If only Derek were here, he would know what was happening—and, more importantly, what to do. But Brooke was on her own.


THIRTEEN

25 WEEKS

It was late, and the director was not in a good mood. She made sure Alfred had secured the residence and all AI was disabled or deflected away from the bedroom while she removed the twenty-five-week silicone-carbon mold from her belly. Dr. Jim took the mold, wiped the sweat off, and laid it gently on the bed. He then had Em lie down and opened a heated bottle of lotion to rub down her perfectly smooth and taut belly. She had the build of a woman ten years younger.

“Only a few more months,” Jim said.

“I want her baby!” was Em’s response. “She is brilliant, as was her dead husband. That’s our baby!”

Jim looked Em in the eyes. “I have it all under control. That baby will be ours.”

He poured himself and his wife a double shot of whiskey over ice. Em made sure that Jim boiled the water before making ice cubes so they would be crystal clear and have no imperfections. Rising from the bed and staring down at the pregnancy mold, Em lifted the glass in a toast to her fake baby and tossed back the liquor, then went to the decanter and poured another double. Jim followed suit.

He wrapped both arms around Em in a tight embrace, raised the second glass, and said, “To our new family.”

[image: ]

Jim, besides being the head of women’s health, had written many papers encouraging integration of the Progeny Agency with a robust self-learning AI system when he was younger. He once had a partner who wrote the code with him, but after a falling-out, his partner’s name was forgotten. Jim alone was credited with establishing the agency as the power center it had become.

Jim had seen the benefits for society, while Macron had not. Neither had the final member of their trio, Mary. Jim never revealed the true story behind the design, development, and implementation of the Progeny code. Not even Em knew the truth. Jim lost contact with Macron and Mary years ago. Jim hated those loose ends, but he was never able to find them.

Macron Justice—what a funny name for such a smart but flawed man.


FOURTEEN

BEFORE PAI

Old food containers, flat soft drinks, and empty cartons of who knew what were scattered around the room. It was close to midnight in Jim’s one-bedroom apartment in a not-so-great part of town. Rain pelted the window, beating along to a strange tune coming from a music speaker in the far corner: an ancient song, “Hit the Road Jack” by Ray Charles, remixed into a rapid dubstep rhythm. Jim would later recall just how perfect that song was for that night. The croaking of a large raven perched outside his window added to the cacophony.

It was getting late, but they were so close after almost three months of all-nighters working on this modified, hyperrobust AI system. It was Jim who found the missing piece in medical applications recently discovered. He never told the others how he obtained such knowledge—or those rare materials. Jim was not afraid to make a deal with the devil himself as long as he succeeded. With those materials, Jim and Macron had developed an advanced nanotechnology interspersed with silicon-carbon processing and incorporating a new logarithmic large language model, or LLM.

While Macron was a brilliant nanotechnologist, he did not have the vision to see all the applications this technology could be used for. Jim did. Jim Lache was certain this development would revolutionize AI.

Jim Lache was the most assertive of the three of them, with ambitions hidden even from himself. Macron Justice was a wide-eyed noble genius with wild, long hair to fit the image. He was in love with Mary, the third person in this unlikely threesome. Jim saw that she was oblivious to Macron’s affection; yet she still hung around.

All three were in their early twenties, but Mary had two younger siblings she was raising herself, so Jim and Macron frequently referred to her as Mother Mary. She also mothered Macron, to Jim’s disgust. He saw no value in her.

This night would define the rest of Jim’s life. As far as Jim was concerned, society was close to perfection. This new coding breakthrough would fix exactly what was missing in the Progeny Agency assignments, thereby elevating society to peak performance. There would never be any question as to the fairness of the PA’s system again. The problem was that Jim was the only one who wanted to apply this technology to the Progeny Agency. Macron, inspired by an altruistic Mary, wanted to develop a more robust community AI network. Improving health and easing hardships for everyday workers was their goal. Mary was a thorn in Jim’s side, but Macron was necessary, so Jim tolerated her.

Neither of those two moral bumpkins had a clue what Jim had done.

The three of them were sitting around the main computer, which sat on a small coffee table, when Jim announced that he had sent the program to the Progeny Agency that morning, through direct contact.

Macron and Mary were livid.

“That’s not what we developed this for,” Macron hedged in an attempt at civility.

“You had no right to do that,” Mary spat.

“This was my idea, and it’s my decision,” Jim retorted. “Don’t worry. I only used my name. You guys are not at risk.” He then added smugly, “I encrypted the program so you can’t send it anywhere else.”

That was the last night either man saw Mary. She left a short note for each. To Macron, she just wrote, We unleashed the devil. We will forever regret what we did. To Jim, she wrote, Your soul has been stolen. You will be cursed for what you started, and your greed will be your downfall.

Mary signed both notes with a cursive M in bold red.


FIFTEEN

26 WEEKS

Brooke took the fifteen-minute aytee ride to the mag station and made a big show of taking a day pack with her, as if she only sought to enjoy a peaceful day in Placid Park. The station was the city’s central travel hub to all points in the thirteen provinces. The mag train was impressive, as was Union Station, which was also the hub for the subway system beneath that could take citizens anywhere in the capital. Grand pillars faced the main drop-off area, like from some ancient structure. For some reason this facade had been kept when most others were renovated, adding a little flavor that most massive buildings lacked.

Brooke walked up the stairs to the upper platform, line 2, with her pack hanging over one shoulder. She passed an elevator to her right, as well as several security guards and holograms of the director, who seemed to be keeping watch over all passersby. Brooke was sure Em’s hologram winked at her. She reached the last gate and showed the ID reader her car and seat number.

Brooke was a couple of minutes early, and the platform was crowded. The sky was of course overcast but not quite raining. A light mist swirled through the throng. Brooke found a bench near an outdoor heater. A young woman carrying a rather large box sat next to her and offered a slight smile. Brooke nodded but didn’t want to speak with anyone. An elderly couple stood to her left. Brooke’s pulse started to race. Was she being watched? What was in that woman’s strange box? Was the couple next to her a pair of cops? Was she going to be arrested?

Brooke jumped up, prepared to run back home, just as the mag train arrived. The surge of the people on the platform moved her along, and a nice gentleman in front of her helped her step up into the mag car.

She pushed through the crowd to her seat and sat nervously. She knew where she was going but wondered what she would find, her anxiety at an all-time high. Her paranoia was not far behind. Who was that old man who just entered her car and sat across the aisle from her? Why did he nod at her?

A middle-aged woman carrying a cloth bag dropped down in the seat next to her. The woman leaned over, smiled, and said, “How are you feeling?”

Brooke was at first startled, then realized the woman was asking because of her obvious belly and managed to stammer, “Fine.” Brooke scanned her ticket in the armrest, and a green light verified she was in the right seat. Everyone around her did the same.

The train pulled out of the station, slowly at first as it traversed the dense inner city and its surroundings. A robot AI came rolling down the aisle, scanning on its way through. What was it looking for? She noticed a blue light on its torso: mag security.

It took about fifteen minutes for the mag train to leave the population center and hit its cruising speed of 250 miles per hour. Everything zipped by, the ride smooth as glass. Her seat companion tried making small talk, but Brooke wanted quiet. She feigned a headache and closed her eyes.

Brooke thought back to when she and Derek first moved in together. How long ago that was, yet it felt like yesterday.

It was human nature to take what you had for granted until you no longer had it. One simple memory of her and Derek flowed through her mind like an unceasing river. It was a nothing-special day but an ever-special moment.

Derek wanted to make a Sunday-evening dinner—not the typical AI-prepared meal but one of Derek’s full-on meal experiences. He convinced Brooke to come along for the ride. They had the day off, and early in the evening they headed out to shop for supplies. Brooke was wearing her usual dull one-piece outfit, this one beige, with a light raincoat, and Derek wore dark slacks and an old sweatshirt with a New York Yankees baseball cap. This was another treasured gift from Val, but Derek rarely wore it out because of the frowns he got from passersby.

They walked along the fairly busy street, holding hands. Traffic was moving smoothly as always.

Derek and Brooke turned a corner and bumped into a man in his exoskeleton who was in fast mode. Brooke and the man grabbed each other so neither fell, doing a little dance, which looked quite smooth and graceful. Both were sincerely apologetic. The exoskeleton of the paraplegic man clipped Brooke’s knee, and she would feel that for a few days.

Very few people, young or old, used wheelchairs anymore. AI-assisted exoskeletons allowed so much more mobility for those who were impaired. These adaptive devices learned what the person wearing them needed. Some people needed full support and mobility; for them, a chip inserted in the brain’s cortex would sync with the exoskeleton. Others needed only mechanical support and therefore less input. Even as Brooke rubbed her knee, she marveled at the existence of such a brilliant invention.

This street was Derek’s destination. Most of the shops were bland and uniform. Nothing stood out. One would have to feel the material to be able to discern quality. Furniture stores were the same, as was most everything. Even the homes were the same, at least from the outside. Only behind those walls could a family distinguish itself with personal preferences.

Derek stopped in front of an old storefront with a simple sign above reading Yasai, meaning “vegetables” in Old Japanese.

They walked in, and Brooke felt like they had stepped back in time.

She had never been in a store like this. She had heard of them, but frequenting them was frowned upon. She suddenly worried someone might see her and report her to the agency. Derek sensed her hesitancy and urged her forward.

The store was small, with incense burning atop the counters. Old wooden crates lined the walls, full of fresh fruits and vegetables: green peppers, tomatoes, yams, pomegranates, cucumbers, you name it. Crates displayed Japanese spices as well as other delicacies. The smells were intoxicating, almost overwhelming. Euphoric, Brooke squeezed Derek’s hand to bring her back to the moment.

The old lady at the counter spotted Derek and grinned widely. “Welcome back, Hirosan. And who is this?”

“Hello, Kanji, this is Brooke,” Derek replied.

As Derek told Brooke later, Kanji was a Japanese name associated with sunshine, optimism, and energy. The old woman had explained this to Derek the first time he came into her store, years before. She was in her seventies, short and pale, with white hair and big blue eyes. Her mother had been fascinated by Japanese traditions, and Kanji inherited her curiosity.

Brooke leaned into Derek and whispered, “Why did she call you Hirosan?”

Before Derek could answer, Kanji responded, “I may be old, but I’m not deaf, young one. Hiro is an ancient Japanese name that means ‘generous’ or ‘tolerant.’ People who bear that name are thought to be wise and kind. Your man is all those things, and san is a sign of respect.”

Brooke smiled at the old woman and said, “Thank you, yes, he is all of those things.” She gave Derek, or Hiro, a big hug and a quick kiss on his cheek.

Derek and Brooke picked out a variety of vegetables, chicken skewers, and some udon. Brooke was mesmerized by the colors, fragrances, and textures. Frozen in a blissful moment in time, she knew this feeling wouldn’t last. They paid, said their goodbyes, and trudged back out into equity.

This was one of Brooke’s favorite memories with Derek. She thought at the time that the hassle was way too much just to make dinner. Now she missed that moment and cherished it as a flower cherished the sun.

Brooke was awoken by the announcement of the train’s pending arrival at Placid Park. She had slept for almost two hours, and her seat companion was gone.

Now twenty-six weeks along, Brooke blamed her tiredness for her letting her guard down and falling asleep. Her trip had been delayed a week by a case she couldn’t shirk off on someone else. Thankfully, her captain pulled some strings and was able to get her a new mag train ticket. She felt like she was doing three jobs at once.

The mag train was quite comfortable, though now that she was awake the ride made her a little nauseous—maybe not the best choice of travel while pregnant.

Arriving well before noon, she grabbed her bag and shuffled off the train. In the terminal she noticed an old man watching her. Who was he? She was about to confront this old man when a little girl ran past her and into the old man’s arms.

“Grandpa!”

I’m losing it, Brooke thought.


SIXTEEN

26 WEEKS

Placid Park Station was much smaller than Union Station and easier to navigate. It had been years since she’d been here, well before she joined the agency and met Derek.

The park was beautiful, offering both wide and narrow paths for people to meander down, as well as lots of benches on which to rest and enjoy the day beneath giant, ancient oak trees. This park was paradise for anyone looking to escape the everyday grind. There were plenty of quiet, hidden trails as well as playgrounds with awnings to keep the children dry from the rain that were retractable for the odd day when the sun would shine. There were also the ubiquitous AI surveillance pods attached to many rain shelters along the pathways.

Brooke crossed the narrow opening into the park. As it spread out before her, she found the path toward Rainbow Village. This path led through a thick wooded area with trees that seemed to rise as high as the rain clouds. Brooke remembered being told that some of these trees were thousands of years old. They grew to over 350 feet tall, while the roots were only 6 feet deep; yet the trees were able to stand up to hurricane winds because those shallow roots attached to the trees next to them, each one supporting the other.

Brooke felt like her roots were not attached to anything. Derek, her support, was gone, and she wondered if she would topple.

The forest was quiet and secluded. Seeing no AI surveillance, Brooke finally relaxed. There would be very little AI security presence in the village itself. After all, it was a retirement village. No threat to anyone.

Rainbow Village lay just past the forest. It took Brooke a good fifteen minutes to reach it while thunderclouds loomed on the horizon. The village was a cluster of four- and five-story stucco buildings, all dirty white with rusty water stains running like scars down the sides. Interspersed among them were great old trees with overgrown vines trailing from one building to the next.

Brooke settled on a bench and watched building number 6. No one came in or out for quite some time. Finally, she spotted an old woman about to exit and quickly approached the door to hold it open for her. The old woman smiled as her gaze went to Brooke’s belly.

Brooke made a show of holding her belly and sighing.

The old woman, leaning on a beautifully carved mahogany cane, said, “Thank you, my dear. It’s finally quiet after all that commotion from yesterday. Sad, really sad what happened.”

Brooke politely asked, “What happened?”

“He died. We all do someday, but I didn’t know he was sick. He was such a nice man—always helped me when I needed something. He lived right here in this building for many years.” The old woman walked away, leaving Brooke holding the door open. With a sick feeling in her gut, Brooke worried that she knew exactly who the woman was talking about.

Sweat sprang along her brow as she walked down the empty hallway to apartment 105. There was no answer after several knocks, and the door was locked, but being the wife of a cop had its perks. She removed a universal fob from her bag, taken from Derek’s closet before she left. It was very small, the size of an old pen. She found the right frequency, and a green light appeared as she turned the handle.

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. Then she saw the apartment had been ransacked, everything turned over and cushions ripped open. No Val. She was too late.

Had she led them to him? That would mean they knew about her and her suspicions—so why was she still alive?

Brooke decided to conduct her own search to see whether Val had left a clue that “they” missed. She needed the proof or she had nothing, and he would have died for nothing. Brooke doubted she had much time, but she was a Progeny agent and a good one. She would find anything worth finding.

After about twenty minutes and almost giving up, she zeroed in on the Russian nesting dolls scattered on the floor. They had all been opened to the last one—or had they?

She slowly bent down, a task that became more difficult each day, and picked up a basket of old flowers. Inside, she found a lone inner nesting doll that must have been missed by the people who ransacked the apartment. Brooke had only picked the basket up because it was so out of place in the apartment. There wasn’t a single plant or a photo of anything. Nothing except for this flower basket.

She tried to twist the Russian nesting doll and found it was shut tight, perhaps glued. Even if it had been found, the searchers likely thought it was solid and there was nothing inside. Using a steak knife from the kitchen, she pried off the glue, and the doll opened. Inside was a tiny piece of paper with 3.1459265 written on it. Beneath that was a small, round silicone-carbon chip. Brooke took the chip out and placed it in the locket she kept on a chain around her neck. The chip fit perfectly inside, nestled next to a photo of Derek.

She had to leave and leave now.


SEVENTEEN

27 WEEKS

It had been a week since Brooke’s trip to Rainbow Village. The ride back was a blur. She had exited Val’s apartment complex into pouring rain. She didn’t bother using her umbrella, instead letting the rain wash her clean. Alone and exhausted, she headed back through the giant trees that reached for the sky, blocking most of the deluge, and sat on a bench beneath a beautiful oak. She noticed a yellow creature about two inches long slowly moving along the side of the tree. The banana slug stopped and seemed to stare right at Brooke, but she realized this flight of fancy was her mind trying to comprehend all that had happened.

An elderly woman walking her Bergamasco stopped in front of Brooke and asked if she was okay. Brooke was startled by the unleashed dog, which approached her and gave her a gentle nudge with his head. This brought Brooke back to reality. This dog provided the first warmth she had received since Derek’s death. They seemed to connect, and the owner let them be. The dog placed his paw on her lap and licked her face.

“What is his name?” Brooke asked.

The woman responded, “Hiro.”

Brooke started to cry and hugged this beautiful, brown-flocked, coiffed dog, saying, “Thank you, thank you” over and over. She kissed Hiro. “My generous, tolerant, wise Hiro.”

Eventually, she got up, thanked the now bewildered woman, and started back to the mag station with newfound strength. The dog let out a single strong, deep bark. A smile grew on Brooke’s face as she continued walking. Everything in life was connected. As far as she was concerned, Hiro was Derek sending her strength and determination. She would find a way forward; she just had to figure out how.

The rain had stopped by the time she left the forest of giants. In fact, she thought she glimpsed the sun fighting its way through the clouds. The platform was crowded, but she had no trouble finding her car and seat. The mag train was smooth, as was her aytee home. She dozed off again on the train and had no nightmares for the first time since Derek’s death.

Now back home, she still had more questions than answers. The silicon-carbon chip remained secure in the locket around her neck. How did one read such a chip without alerting the ever-present PAI? Perhaps she could find an old computer that had been scrubbed clean. Maybe she could then open the chip and see whether the information on it was useful.

The next conundrum was who to show this to. Someone who had the power and the knowledge to make a difference. Brooke rested her hands on her growing belly and knew she was running out of time.

But why was she still alive?


EIGHTEEN

30 WEEKS

Brooke had spent the past two weeks scouring the web for stores that sold obsolete computers. She only performed preliminary searches, afraid that PAI or some other agency would become interested if she went too deep. In the end, she narrowed her search down by focusing on the section of town involved in her current case. That way, her sleuthing could be concealed within an official fact-finding mission.

The store was in a run-down area. At the end of one workday, she informed her supervisor that she was going into the field to dig up information pertaining to the case. No one seemed any the wiser regarding what she was doing.

Brooke’s aytee took her to the edge of a square near her destination. The streets were very narrow, and her aytee couldn’t get closer. The people here looked a little thinner and less happy, their eyes turned down. Brooked wore her Progeny Agency uniform and of course had her umbrella. There were cameras at every corner, but she was on official business. She marched down one rain-swept side street, then another. Small shops on either side, but nothing like those in the better parts of town.

She noticed more of the graffiti M’s plastered across buildings here. Brooke had once asked Derek what those red M’s stood for. As it was a police matter, she thought he would know. He told her that the police believed the symbol was being used by a small, peaceful underground movement that existed across all the provinces. Some provinces showed more activity, but the state felt that this province was the source. They had never pinpointed any members, and as these members never really did anything except write the letter M, the police weren’t particularly motivated to crack down. He thought the movement probably consisted of a bunch of kids just playing a game.

The shop Brooke was looking for had a small sign on top with the letters IFP, and beneath, in smaller, faded letters, Information Processing Systems. Brooke noticed the camera on the post nearby had been turned toward the sky. Very convenient. Brooke realized that most of the cameras on her way to this shop had been diverted from the street; unaccountably, the sensation of being watched returned.

She entered the store, and a little bell chimed from atop the door. How quaint, she thought. A small man in his fifties—bald, fat, and missing a few teeth—sat behind the counter. Loads of old computer parts were scattered across the store, some stacked one upon another, and the dust flickering through the light gave the place an ancient feel.

“We have nothing you want here” was the man’s greeting to the Progeny agent in front of him.

“I’m not here to cause trouble. I just wanted help finding a clean disc reader,” Brooke retorted, taken aback by his open hostility.

“Not interested in what you want.”

A young, wiry girl with a red-dyed ponytail, maybe sixteen years old, entered the shop. She was about Brooke’s height.

“Please, I’ll be out of your hair in two minutes if you just help me,” Brooke said.

The old man ignored Brooke and told the teenager, “I have your stuff in the back. Give me a minute.” He rose and passed through a beaded curtain, leaving a shimmering wake of dust.

The teenager said, “I heard what you were asking for.” She slid behind the counter and grabbed a small boxlike device from beneath an old computer modem.

“I know this is clean; just hook it to a disposable screen. Tell him you’re just viewing photos of your ex-lover.”

Brooke couldn’t help but ask, “Why are you helping me?”

“Mother always says, ‘Look in people’s eyes; they are the gateway to the soul.’” She was quiet for a moment, then continued, “Your eyes say you are honest.”

The ladies turned back toward the beaded curtain as the old man reentered. He handed the girl a package. “Ginger, your dad was a great guy. Tell your mother I’m well.”

Then he turned to Brooke with a scowl at the device in her hands. “Who gave you that?”

Ginger smiled and said, “Just sell it to her, Hank.”

Hank hesitated a long minute, then grunted his assent.

Brooke walked out with the teenager and her purchase. Ginger murmured to Brooke, “Don’t go back the way you came,” and provided instructions for how to leave. The girl winked and said, “Mother says, ‘Look for justice,’” then handed Brooke a tissue with the red M on it. She nodded toward a nearby trash can. “Can you please throw this away for me?” She strode away without another word.

Brooke was confused but decided to trust this strange girl and this strange encounter.

She stared at the tissue in her hand, then quickly ripped it to shreds and tossed it in the trash. Following the girl’s instructions, Brooke noticed that every camera along the way was pointed to the sky. After ten minutes, she reached the square where the aytee had dropped her off. Another aytee arrived within five minutes. Meanwhile, Brooke repeated to herself, “Mother says look for justice,” all the while thinking of the red M.

The dark clouds opened with a deep, long rumble as the rain began to fall.


NINETEEN

32 WEEKS

Thunder penetrated Brooke’s dream. She was in labor, all alone, in a hospital room. There was no nurse, no doctor. A fetal monitor beeped very slowly, but the only thing she saw, in bold red, was Out of order, please try again later displayed where the heart tones should be. The pains were intense, and she screamed, but there was no one to hear her.

Brooke jumped up out of her bed at home as the thunder rolled through and woke her up. The rain was intense, the lightning sharp and brilliant. She discovered she was soaked with sweat. It took her a moment to realize she had been having a nightmare, again.

Reaching over to the nightstand, she clicked on the light and gasped as she saw blood between her legs. In a panic, she tried to remember the last time the baby kicked or even moved a little. And she suddenly realized that she had no one to call. Derek, her everything, was gone. She had no friends. She was living a worse nightmare than the ones she experienced in her sleep.

Brooke called emergency medical services, who informed her that a medical aytee would arrive at her building in three minutes. It asked if she needed assistance, but she said she would be out front.

The aytee arrived in exactly three minutes. A human attendant helped her in. She was connected to at least two monitors, and thankfully the one on Brooke’s pregnant belly recorded a strong heart rate. It took only ten minutes to get to the hospital, where she was whisked up to the Labor and Delivery unit. Three nurses greeted her. She had an IV started, and blood tests were ordered.

Just after midnight, the midwife came in and said, “We’re going to do a few tests and order an ultrasound of the baby and your uterus.” The bleeding had stopped.

The ultrasound technician arrived about fifteen minutes later, and Brooke was surprised to see Dr. Jim follow the tech in.

“Hi, Brooke, I just happened to be in the hospital when I was told what happened. I thought I would come up and check on you myself. Hope that’s okay.”

Dumbstruck, Brooke could only nod. Why was he here, and why did he care about her?

Jim stood by the technician as she did the scan. He looked relieved.

“Here’s the heart, stomach, kidneys, spine. The placenta is anterior and looks good; no evidence of an abruption. You have several large placental sinuses, which is nothing to worry about. The cervical length is four centimeters, which is great. You can see what we call breathing movement and see the baby moving.” The technician had a soothing voice.

Jim chimed in, “An abruption is a separation of the placenta from the uterus, which is not good. You don’t have to worry about that. Our baby looks great!”

Brooke cringed at the “our.”

The technician finished, wiped off the ultrasound gel with a towel, and left with one last smile for Brooke. A nurse soon came in and placed a fetal heart rate monitor back on Brooke’s belly.

Beep, beep, beep pierced the room. The nurse turned the volume down.

Dr. Jim stayed as the OB on call entered. He looked surprised to see Dr. Jim there but said nothing.

The OB, Dr. Matters, said, “Brooke, it’s possible it was still a small abruption, but things look good so far. The fetal heart tracing looks good as well, but we must let it run a little longer. I want to see what we call a reactive tracing for at least another hour, and we don’t want any contractions.”

Brooke remained silent, eyeing Dr. Jim uneasily.

“Let’s watch you for a few hours; then we can send you home. But you have to take it easy. No work for at least a week.” With that, Dr. Matters left the room.

Dr. Jim stayed by Brooke’s side until she finally said, “Thank you for coming. But I’d like to be alone for a bit.”

Dr. Jim nodded. “I’m glad you and the baby are okay. I’ll let Director Em know you both are good. We don’t want anything happening to you or the baby.”

With that, he exited the room. Brooke was left shaking, though she couldn’t have said why. It took her an hour to calm down. Two hours later, she was in an aytee, heading home.


TWENTY

35 WEEKS

Now thirty-five weeks pregnant, Brooke hadn’t found a safe way to open the chip without alerting the authorities. All computers were linked to the central AI. Val’s fate proved that she had been a fool to think her private server was truly private. The clean disc reader she found from the old computer store at least allowed her to verify the data was original. That was extremely important. It contained the same info as in the cryptic messages she was sent, but she needed a data miner who could identify the source and break into the codes protecting the source. The source was the proof she needed. She felt she was in over her head. Derek would have known what to do.

Time was running out. Brooke had to find someone who could help, but poor Val was all she could think about. He had wanted to help—and now he was dead.

Brooke’s desk at work was cluttered as she left for lunch, but she didn’t care since she would be on maternity leave by the end of the week. Em had invited her to a farewell meal at the new Progeny Café, which boasted rare bright colors in the form of paintings of flowers and trees. There was even a poster of a field of sunflowers. This was next to the atrium where the crazy woman blew herself up. Brooke’s mind wandered to that tragic day.

The director showed up right on time, never a minute late. Her mind still stuck in the past, Brooke asked Em about the woman who destroyed everything Brooke held dear. The articles and social media only said what she already knew.

Normally Em said little of substance, but this time she casually mentioned that the woman’s husband had worked in high-level cybersecurity and AI nanotech code writing. Brooke was so intrigued, her mind racing a million miles an hour, that she blanked out the rest of the conversation. After they finished their meal, she excused herself hurriedly and returned to her desk to look up an article about that day so she could skim back through the details. The woman’s name was Susan White, and her husband was Macron White. Whatever happened to him?

Later that day, at home, Brooke used Derek’s computer and his perhaps not-so-secret browser to search for information about this Macron White. She figured it didn’t matter if someone was watching her. She could easily explain away wanting to know more about the mass murderer and her husband.

Brooke found more than she could have imagined.

Macron White, Brooke learned, had been born Macron Justice. He took his wife’s last name. No one had bothered to check whether White was his original name until now. Brooke thought back to her encounter with the red-ponytailed girl: “Mother says look for Justice.” Was this what she meant? Was Brooke just reaching for any clue again?

Macron Justice had likely been one of the original Progeny Agency code writers. He left under strange circumstances after a dispute with none other than the director’s husband, well before Jim married Em and took her last name. In the past, Macron Justice had been a vocal critic of the Progeny Agency and an outcast. He was married once before, and his first wife died under mysterious circumstances after he published a highly viewed article on the web about the failures of PAI. Brooke found mention of other mysterious groups taking stands against the Progeny Agency, and they all seemed to lead back to Macron and another entity known as M. Why hadn’t he been killed? Or did the powers that be think him harmless and forget about him? After all, he hadn’t been heard from in ten years.

Such a strange, small, interconnected world. Was the M from the graffiti the same one that fought the Progeny Agency so many years ago? Why hadn’t Brooke heard about them before? Why hadn’t they been arrested?

Brook took the chance on her supposedly secure server to reach out to Macron. He was her only hope now, and she believed it would take days for the agency to connect the dots anyway. She could claim she only wanted to meet the bomber’s husband for closure. Brooke hated that word, closure—such BS.

She was eventually able to track Macron down through Derek’s computer. He had moved to a small apartment not far from the Progeny complex. Using her agent access, she found his contact info and, with no time left, threw caution to the wind.


TWENTY-ONE

36 WEEKS

Macron White was now a low-level cybersecurity officer working for the local sanitation department, which he had joined after his wife’s suicide bombing. While never blaming himself, he nonetheless felt responsible for all those deaths. He knew the truth about what had driven her to it—and his part in the system responsible.

Macron was busy reprogramming a public sanitation unit in the bowels of the city’s enormous waste removal center when he noticed a message on his hand app. The waste system was malfunctioning and not draining the material from, of all places, the Progeny Agency complex. Macron considered how ironic life could be, and then the hologram popped up inside his arm. The cryptic message was coming to him from a Progeny agent, which was strange—and worrisome.

At first, he thought the communication had to do with the literal shit he was trying to fix here today, but he soon realized this was much, much bigger than that.

The alarming message said that she was the wife of the PPF officer killed in the bombing. She wanted to know more than she was being told and asked if he could please help her.

At the end of his rope after Susan’s death, Macron felt defeated. This pregnancy had been his last chance to have children. His wife was devastated when they were assigned a stillborn after giving birth to a live baby. He knew this was no coincidence, but he had no proof, and his wife couldn’t handle the anguish. She did develop postpartum psychosis; that part was true.

His past was a well-kept secret, even from his wife, but maybe not hidden enough.

Macron ruminated on this message for hours. He still had some connections in the deep underground. Mother Mary had often been in his thoughts, but they only reconnected after the “event.” He always knew that M was Mother Mary, but he had no desire or strength to fight. He only wanted to live in peace. Then Mother Mary reached out to him and started a small dialogue. She told him that they were following this very same Progeny agent, claiming that she might have something that could help them all and that Ginger, her sister, believed she was the one to bring change. They even tried helping her covertly. Mother Mary was still trying to protect her “children.” She let Macron know she never stopped thinking about him and that together they could finally fix the wrong they had unwittingly helped commit.

The underground needed Macron, “Mother” claimed, but his mind and body were spent. The agent’s message could be a trap.

But then, who cared? What did he have to live for?

Macron finally decided to meet this Progeny agent. He didn’t trust her, and why should he? But he was at a loss about what came next for him. He responded through a coded server that he would meet her the next day at the fountain in Central Plaza. He’d used this location several times in years past because it worked well for clandestine meetings. He would still be very cautious.

Marcon arrived an hour before their scheduled meeting, walking four blocks from where his aytee dropped him off. Leaning on a wooden cane with a black ebony handle in the shape of a raven, he looked the part of an older man out for a stroll. He stopped next to a two-story building, a warehouse that was windowless on all sides except the front, which faced the plaza. The building had cameras and motion sensors at all corners, and three skinny trees struggled to gain a foothold along the side.

He quickly stepped into a narrow alleyway at the back of the building. Here, at least, colorful strands of ivy were doing their best to trick the harsh walls into looking warm and friendly. Macron stopped by an alleyway door with an intricate lock system. He placed a handheld device next to it, punched in a code, and a faint green light appeared on the door lock. Opening the door, he entered and let his eyes adjust to the dark interior. Macron put on a pair of glasses, tapping the frame and connecting them to the handheld device, which allowed him to see all the security cameras for the building. He didn’t see anyone following him down the alley. He then moved his eyes to the upper left corner of his lenses and blinked. The front of the building, with its beautiful, large windows overlooking the expansive plaza, appeared. Again, no suspicious activity.

This building was an interesting place. Macron had helped set up their security system years ago. The main section was an autonomous eyewear factory, with a retail store in the front. This was not typical eyewear but rather specifically designed for those with memory loss, using advanced AI technology.

The client was usually brought in by a family member. The glasses had AI-enhanced cameras programmed to identify for the client their close family and friends, as well as anyone else important, such as a physician or caretaker. The AI was adaptive and self-learning, improving with every interaction. It could even remember recent conversations and help the client interact with whomever he or she was talking to.

More advanced versions connected to the person through a wireless chip implanted in the occipital portion of the brain. This was used for people who could not see due to nerve damage. The vision provided wasn’t as good as an undamaged person experienced, but it enabled many people with visual impairment to function in a fuller capacity. Those more advanced versions came from a different eyewear center.

Macron waited a full ten minutes after he entered before making his way through the warehouse, avoiding the two delivery and maintenance robots that zipped along the smooth floor and found whatever component was needed for each particular frame. One of the robots would deliver the completed eyewear to the front, where the recipient’s family or guardian would be notified that it was ready for pickup and fitting. Every new user needed a long training period, and that was what went on in the retail section of the store.

Macron pushed through a side door and entered the lobby, where several patrons with family members were waiting. A confused young clerk frowned at his appearance, and Macron simply said, “Security check” and waved a badge quickly, hoping the clerk wouldn’t notice it was from the Sanitation Department. Macron walked out the front door, turned right, then looked both ways as he crossed the busy street to Central Plaza. Central Plaza was just that, the central plaza for the city. It was massive, with lots of concrete, yet beautiful in its own way. A drizzle came down. He headed past vendors selling soft drinks and a popular doughy pretzel and straight for the enormous fountain, settling on a bench alongside.

The fountain design displayed statues of dolphins poised as if to jump from the edges of the basin into the center. Water arced from the dolphins’ mouths into a large ring where the water was funneled to the top of a giant tree. The water then sprouted from the limbs of the tree and rained back down on the dolphins. It was so very loud. Macron chose this place because it would be impossible to record what anyone was saying.

Macron recognized Brooke right away. Massively pregnant, she waddled from her aytee and sat next to him on the bench. They made subtle eye contact and acted as if they were not together in any way.

Macron realized that Ginger was right: Her eyes. They spoke truth and honesty. Macron started without an introduction.

“The noise from the fountain should block any AI devices. I have found that this place works well should you not wish to be overheard. You said you have information you thought I might be interested in?”

Looking straight ahead, Brooke said, “Your wife wasn’t crazy. Her actions were. She killed my husband and many others. She should rot in hell, but she was telling the truth! I think I have the proof.”

Macron’s knee-jerk reaction was to leave, but he remained seated.

“Are you able to open a silicone-carbon chip?” she asked.

“Yes, but what information do you have that I would be interested in? My wife is gone, and I’m nobody.”

Brooke shuffled her feet, looking ill. “PAI is a lie; it’s all a lie. I know who you are, Macron Justice, and I have the proof to help tell the truth.”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?” Macron demanded, peering around, waiting to be arrested.

Brooke softly said, “I lost everything I hold dear. You lost everything too. We have nothing to lose by speaking the truth. I don’t know who to trust and how to spread the truth. Maybe it all dies here with me.”

Macron said, “I tried telling people. I warned them. But no one listened.”

Brooke asked, “How would you use any proof I gave you? How do we convince people who have been fed this lie to believe us?”

“I wrote the code and built the wall for Progeny. I can enter PAI anytime I want and spread the word.”

Brooke bent over and gave a loud groan. Macron was confused. At first he thought she was signaling agents to come arrest him. He had been waiting for them for so many years. Then he realized Brooke was sitting in a large puddle. It hadn’t been there when she sat, so she must have broken her bag of water.

Brooke started crying out. The fluid she was leaking was full of blood, and she lurched to her feet to leave. She abandoned an empty food wrapper on the bench beside her. Macron was scared on all fronts, but he gathered his strength and said, “Let me take you to the hospital.”

Brooke shook her head. “Just take care of the empty wrapper for me,” she gasped out, pointing to the trash as she left, holding her pregnant belly. Macron watched her walk slowly to the aytee.

Taking the wrapper, he felt the small chip inside.


TWENTY-TWO

36 WEEKS

The director was in a top-level meeting when she was interrupted by Alfred, who said she had an urgent call from her husband. Em excused herself, feigning difficulty in rising from her chair to go along with her thirty-six-week silicone belly.

“Brooke is in labor, and it’s day seven of the Progeny block,” Dr. Jim said hastily. The timing was inconvenient. “You must fake a headache and go home now. We don’t have much time. You both must deliver before midnight for this to work.” If they didn’t pull this off by midnight, Em’s “delivery” would land outside this week’s pool of newborns.

“Okay, right away.”

Em returned to the meeting and made her excuses, complaining about a headache and pelvic pain. Her assistant offered to take her to the hospital, but Em said she was going home to rest for a bit. No worries.
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Jim was sweating. This would be close. He had Alfred meet him at the Women’s Department at the hospital with the lined backpack container. The hospital was always crowded and busy, which would work in their favor.

Jim first went down to the blood bank, where he told the clerk he had to perform an inventory check, then asked if the fellow would mind going to get him coffee and a pastry. Jim needed ten minutes alone.

“I’m not supposed to leave the bank unattended.”

“I’m the chief; I’ll cover you. Go now, please.”

After the clerk left, Jim disabled the local AI surveillance. He had a backup data-input chip that would mask his ten minutes in the bank. The clock was ticking in so many ways. Jim quickly unlocked the cryogen freezer and took a unit of packed red blood cells from the back. The heavy plastic container held 500 milliliters of blood, roughly a pint. He quickly opened the computer file, found the serial number, and entered that this unit had been sent to Province Five. No one would notice unless they did a deep data mine, and would anyone truly care?

He then placed the unit of blood in his lined shoulder bag. Everything was in order. On the security monitor he saw the clerk walking back along the hallway, carrying his coffee and pastry. He quickly removed the false data chip and restarted the AI. As the clerk entered the blood bank, Jim held his phone to his ear, saying, “I’ll be right there.”

Jim took the coffee, told the clerk to keep the pastry—“I’m needed”—then thanked him and walked out. The clerk looked dumbfounded but happy for his unexpected cinnamon roll.

Jim thought, That part was easy. Now for the hard part: the morgue.

Morgues were in the basement of every hospital, always along a lonely corridor with a simple sign over the entrance. Morgue: Equity in Death.

The morgue was usually unattended since, well, no one was leaving. There were a couple of security concerns that Jim had to bypass but no security cameras or specific AI to be worried about.

Four weeks ago, he had placed a stillborn baby in a secure location just for this occasion. The timing had been fortuitous. Em really did seem to have a lucky star following her. He “happened” to arrive in the Labor and Delivery unit just after its delivery, taking the stillborn down to the morgue himself with the excuse that he had to complete work on the computer system down there anyway. All of this went smoothly. According to the computer system, the remains were officially cremated.

The problem Jim now had was first removing the body without anyone seeing, then thawing it out in time. First things first. Jim entered his code and the door opened. He would be able to explain this as a random security check. Being the head of a department had its perks.

The morgue was like being in an ice cave—no windows, frost and death in the air. He went to the back, where the overflow freezers for times of natural disaster were located. The log had no entries, but there was still that poor little baby he had placed there. Jim put on size 8 surgeon’s gloves with extra-long arm sleeves, opened the drawer, and lifted out the seven-pound corpse with ease. Jim quickly logged that he was doing a routine check of the facility, as he had four weeks prior. With the corpse and his discarded gloves stowed in the lined container, he headed out, went back to the elevator bank, and handed the bag to Alfred.

“I’ll see you at the house in fifteen minutes. I have to go to Labor and Delivery and find a placenta!”


TWENTY-THREE

36 WEEKS

Em awaited Jim at the residence, refusing all calls. Alfred kept everyone at bay. They were in the main bedroom. Tonight the weather was throwing everything it had against the city, and the large picture window was streaming under the rain’s constant, angry beat.

Alfred dimmed the lights; Jim didn’t want too much light shining on his stage. As Alfred closed the drapes, a double-pronged lightning bolt lit up the night sky, silhouetting the dark clouds as they emptied themselves of everything they possessed as if trying to expose all to the bare truth.

A mere two days before, Jim and Alfred had repositioned the bed to face away from the outer door toward the now closed curtains. Alfred had arranged for a fetal monitor, a baby warmer, and a neonatal resuscitation kit to supply the room, under Dr. Jim’s instructions. Ostensibly, such tools were merely a precaution.

Jim arrived, set a large bag next to the bed, and reviewed the plan. Alfred was reminded how to destroy the 3D printer and the last silicone belly mold, which Em quickly and gladly removed. She tossed it at Alfred.

The once immaculate living quarters were a mess, especially the bedroom; nothing was in order.

Jim informed Em’s secretary that Em’s water had broken and that she was in very active labor. The secretary notified the hospital to expect her arrival, but Em had no intention of going. They waited two hours, with frequent calls from both personal and L&D staff. Where was the director?

Jim needed more time for the dead bay to thaw. This would be close.

Time for the final stage of the plan. Jim had Em undress and don a hospital gown, then lie in the predampened bed, her hair intentionally messy, makeup running as if she had been sweating through labor. He directed Alfred to reactivate the AI monitoring in the penthouse and call the secretary to inform her that it was too late to get to the hospital: Em was completely dilated, and Jim would do the delivery in the residence bedroom. He reminded the staff that Alfred was a trained L&D nurse as well, and they would be fine.

The bed was a huge king, with sheets covering Em completely and a pillow to simulate her belly from a distance. She grunted and screamed when Jim prompted her with a touch to her knee. As Em’s staff began arriving at the residence and clustered at the open door, Alfred kept them back. Jim wanted and needed witnesses, but only from an obscured distance. Alfred declared that no one could go to the foot of the bed except Dr. Jim.

Jim had quietly placed the unit of blood, the placenta, and the thawing stillborn corpse under the sheets at the foot of Em’s bed. The fetal monitor was preprogrammed to show a certain heart rhythm to accompany the distressing scene that would follow, timed to drop the heart rate with each fake contraction and finally to drop to below fifty, which was a serious emergency. Babies could die at that heart rate if not delivered quickly.

Em gave the performance of a lifetime, grunting, screaming, and moaning on cues from Jim. Em’s chief of staff tried entering the room to get a closer look, but Dr. Jim barked at her to stand back.

The baby’s heartbeat was slower than the rate of the rain pelting the windows but almost as loud. The light stayed dim, except for a spotlight at the foot of the bed.

The heart rate stayed at fifty for five minutes—a flat fifty.

Jim wanted to allow more time for the stillborn to thaw, but as midnight approached, they could delay no longer. It was time for Jim’s act to begin.

He said, “We have to deliver the baby now if we’re going to have a chance to save it. It’s too late for a C-section, but we still have a chance.” All of this was said for the AI to record. He would have the review whitewashed by his own committee.

Jim announced he would put a Kiwi vacuum on to deliver the baby. As Alfred handed the device to him, Jim saw that a young assistant at the door was crying. He pretended to apply the Kiwi to what everyone watching thought was a baby’s head under the covers. Em squirmed and moaned for effect.

Jim said, “Kiwi applied. Now push with the contraction!”

Em screamed and pretended to push.

Jim ripped open the pack of blood under the covers and made sure to splatter it everywhere, even hitting the spectators at the doorway. Jim needed shocked and scared witnesses to sell this and distract from discrepancies. He reached for the corpse, directly next to Em’s pristine birth canal, and pulled it out from the sheets. There was no cry, and Em yelled, “Why is there no cry?! Is it alive?”

Jim pretended to cut the cord and gently placed the cold baby in the warmer next to the bed. The subdued lights cast shadows everywhere, making it difficult for anyone to see what was happening.

Thunder clapped as if in applause for Jim and Em’s performance.

A sticky, jellylike substance oozed from the thawing stillborn’s body. Jim nonchalantly wiped his hands on the sheets. He would dispose of the bedding later.

Em repeated, more desperately, “Why is there no cry?”

Alfred admonished, “Director, you know the rules: no information about the birth baby.”

All of this had been rehearsed the week before. The director acted genuinely upset as Jim moved the baby warmer behind a dressing screen in the bedroom. The AI had no direct view of what was happening behind the curtain. Jim pretended to attempt resuscitation, with Alfred as his assistant.

“Floppy, no tone. Alfred, do you have a heartbeat?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“God damn it!” Dr. Jim continued, “Alfred, get the PPV mask and perform positive-pressure ventilation.”

Alfred grabbed the mask and pretended to ventilate.

“I’m getting great resistance, sir,” he deadpanned.

“Get me suction.” Dr. Jim pretended to clear the dead baby’s airway.

“HR fifty” came from Alfred.

Jim couldn’t help thinking he should have been a theater director.

“Let’s start chest compressions.” Then “Give me epinephrine, point zero three milligram IV push, and I’ll try to intubate.” Dr. Jim pulled out a laryngoscope, lifting it high enough over the drape for the AI to be able to record.

“Apgar’s zero for first minute,” Alfred said.

“Alfred, place a cardiac lead on the baby.”

Alfred pretended to hook up the preprogrammed heart monitor.

“Heart rate forty.”

“Give another epinephrine push,” Jim said quietly, following up with “Apgar zero for five minutes.” He then let out a loud sigh. “We have to keep trying, Alfred.”

The two men gave a great show of struggling to resuscitate the dead baby for another ten minutes, all the while showing no response on the monitors.

Acting forlorn, Dr. Jim finally stopped and covered the baby with a hospital baby blanket. Now he needed witnesses. He called over the lonely secretary who had been crying earlier and asked her to bear witness.

He said softly, “Dead, stillborn. I was too late” as she approached the confusing scene. She was maybe nineteen or twenty and had never seen anything like this before. She began crying anew, shaking as she nodded acknowledgment, then stumbled back to the doorway.

Jim recorded her name. She would be transferred to Province Twelve next week.

After one more person bore witness, the dead baby was covered so that no one could see the evidence of it thawing out. Another subordinate started to enter, but Jim barked, “No more! Stay back. Give her privacy!”

Em was crying and whimpering all the while, but her eyes showed that she was growing tired of the charade. Jim hurriedly moved on to the next step: extracting the placenta from beneath the sheets. Jim announced to no one in particular and to everyone, “Placenta is delivering.”

He pulled the placenta from between Em’s legs and exposed it to the audience. He wanted everyone to see. He had made a mess under the covers with the unit of blood. It looked like a murder scene from an old TV show. His goal had been to scare the witnesses; it worked.

Dr. Jim examined the placenta and said solemnly, “It was an abruption. Alfred, get me twenty units of Pitocin.”

He gave Em a shot since she didn’t have an IV. He had to make this look good if anyone reviewed the coverage. The syringe was filled with sterile saline so no one would know the difference. He plunged the syringe into Em’s thigh for all to see. Em wasn’t prepared and let out a small yelp. Jim thought that was a perfect response.

He stated there were only a few lacerations and then pretended to sew them up. Em sobbed her rehearsed tears.

Now they only needed to get through the next few hours. Soon, they would be home free.

Alfred quietly placed the placenta and empty blood bag in the baby warmer with the thawing baby. Within earshot of the secretaries Jim said, “Alfred, would you please take the baby to the hospital morgue for us? I’ll meet you there later.”

The windows rattled as hail began to pelt the residence.


TWENTY-FOUR

36 WEEKS PLUS

Brooke didn’t remember getting to the hospital. The last thing she recalled was walking away from Macron, heading to an aytee. Apparently some bystander saw her pass out and called a medical aytee unit. Her labor was hard and scary. She’d never heard of a Kiwi vacuum but was told that they had to use one on her. She had faith in the midwives and physicians. They weren’t the problem; they were just soldiers following orders. Wasn’t she one also?

Afterward, she finally fell asleep, clutching the pendant around her neck. She was alone now and kept waking in fits. Her delivery was a blur at first, but now she experienced vivid recall of what had happened immediately after. They took her baby from her, but she was one of the lucky ones: She had seen him.

What would happen now?

Her recovery room was cold. No matter how many blankets she used, she found herself shivering. The nurses told her that was normal, made worse because of her blood transfusions. Brooke’s mind raced. Today was the last day for this week’s deliveries. She would be assigned a baby tomorrow from the pool of who knew how many deliveries. Brooke knew that on average almost 100 babies were born each week in this province. All Brooke could think about was “her” baby and not someone else’s. She had seen him; they made eye contact. He looked like Derek. But someone else’s baby would be hers.

She fell asleep again and dreamed of Derek, and this time Macron was there, waving his hands and yelling. They were in the atrium at the time of the bombing. Macron was yelling at his wife, “Stop, I have the proof, stop!” Then boom! Brooke woke with a start. How many different versions of that moment would she relive? An open wound. Macron had the chip, but would that information ever find its way into the public eye?

Trust no one! Yet she had trusted a stranger. She felt defeated. She had lost Derek, and now she had lost their son.

Early the next day, Brooke opened her virtual computer and scanned the news for something about Macron exposing PAI. Nothing. But Director Elvira Mtawala had also gone into unexpected early rapid labor yesterday, delivering before midnight, around the same time as Brooke. An uneasy shiver went down her spine. There was no mention of the baby, of course. Only a statement that the director and her husband awaited the assignment of their baby, just like all the other delivered mothers. They had full faith in the equity of PAI.

The dark clouds returned. Maybe they never left. Rain poured down like a river of the gods, matching the tears flowing from Brooke’s red, swollen eyes. The stark room started to spin, but just as she was about to pass out, there was a knock at her hospital door. In walked Brooke’s supervisor and another agent she recognized from her unit, as well as a Progeny Agency technician, someone who delivered the assigned babies.

But something was wrong. This technician wasn’t wheeling in a bassinet. They all looked somber. Her supervisor asked, “How are you feeling this morning? You had a rough night.”

Brooke was silent.

The technician then spoke up. “Agent Yeled, there were one hundred three deliveries this past week, a good number. PAI has randomly assigned all the babies born. It is with great misfortune that one of those babies was stillborn and even greater misfortune that this baby was assigned to you.”

Brooke stared out the window at the dark clouds and pelting rain. Clutching her pendant, she started to weep again. She did not hear the rest of what the technician or her boss said. There were virtual forms to sign, and that was it. Her life was over. They stole her baby—precisely what the bomber said before she blew everyone up, including Brooke’s husband. They stole her baby. They were always one step ahead of her. She lost; they won. The system won.


TWENTY-FIVE

POSTLABOR, 6 WEEKS

It had been six weeks. Brooke was supposed to return to work, but she didn’t think she could. She’d heard nothing from Macron. Maybe he was unable to do what he said he could. Maybe he chickened out; maybe he was killed like Val.

The big news of the day was that the director was going to introduce her baby boy at a grand festival marking the six weeks since she’d given birth. Celebrating the wisdom and fairness of society and equity from birth was the theme. Brooke would not attend. She dreamed every night of her son, that image of them making eye contact seared in her mind. Her baby boy with olive skin, jet-black hair, and that red, heart-shaped birthmark on his right shoulder with a crack down the middle.

Her own heart was broken. Brooke carved a scratch on the heart pendant she wore around her neck. She had known her baby for only moments, but he would remain with her forever. Strange how you could meet someone for only a moment and they could make an impact on your whole life. Also strange how you could know another person for your whole life and have them barely make a mark.

Brooke received a private message on her server: A package was being delivered to her, from a friend. Brooke had no real friends and was cautious. What more could they want from her? To kill her? They had no need to keep her alive; she was a risk.

Twenty minutes later a drone left her a small package at her doorstep. She was notified upon its arrival. She opened the door, and a gust of wet wind rushed through the entrance. A leaf landed on the small package on the stoop.

She picked up the box and took it to the kitchen table, slightly jarring the constant hologram she kept open of Derek. Brooke pushed away half-eaten containers of old Chinese food and carefully unwrapped the box. It contained a Russian nesting doll. Brooke was confused; she thought only Derek and Val knew of her fondness for them, and they were both dead.

Disturbed by just how much was known about her by those with power, she hesitantly picked up the doll. A note floated out of the box. It landed on her desk, right next to the hologram of Derek. Brooke took in a sharp breath as she noticed a large, red cursive M on the note. She picked it up with trembling hands and started to cry—a gentle, sweet cry as she gazed at Derek’s figurines all over her desk.

She then opened the nesting dolls one by one. The last small one was glued shut. Memories from Val’s final clue rushed back at her. Taking a small knife, she pried it open, and a small figurine of Hank Aaron popped out. What the hell was this about? She placed it on the table next to Derek’s hologram. After a moment, a small hologram projected from its eyes onto the table. It was of Macron.

He only said, “Go to the ceremony for the director and behold. You were right, as was Val. Family is all that matters.” And finally “Thank you for giving us purpose.”

The hologram ended, and Brooke knew she had to destroy the figurine of Hank Aaron. She placed it on the floor and stomped on it with all her strength. The ceremony was in an hour. She could make it, but did she want to? She felt tired and defeated. What could Macron accomplish?

[image: ]

The ceremony was being held at the rebuilt Progeny Agency atrium, where Brooke’s tragedy began. She was allowed entry, and because of who she was, she was brought to the front for a close-up view. She was still a Progeny agent, and her husband was hailed as a hero.

The weather actually cleared up, occasional rays of sunlight breaking through and beaming across the crowds. Media was positioned everywhere. This was going to be a live event seen around the country, all thirteen provinces, in every home. The autonomous media vans parked along the curb were, of course, gray but with a white lily painted on the sides. White lilies were the director’s favorite flower.

Large monitors were set up throughout the atrium and connected to monitors in every public square. All other broadcasts were stopped, and every channel had to carry the event. The crowds were enormous but very well controlled. Order was always a priority. Banners waved in the cool air. Huge clouds hovered overhead, but the sun continued piercing through.

Brooke forced herself to stay busy. Several officials were being interviewed by local and national media outlets. The food was plentiful and good. Brooke hid her anxiety by eating more than she had in the past six weeks.

A chorus of angelic voices played through the loudspeakers. As their voices melted away, a strong bass accompanied by resonant bells gradually built to a crescendo. A crisp, clear voice announced the entrance of the director and her husband as they approached the second-floor balcony, which curved out into the audience.

The crowd was enormous. This was a most unusual ceremony, with such spectacle usually seen as offensive to society’s concept of equity. Brooke noticed the obvious absence of Em’s longtime chief of staff, Alfred. She remembered reading or hearing that he had experienced a sudden fatal heart attack only a week after the director gave birth. No great loss there, thought Brooke, but it was very suspicious.

The director approached the podium, magnified on every screen, so much so that the audience could see every blemish on her face. But Em looked as fit as ever. All the AI holograms along the building froze as she came forward, holding her baby boy.

She began by repeating the oath of her office to abide by the principles of the Progeny Agency, following up by declaring that with the advent of their fair system, they had made society uniform and equitable for all. Everyone was equal from birth. She and her husband had named their son Prince, for he was the prince of all people. The crowds cheered. Brooke thought it strange that no one seemed to acknowledge the irony.

As Prince was lifted into full view, Brooke stared at the monitor in front of her. Prince had jet-black hair, lots of it, olive skin, and a red, heart-shaped beauty mark with a crack through its center on his right shoulder. He had the face of Derek.

Brooke shook under the onslaught of a flashback to her delivery. The slow, slow heart rate of the baby. The constant rain. The Kiwi vacuum. The silence of the baby after birth. The fear of the unknown. The need for her blood transfusions. The quick side view of her baby, as clear as if she were looking at him now.

As the director spoke, Brooke stood perfectly still in the atrium, people bumping into her from all sides. She saw in her mind’s eye a nurse accidentally opening the curtain in her delivery room, just enough for Brooke to see her baby under the small spotlight directly over the bassinet. She came out of her trance as the director held her baby higher for all to see. Brooke dropped her glass of wine, and people edged away from her.

Just as Brooke was about to scream, the monitors in the atrium started to scramble, going black for a few seconds. There was total silence, and then an image appeared, of Macron, cleanly shaven and wearing a vibrant deep-red cloak. The image focused in, showing him outside somewhere, the sun shining on his face and his hair gently waving along with a large white banner behind him. A large red M was scrawled across the banner. The holograms, which had been stagnant for the director’s speech, now mirrored the image of Macron, very lifelike. In a loud, strong voice that carried across the land, he announced, “I am Macron Justice, and I have proof . . .”
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“In life, it’s not where you go, but who you travel with.”

Charles Schulz
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