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        To Evan and Jonah.

        

        May the world they grow up in

        be better than I could imagine.

      

    

  


  
    
      To a season of political and social upheaval was added a strange and brooding apprehension of hideous physical danger; a danger widespread and all-embracing, such a danger as may be imagined only in the most terrible phantasms of the night. I recall that the people went about with pale and worried faces, and whispered warnings and prophecies which no one dared consciously repeat or acknowledge to himself that he had heard. A sense of monstrous guilt was upon the land, and out of the abysses between the stars swept chill currents that made men shiver in dark and lonely places. There was a daemoniac alteration in the sequence of the seasons—the autumn heat lingered fearsomely, and everyone felt that the world and perhaps the universe had passed from the control of known gods or forces to that of gods or forces which were unknown.

      
        H.P. Lovecraft, “Nyarlathotep”
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      Going by average global temperatures, this was only the second-hottest year on record—the previous year had been the hottest. It was warm enough, however, to complete a process that had begun many years earlier and which last year had nearly finished.

      When spring came to the eastern United States, it brought with it the worst tornado outbreak since 2011. This was followed by a succession of polar vortexes that flowed out of the northwest, bringing cool weather as far south as Tennessee and North Carolina. The Rockies and the West Coast, on the other hand, were dominated by a searing heat wave that began in April and continued for most of the year. In Barrow, Alaska, temperatures in the summer went into the seventies.

      In Europe, March was so warm it was described as “May come two months early.” Strong south winds in May and June brought Sahara-like conditions to the Mediterranean lowlands and flooding to the southern slopes of the Alps and Pyrenees, even as the pleasant weather that Spain, Italy, and Greece should have been enjoying held sway from Ireland to Karelia.

      In Asia, heat waves and drought sent forest fires raging through Siberia from the end of March all through the summer. In August and September, typhoons hit the Philippines, Taiwan and southern Japan, even as the monsoon failed in India.

      But the real story was what happened up north.

      In a typical year, the polar ice cap in the Arctic Ocean spends the six months from April through September shrinking, then grows again from October to March. Last year was so terribly hot that the ice cap shrank to less than one million square miles in area—smaller than it had ever been in recorded history. That year the major news organizations issued a series of tongue-in-cheek stories for the benefit of small children, to the effect that Santa Claus was moving himself and his workshop to the South Pole, where the ice was still good and solid.

      By April of this year, the ice cap had rebounded to 5.35 million square miles of sea ice, with a volume of 5100 cubic miles—more than anyone had hoped for, but still much smaller than it had been this time last year. An unfortunate combination of circumstances—bright, sunny weather in May and June, warm water from the North Atlantic flowing under the ice, and warmer air from Eurasia flowing over it—combined to shrink it further. Arctic cyclones in July and August created waves that broke off tracts of ice the size of states, exposing the interior of the ice cap and speeding the melting process. Meanwhile, the prevailing winds blew warm air from northern Alaska eastward over the Canadian Archipelago, melting the ice in the labyrinth of channels between the islands.

      The more the ice cap shrank, the thinner it became, raising its surface-area-to-volume ratio and exposing an even greater percentage of its mass to the air and water. By the beginning of September, there was nothing left but a tiny remnant clinging to the northern coasts of Greenland and Ellesmere Island. And then, in less than two weeks, it vanished entirely.

      Nobody saw the precise moment it happened—clouds and low-lying mists had obscured that stretch of ocean for more than a week. Then, on September 11, the weather cleared, and a satellite overflying the poles recorded that the last traces of sea ice in the Nares Strait and the Lincoln Sea were gone. The Arctic Ocean was finally ice-free.
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      In a dorm room in College Park, Maryland, a new student was getting in her daily twenty minutes of exercise. She was heavily built and basically okay with it, but she didn’t want to get any heavier than necessary.

      The room, lived in for three weeks, was half alarmingly neat and half messy to the point where it interfered with navigation. Isabel was in the neat half, where there was room on the floor for a yoga mat. Her face turned pink as she curled her fingers behind her head and pulled herself up into a sitting position. Her light-brown hair was pulled back and threaded through an O-ring to keep it out of her face.

      As she exercised, Isabel cast an occasional guilty glance at her school reader, which had all her textbooks downloaded onto it. Her guidance counselor had made it very clear to her that in the field of STEM, the more options you had, the better. So, at age eighteen in a week or so, she was pursuing dual degrees in engineering and meteorology.

      At least, that was what she was doing this semester. Right at this moment she was just doing sit-ups while listening to Rodomontade’s “The Two.” Later this afternoon she would be working at Celebrazione, an Italian restaurant just south of the Beltway.

      While we’re waiting for something to happen, let’s get her backstory out of the way. Isabel Bradshaw grew up on Tilghman Island in the Chesapeake Bay, daughter of one of the few remaining full-time watermen. Her father worked very hard, earned a good living, and had done his best to impress upon all his children the importance of working hard and earning a good living doing something else entirely. Those children were, in birth order, Chelsey, Isabel, Kristen, and Scott. We’ll learn more about them as they appear. At the moment, Isabel was at College Park, Kristen was in high school, Scott was in middle school and Chelsey was… Chelsey. As a child, Isabel suffered from a potentially fatal allergy, but after a few years of treatment she got over it. This will come up later, but for now, just forget about it.

      Isabel’s cell phone rang. “It’s Chelsey,” said the phone over the ringtone. She turned off the music.

      “Hey, blondie,” said Isabel.

      “Hey, chunkybutt,” said Chelsey. “Guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      What.

      “Um…” Before she started congratulating Chelsey, she wanted to hear a few more details, but there wasn’t any good way to ask is this something you and Rod had intended, or did you just get careless? Chelsey sounded excited about it, but that was not necessarily a good sign—Pop-pop had always called Chelsey an “outdoor cat.” Exciting things happened to outdoor cats. Often these were bad things.

      “Surprised?”

      “Well… yeah,” said Isabel.

      “I’m gonna give Rod the good news tonight.” Isabel mentally translated the phrase “the good news” to mean yes, we actually meant this to happen and we have a plan for what to do next, so you can stop worrying. At this point a little voice inside her head piped up and told her she was a horrible person for being so suspicious of her older sister. The rest of Isabel told herself it wasn’t like Chelsey had ever given her any great reason to be confident.

      “That’s great! When’s the baby due?”

      “The doctor said April.”

      “Cool.”

      “I think Rod can get some time off by then,” said Chelsey. “He’s going to be really busy the next few months—the company’s buying up a huge load of property.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m gonna hang on till the Christmas rush is over. Rod’s making pretty good money, so I think I can take some time off.” Isabel didn’t quite trust Rod, mostly because he was a thirty-two-year-old business school graduate and he was dating a twenty-year-old woman with a GED. Since Chelsey was that twenty-year-old woman with the GED, Isabel had a hard time finding a good way to express her suspicions.

      Then Chelsey changed the subject. “Hey, how’s your girlfriend?”

      “Jezi? Still kinda clingy. Told her yesterday she didn’t have to call me every day and she got that hurt look.”

      “You should dump her.”

      “I can’t.”

      From there, the conversation moved into smaller matters. Mostly they talked about their friends. It will come as no surprise to learn that Chelsey’s friends got into much more interesting scrapes than Isabel’s.

      Truth to tell, it kind of annoyed Isabel that she had been typecast in her family as the studious, diligent, responsible sister—the “indoor cat,” as Pop-pop put it—while Chelsey had been typecast as the wild child who went out and had fun. There was a good deal of truth in all this typecasting, of course, and it was kind of flattering that other people expected more of her, but sometimes it rankled a little. Isabel had read that introverts actually enjoyed themselves more during their non-partying hours, which after all were most of a normal person’s life, but Chelsey still managed to look like she was having more fun.

      By the time they were done talking, it was almost time for Isabel to go to work. First, she checked the news to see if there was anything interesting. Every single news story seemed to be about the 9/11 commemorations. Isabel checked a sea-ice monitoring site she visited often.

      What she found… You knew it was going to happen sooner or later, she told herself.

      Yes, but not today, she replied.

      She logged in and posted a link to the news on her blog. She added only three words:
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      Then she logged out, strapped the phone to her arm and started changing into her waitress outfit. It wouldn’t do to show up late for work.

      

      In a loft apartment in Denver, Walter Yuschak, age twenty-nine, stood in the bathroom and took a long last look at his reflection.

      He was a big, heavyset man with a red face and dark, thinning hair. The key word there is “thinning.” His bald spot was getting harder to hide every day. As a teenager, his father’s comb-over had been the laughingstock of all his friends. At the time, he had sworn he’d never let that happen to him. But the spot had been so small at first—no bigger than a quarter. Surely, he’d thought, he could cover it up for a little while.

      But the spot was now an inch and a half wide and two inches long, and it was only going to get bigger. And his hair was dark. And his scalp was pale. And his public profile was rising. His biweekly podcasts had been discovered by a wider audience. A cable news station was showing interest in him. Soon his face would be as famous as his voice… as would the hairline above it, if he didn’t act right now. Today.

      “Say cheese.”

      Walt turned. Susie was standing in the doorway, holding up her phone.

      “I just want one more picture of how you used to look,” said his girlfriend.

      “In case it turns out I look awful?” He’d heard of a guy who’d shaved his scalp after a lifetime of long hair, and had immediately screamed, “Dear God, my head’s shaped like a gourd!”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sure you’ll look fine.” Judging by the expression on her face, she thought he was making a big deal about nothing. Sensitivity to women wasn’t Walt’s strong point, but it occurred to him that what she was thinking right now might be the same thing he thought when he saw her spending ten or fifteen minutes making infinitesimal adjustments to her hair and makeup—do you really think it makes that much difference?

      One she’d taken the picture, he set to work. He started with the scissors, trimming his hair away in careless chunks until it was less than an inch long and looked like it had been chewed on by goats. Then he got out the electric razor and ran it over everywhere, enjoying the buzz against his head as it reduced his hair to stubble. Finally, he lathered up the stubble with shaving cream and scraped it away. He managed it without nicking himself. Then he ran a wet washcloth over his now-naked scalp, and that was all.

      Walt’s head was surprisingly shiny. It gleamed with authority. He hoped people would think so, anyway. It was hard to tell right now—he was still in his pajamas, which kind of spoiled the effect.

      “Missed a spot,” said Susie, tapping behind his left ear. It was a little hard for him to see properly in the mirror, so he handed her the razor. With a few strokes, she finished the job.

      “You look… ageless,” she said, and kissed him.

      Walt decided she was right. At first glance, he might have been twenty-five or forty-five. He looked just old enough that you couldn’t quite dismiss him as a kid, anyway.

      While Susan was getting a couple of beers for them to toast his new look, Walt checked the job postings on his smartphone—just in case the cable news deal fell through. His source of income, in addition to his podcast which some people did actually pay to listen to, was voice acting for radio announcements and the occasional animated production. But there were no job openings listed today.

      Then he checked the news feed for something he could talk about in his podcast. He scrolled past the blurbs about 9/11 commemorations—he’d already recorded his thoughts on the anniversary yesterday. And there was plenty of good material in the news today for the next few days.

      Here was some prisoner’s advocate responding to the news that an audit of the New York State prison system had shown them spending over $21,000 apiece per year feeding the prisoners. The advocate was saying that from what he knew, the meals they were getting were somewhere near dog-food quality. A lot of Walt’s followers wouldn’t be inclined to believe it, but with the right words, maybe he could convince them: Either these goons in there are eating like kings, or—and here’s my theory—most of that money is going right into somebody’s pocket. This is what happens with the state! They wait until you’re scared half to death, then they ask for bigger prisons, bigger budgets, less oversight… and when you give it to them, you get this! If you’re lucky!

      Also, the FBI was trying to gain more power to investigate online rape threats… or at least, that was what they said their motive was. That one practically wrote itself: Some sad little troll in his mom’s basement goes on the Internet and says to a man “ooh I’m a big scary tough guy and I got kicked out of the SEALs for unnecessary roughness and I’m gonna come over to your house and kick your ass” and everybody laughs at him. That same bag of hair goes online, tells a woman “ooh I’m a big scary rapist and I’m gonna come over there and rape you” and all hell breaks loose! Talk about your bad incentives!

      There was another blurb—something about Arctic sea ice—but he ignored it. He’d made the transition from “global warming is a myth” to “it’s a natural phenomenon and has nothing to do with us” years ago, and he was not a man to look back.

      

      On I-64 about thirty miles east of Richmond, a new Lexus hybrid followed the highway as it turned southeast. It was royal blue, with a CAMBERG for Governor bumper sticker on the back, because if you didn’t support yourself, who would?

      The big woman in the front passenger seat had a broad, pleasant face, a streak of gray in her dark hair and a default expression of cheerfulness that didn’t quite go with her somber black pantsuit. She would be forty-three in another month. Her husband sat in the driver’s seat, his head nearly touching the ceiling. Small, neat spectacles perched on what Carrie thought of as a ruggedly handsome face. He was almost a full year younger than Carrie, and a few weeks under the hard white sun of the Himalayas three years ago had turned his red hair permanently blond, hiding the silver threads in it.

      Roger had been quiet, but this wasn’t a bad sign. He was taciturn by nature—it had taken Carrie a long time to get used to it. And even after fourteen years of marriage, Carrie’s circle of friends didn’t have a lot of overlap with his, and it would be her friends at this commemoration ceremony. Also, he took to suit and tie like a duck to… suit and tie.

      “I think I’m getting used to this car,” said Roger.

      “Sort of like riding a good horse, isn’t it?”

      “Not really. You don’t have to worry about falling off.”

      “I meant the way it’s under your control up to a point, but it sort of filters your actions. You can’t make it do anything dangerous.”

      “I’m just glad I can finally parallel park without scraping the hubcaps.”

      Carolyn Camberg turned to look at her daughter in the rear driver’s seat, sitting next to the suit jackets the three of them had draped neatly over the back seat. Eleven-year-old Thel was lucky enough to get most of her looks from Roger—freckled complexion, blue-gray eyes and a face that was trending toward beautiful, not just “good-natured” or “handsome” as people kept calling Carrie. She was wearing a smaller version of her mother’s pantsuit, and had managed to avoid crumpling or mussing it so far. The only thing in disarray was her hair, which was coppery red and formed such tangled curls that no mere human strength could get a comb all the way through it in one sweep. Thel occasionally glanced out the window before returning her attention to her phone.

      “Remember, this is not a campaign stop,” said Carrie.

      “I know, Mom. You said that already.”

      Carrie nodded. Her daughter was already making the smooth transition from the stage where if you told her anything less than three times she’d forget it instantly to the stage where if you told her anything more than once she’d lose all patience.

      “Don’t ask people to vote for you, don’t mention that you’re running for governor… I got all that,” said Thel. “What do I do if somebody else brings it up?”

      “Probably won’t happen. If it does, you can talk about what it’s like going back and forth between school and campaign appearances.” She smiled at her daughter. “You’ve been doing so well. I want you to know I really appreciate it.”

      Thel blushed. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Even when I’m not campaigning, I’m still using you as a campaign prop, she thought. You’re not even mad at me yet, and already I’m hoping you’ll forgive me one day. All Thel wanted was to help her family. Carrie had been the same way at that age. And then, at a slightly later age, she had been completely different.

      But for today at least, Thel and Roger were all right with putting in a required appearance. The big 9/11 ceremonies, of course, were around the Pentagon and Arlington National Cemetery, but the Navy was quietly holding its own commemoration down in Norfolk, and a lot of Carrie’s old friends would be there. She’d spent four years in the Navy and had run a company that provided the naval base with a lot of its supplies. If she belonged anywhere today, it was there. Even with the election less than two months away, she wasn’t going to push for her political advantage on a day like this.

      Also, she was a good seven to ten points over McAllister in last week’s polls. And while her opponent was doing his best to cultivate a conservative-but-not-one-of-the-crazy-ones image, a tape had surfaced this week of him speaking to a church group, explaining to them that the problems with U.S. education policy stemmed from it being unduly influenced at the federal level by a demon named “Baphomet.” In an odd way, Carrie was disappointed. There was something unsatisfying about beating an opponent who sabotaged himself like this. But it assured her that even if staying off the campaign trail today was a mistake, it was a mistake she would survive.

      And she could make some use of this time. Carrie dialed Jerome Ross, her campaign coordinator in Fairfax County. The good news was, he was young, brilliant, and loaded with energy. The bad news was, he was, well, Jerome Ross.

      “Hello, Rome,” she said.

      “Hi, boss.”

      “I’ve received an email from our software providers,” she said. “They say you verbally abused the people they sent. You do know they had the meeting recorded?”

      “I knew that when I spoke up. I wanted to make sure my complaints were on the record.” Carrie mentally translated this as I couldn’t yell at you and I couldn’t yell at Horner, but I really needed to get in some quality yelling.

      And Rome had a point. Horner was a good campaign manager when it came to organizing volunteers and raising money, but he was one of those people for whom the phrase “penny-wise and pound foolish” had been invented. Nothing made him happier than finding some small way to save a piddling amount of money. But even for him, buying cheap half-tested software to run the campaign database had been a little extreme. That said, the way Rome Ross had treated the company reps from Copenhagen had also been… a little extreme.

      “Yes, apparently you had a number of complaints. You asked,” Carrie checked the notes on her smartphone, “‘Why is it every expletive time you hit a tab key, a file closes? Why does the whole thing slow to a crawl if the file has photos in it? Why does it crash if there’s an apostrophe in the text? Why are all the error messages in Danish?’ Did they have any answers?”

      “They said it was still in beta test and there were bugs to be worked out. They kept promising it was gonna be awesome if we could just wait six months. I had to explain to them we’re in the middle of an election here.”

      “And then you interjected by saying ‘Even when this expletive works, it doesn’t work. Why can’t we use runes or passphrases instead of expletive passwords? What is this, 20-expletive-10?’ You also complained that everyone had to log out and log back in again to use internal messaging, which I must admit is a pretty serious flaw. I gather the answers didn’t satisfy you?”

      “No. They just said they were going to review our complaints back in the home office in Denmark.”

      Carrie nodded. “As I understand it, it was at this point that you stood up and shouted at the representatives…” As she read the transcript, she carefully did not raise her voice, but kept it soft and pleasant. “‘Expletive Denmark, I hope your country gets nuked, I hope an asteroid falls on it, I hope it gets hit by all the plagues of Egypt including the stupid one with the frogs, expletive everything Danish, expletive your language, expletive your culture, expletive your history, expletive your big ugly dogs, expletive your godawful expletive little hotel Continental breakfast pastries that taste like frosted cardboard, expletive your depressing expletive movies that make people want to slit their expletive wrists, expletive Hans Christian Andersen, expletive the Little Mermaid, I’m not even sure she has an expletive but expletive her anyway,’ and, then, very loud, ‘Expletive… Denmark.’ Do I have that right?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.” At this point, Roger had his jaws clamped shut, straining to keep from laughing out loud. Thel wasn’t even trying not to laugh.

      “Some might consider that hate speech, young man.”

      “You gotta understand, everybody in tech—Leo and Daphne and Raúl, everybody who’s been trying to work with this new system—they’re angry. Really, really angry. As they see it, they’ve been working their asses off trying to do a job they can’t do because management got sold a bill of goods with this software and they’re gonna get blamed for everything and nobody gives a damn. They need to know that their issues are being taken seriously and somebody in authority is on their side.”

      “Spoken like a man with a future in politics. Although if you ever become president, I hope you’ll refrain from declaring war on Denmark. Just to change the subject, what’s McAllister up to right now?” Carrie expected there to be a delay of several seconds as Rome jumped to the monitor to find out what he should have been keeping track of already.

      She was wrong—Rome replied instantly. “He’s parked himself as close to the Pentagon as they’ll let him get,” he said, “and he’s got a bunch of cameras in front of him. He’s telling everybody as governor he’ll use all the resources at his command to combat terrorism. Oh, and some people are coming forward and saying they’ve heard him say some racist stuff.”

      “Worse than the stuff you said about Denmark?”

      “Not worse, but about as bad.”

      “Oh, dear. Is there a tape?”

      “No, we just have their word for it.”

      “Baphomet declined to comment?”

      Rome laughed. “Yep.”

      Carrie nodded. “Don’t issue a statement on it just yet. Let it play out a little.”

      “Anything else?”

      “That’s about it. I’ll let you go. Behave yourself, Rome.”

      “Thanks for calling, boss.”

      Carrie ended the call and put the phone down. Then she had a good, long laugh.

      “Really, Mom,” said Thel. “‘Expletive expletive expletive’? Are you sure you used to be in the Navy? You know you can cuss in front of me, right?”

      “Call me old-fashioned.”

      Thel turned back to her own smartphone and started looking things up. Carrie turned back to the road. Seeing that their lane had been blocked off up ahead by an accident, Roger hit the turn signal. Two seconds later, the car changed lanes of its own accord.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Thel!”

      “Mom, you gotta check this out. The ice cap. It’s gone, Mom.”

      “What!?” Carrie was pretty sure that neither of the world’s polar ice caps could have just disappeared.

      “Not the whole thing. Just the sea ice. And only at the North Pole, not, you know…”

      Antarctica. If you made a list of all the things a husband and wife could have a painful, long-standing argument about, Antarctica probably wouldn’t show up on it anywhere.

      Dr. Roger Camberg was a glaciologist. Until two years ago, he would leave just after Christmas to spend January through March in Antarctica, monitoring the ice flow around the edge of the continent. Thel—God only knew why—had always wanted to go with him on one of those trips when she was old enough. Carrie had hated being separated from her husband, but Antarctica had a prominent place on her private list of Places You Didn’t Go Unless You Were Personally Needed There, right underneath the world’s war zones.

      It was dangerous work. Much of it was in unexplored territory—territory that had been flown over or mapped by satellites, but that wasn’t the same thing as exploring it. There were places where thin crusts of snow concealed deep crevasses in the ice that no one knew about. Blinding snowstorms could appear in a moment and last for hours. And of course the parts of the ice cap Roger was visiting were the parts where all the melting was, the parts that were least stable and most treacherous… and were usually a minimum of twenty-four hours away from anyone who could help if he got in trouble out there.

      But it wasn’t the ice that had almost killed him. It was the “shrieking sixties”—the notorious ring of high winds around the continent, with its frequent cyclones. He had been returning from a survey of East Antarctica through a stretch of what had been relatively clear weather… until, very suddenly, it wasn’t. His plane’s radio had failed, and Carrie and Thel had spent one long, horrible night waiting before word had come that he was all right.

      After that, Carrie had told him enough was enough. No more fieldwork. Take a desk job. I can’t lose you. I can’t raise our daughter alone.

      Roger had argued every step of the way, but Carrie had learned how to press an issue in the Virginia House of Delegates, and she had been relentless. And, after weeks of shouting and tears and long silences at the dinner table, she’d had her way.

      These days, Roger was a teacher. He’d shaved his wiry beard—Carrie missed the feel of that beard against her cheeks—lost his tan and gained a little weight. But even now, those great shining sheets of ice called to him. It was a part of him that after all these years Carrie still couldn’t understand.

      

      In a residential neighborhood west of Syracuse, New York, a fifteen-year-old Kia pulled into a driveway. It had no self-driving capacity, wasn’t a hybrid, was missing two hubcaps and had one side mirror held on with duct tape. Still, it had managed the five-and-a-half-hour drive from Boston, which was all its owner had asked of it.

      A small, skinny young woman in jeans and a knobbly sweater stepped out of the car. Her face was pale and girlish, with thick glasses and no makeup. Her hair was a shade somewhere between ash-blond and mouse-brown, and was held in a glossy ponytail that flowed down to just past the small of her back.

      She pulled two suitcases from the front passenger seat and gritted her teeth as she hauled them to the door, the loose heel on her right sneaker slapping against the bottom of her foot with every step. Between them, the suitcases weighed about half what she did.

      Her name was Sandra Symcox. Nine years ago, she’d been accepted to college at the age of fourteen with great fanfare and a good deal of sponsorship. Her IQ test results, the tutoring she’d received, her calculus scores and her “intuitive grasp of chemistry” had been the stuff of local news posts. So off she had gone, visions of technological breakthroughs and Nobel Prizes dancing in her head.

      She had just turned twenty-three. Her bank account was a four-digit number, and two of those digits were on the wrong side of the decimal point. She was here because she had nowhere else to go. Not that she was out of ideas—she had a few possible breakthroughs rattling around in her skull—but any one of them would have needed research funding in the hundreds of millions to find out if it was practical. And after her experience with Verdissimus, she was a little reluctant to take on another business partner.

      A tall, black-haired woman of about thirty answered the door. Marty had said he’d be home by now, but it looked like he was as reliable as ever.

      “Hi,” said Sandy.

      “You must be Sandy,” the woman said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Or her cheeks. Or her lips. Actually, it wasn’t so much a smile as an expression of undisguised loathing and hostility.

      “Mmm-hmm,” said Sandy with a smile that was as authentic as she could force it to look. “You’re Nora, right?” She was tempted to say You’re Kendra, right? Or You’re Michelle, right?—those being the names of two of her father’s ex-wives. But she decided that this time she’d try the diplomatic approach before she got unpleasant.

      “Marty said I should expect you.”

      “He did say I could stay.” Sandy spent two and a half seconds on the doorstep waiting for Nora to suddenly sprout a hospitality, then gave up and pushed past her into the living room. She dropped the suitcases on the floor, collapsed on the couch, then took off her sweater and mopped her forehead with it.

      Sandy took a moment to look at the sweater. She’d knitted it herself a few years ago, after completing a course in advanced topological mathematics. She’d done it more as an intellectual exercise than anything else, but it did keep her warm. It consisted of two layers—a charcoal-gray layer on top and a mauve layer underneath—the strands of which were intertwined together in hundreds of complex little knots. Like the one-hoss shay in the old poem, it might suddenly collapse into a cloud of dust one day a hundred years from now, but it would never, ever unravel. It was a good sweater, and she was proud to have made it… but Sandy doubted she could make a living from knitting.

      She looked around the room. It was plain her father was getting by financially. The furniture might not match, but everything was clean and in good shape… unlike the apartment she’d had to vacate, which was furnished in Early Modern Curbside. There was a nice big screen, currently tuned to a news channel. The anchor was talking about the 9/11 anniversary and various commemorations of the attacks. A message scrolling across the bottom said that according to scientists, there was no more sea ice in the Arctic Ocean. Yet another thing wrong with the world.

      “How long do you plan on staying?” said Nora in what she probably thought was a diplomatic tone.

      “I don’t really have plans right now.”

      “I’m having a baby.”

      “I heard. Congratulations.”

      “It’s due in six months.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “We’ll be turning the guest bedroom into the baby’s room.”

      “Not a problem. I can sleep on the couch.”

      Nora put her hands on her hips. “To be perfectly frank,” she said, sounding more and more irritated, “I would expect you to have found other living arrangements by then.”

      To be equally frank, you’re Martin’s fifth wife. So far. I wouldn’t bet on YOU being here six months from now. “I hope so. We’ll just have to see.”

      Nora glowered at her, then strode into the kitchen.

      Several minutes later, Sandy heard a car pulling into the driveway. She considered greeting her father at the door and throwing her arms around him, then decided that would be too obviously fake.

      The last time she’d seen Martin Clearwater had been at Mom’s funeral, six years ago. He hadn’t changed much since then—he was in his late forties and still looked about thirty-five. If there was more gray in his blond hair, it was hard to see. He was a short man, not quite as tall as Nora.

      “Sandy,” he said.

      She blinked a couple of times while they just stood there and looked at each other. Then Martin smiled and spread his arms. Sandy hugged him, slipping her arms under his sport coat. The corner of her glasses pressed against his cheek.

      “You look just the same,” he said. To Sandy, this felt less like a compliment than a reminder that her body had gotten about a quarter of the way through puberty and then given up, but it was a compliment she could return honestly.

      “Sandy, this is my wife, Nora,” he said.

      “We’ve met,” said Sandy, smiling at Nora like they’d hit it off at first sight. She’d discovered over the past few years that even social skills could be learned by rote if you worked at it. Right now she calculated that if she acted like she and Nora were getting along great, Nora would lose a lot of points if she showed any sign of hostility.

      A few minutes later, she was sitting on the couch again. Martin was next to her. The conversation had turned, inevitably, to Verdissimus.

      “I’m sure it wasn’t anything you did,” he said.

      “You’re right—it wasn’t. One or two of my friends who shall remain nameless tried to get around the patent laws for some of the tools we were using. I told them that was gonna bite us in the ass.”

      Martin nodded, then put a hand on her arm.

      “Let me ask you something,” he said. “When was the last time you really, completely failed at something? Until this year, I mean?”

      Sandy had to think for a few moments. It wasn’t so much that she hadn’t had failures, it was that most of them had been in the area of romance or interpersonal relations. Come to think of it, the failure at Verdissimus could be thought of that way. If you knew your friends and coworkers in a start-up were making a bad move, didn’t you owe it to whatever you were trying to accomplish to try harder to talk them out of it?

      “That long silence kind of says it all,” he said. “Everybody does it sometimes. God knows I’ve done it often enough.”

      Sandy nodded. She’d known she wasn’t going to succeed at everything, but… this was not supposed to have been the failure. We were going to do great things. We were going to change the world.

      “You are so incredibly young,” he said. “You’ve already accomplished more than most people, and you’ve still got practically your whole life ahead of you.”

      Sandy nodded again.

      “Don’t give up.”

      “Dad, I’m not contemplating suicide, if that’s what you mean. I’m just… tired and I need a little break. That’s all.”

      “I understand.” He paused. “How are things between you and—what’s his name—Trevor?”

      Sandy winced. Another subject she didn’t want to discuss.

      “We broke up,” she said.

      “Sorry to hear that. What happened?”

      “Stop and think, Dad. How much do you actually want to know about my sex life?”

      “Not much,” he said. “I guess it’s enough to know you have one.”

      Yes, it is something of a minor miracle, isn’t it? I have the body of an anorexic thirteen-year-old. I keep hearing how this is what our culture thinks is beautiful, but every guy I meet treats me like his little sister.

      Well, not every guy. There is a certain kind of guy who thinks I’m one smokin’ hot piece of ass. But they’re not much fun to date.

      Martin rested a hand on her shoulders. “You know, you really are an extraordinary human being,” he said. “I hate myself for not having been there for you as a child. I really missed out on a lot. I just…” He shook his head. “Twenty years ago I was a different person. A complete man-child. I wasn’t ready to be a dad. I couldn’t handle the responsibility.”

      I, I, I, I, I, thought Sandy.

      “Anyway, I’m ready now,” he said. “If you need a father, I’m here.”

      Dad, that ship has sailed. It is far beyond the horizon. But he was the only parent she had left now. He wants a second chance. You need a place to crash. This will work if you let it. Don’t let your drama get in the way. She smiled at him.

      “Do you have a basement?” she said.

      “We can keep you in the spare room.”

      “That’s not what I meant. There’s a machine in the trunk of my car and I’d like to set it up somewhere it won’t get in anybody’s way.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just a little something I slapped together while I was working for Verdissimus. Don’t worry—my contract let me keep the patent myself.”

      “What’s it do?”

      “It turns raw carbon into some basic diamondoid materials. It’s kind of limited in what it can do, but it’s more energy-efficient than other machines that do the same thing.”

      “Are you going to sell it?”

      “I don’t even know if there’s a market for it. I want to try and make some money with it myself before I do anything else.”

      “A start-up in my garage,” said Marty. “I like the idea.”

      “We can’t afford to support this,” said Nora.

      “I’m not asking you to,” said Sandy. “I know a good crowdfunding site.” She took off her shoes and spent a moment fingering the loose sole.

      “Where do you keep the epoxy?” she said.
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      As in every year, with the passing of the autumnal equinox polar twilight and polar night descended over the Arctic Ocean in expanding concentric circles of darkness. The ocean surface, never very far above freezing to begin with, lost its heat to the cooling air.

      In early October, the first traces of grease ice appeared. The ice spread, forming a slushy layer over the surface of the ocean that gradually hardened into glittering chunks. The ice chunks thickened and merged. By December, the Arctic Ocean was again covered—mostly—by a reassuring white blanket that reflected the sun’s radiation back into the emptiness of space, even as it held in what remained of the ocean’s heat.

      But the damage was done.
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      Winter that year, while warmer than average worldwide, was not too far outside what had come to be accepted as normal. In North America, the jet stream flowed just south of the U.S.-Canada border. There were still snowstorms, although not generally south of the Ohio Valley and the lower Missouri unless you were in the Rockies, where small amounts of snow fell as far south as Flagstaff and Albuquerque. In February, a severe ice storm hit the Carolinas.

      The story elsewhere was much the same. Record warm temperatures in France, the Balkans and Iran, record snowfall in Japan and Korea… but overall, not a winter to ring alarm bells. Not compared to those the world had already gone through. And spring, when it came, was if anything slightly cooler than it had been last year, particularly in North American and western Europe.
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      One of the courses Isabel was taking this semester was called “Wargaming the Apocalypse.” It was taught by a Dr. Tanaka, who grew his graying hair down to his shoulders and kept his shirtsleeves permanently rolled up as if to say Look at me! I’m cool!

      It was one of those gut courses whose only purpose was to provide a break from the stress of real work, but it did pose a certain amount of intellectual challenge. Using powerful computers and their own imagination, Isabel and her fellow students spent the semester simulating various disasters and their effect on society and debating the best possible response by the government. They discussed large-scale and small-scale nuclear war, asteroid strikes on land and sea, a miniature black hole that had half the mass of the moon dropping through Earth and out the other side, a solar storm taking out most of the world’s electronics, and the eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano. They tried to model the effects of epidemics destroying 30 percent, 60 percent and 95 percent of the human population. Those “war games” went fairly well, unlike the famine war game, which broke down completely over the question of whether the unskilled, the elderly, or those with criminal records should be eaten first.

      During the last month, they moved into more exotic threats. First, they gamed out two different kinds of zombie outbreak. They found that an epidemic of sprinting rage-monster zombies would be a definite existential threat under any circumstances, whereas the slow-but-relentless variety of zombies would only pose a public hazard in an environment where order had already broken down due to war or natural disaster. This was the sort of discussion that made Isabel wonder if this class was really the best use of her tuition money.

      Then it was infertility plagues—diseases that didn’t kill anyone but left men, women, or both unable to conceive or bear children. At first, more than half the class thought this sounded like a good thing—a painless long-term solution to the problem of overpopulation. Isabel was inclined to agree, but she kept her mouth shut. Knowing Dr. Tanaka, there had to be a catch.

      Sure enough… “What happens when more than half the population is over seventy-five?” said Dr. Tanaka. “When a third of the country is physically too old to work? Who takes care of them? Who pays into the programs that support them?”

      “Who cares?” Gregg in the front row said. “Let ’em die.”

      “We can’t,” Isabel said.

      “Sure we can.”

      “No, we can’t. Because they vote. And they’ve got us outnumbered.” Isabel was already imagining herself conscripted by the government to work sixteen-hour days caring for the elderly at some gigantic nursing home/concentration camp. It would just be bedpan after bedpan after bedpan… As if it were already happening, she thought to herself How dare they force me to do this? Then she thought How many people have to die of untreated bedsores so you can spend your time reading books and surfing the Internet, you selfish cow? Then she thought You’re beating yourself up over nothing again! Stop it! There were people in mental hospitals with fewer voices in their heads than Isabel Bradshaw.

      So the class divided into small groups and went to the computers. What they found was that sperm and egg banks, plus financial incentives for fertile individuals to have extra children, worked well enough to prevent a major demographic imbalance as long as at least 10 percent of the population was still fertile. Below that, however, you just couldn’t find enough fertile people who were willing to have that many more children.

      It was at this point that the phrase “captive breeding program” entered the conversation. Some of the more outspoken feminists demanded that it exit the conversation immediately, along with anyone who thought of it as an option. Isabel couldn’t blame them—now she was haunted by the mental image of herself strapped naked to a hospital bed while strangers stood around her with turkey basters in their hand and expressions of sorrow on their faces, explaining that they didn’t want to do this, but it was for the sake of Social Security. This was probably somebody’s sexual fantasy, but it didn’t do anything for her.

      Fortunately, the next week the subject was a little more cheerful; what if aliens started abducting people en masse? Nadia, who sat right behind Isabel, calculated that if the aliens were interested in sustainable harvesting, they could take as many as five million humans per month. Just to be conservative, Dr. Tanaka lowered this to one million a week. “We’re assuming here,” he said, “that they’re concentrating on major cities, where the largest numbers of people are, and that they come to a different city at every visit.”

      Deon raised his hand. “How are they abducting people?” he asked. “Are they teleporting people, or just sort of levitating them up with tractor beams?”

      “What difference does it make?” said Dr. Tanaka.

      “See, if they’re just beaming people up, presumably they could do that whether we’re inside or outside. But if they need a clear shot at us, so to speak, then they’d have to start knocking holes in buildings. Otherwise we could just all go inside when they show up, and boom, the aliens are defeated.

      “So let’s say they just need to beam people up. The flying saucers show up over New York City, a million people just disappear, and then off they go.

      “What happens to the city? It’s not like a plague. Lots of people are gone, but the people left behind know they’re safe until the next time the aliens hit New York. So businesses put out a bunch of ‘Now Hiring’ signs, lots of apartments are for rent, a whole bunch of cars end up on the black market, and that’s about it.”

      “You’re forgetting the economic effect of removing that many consumers.”

      “Right. But if they have to open up the buildings to get at the people inside, that’s a whole different thing. Then when the aliens are gone, there’s still people missing and now the city is all smashed up. There’s a lot of work that needs to be done and fewer people to do it.”

      “Okay, let’s assume the aliens can’t just beam people out,” said Dr. Tanaka.

      “Wouldn’t people start moving out of the cities after a while?” said Isabel.

      “Indeed they would,” said the professor, “I certainly would. And how would the aliens respond to that?”

      “By… breaking up into smaller groups and going after people everywhere, I guess.”

      The last week was devoted to an equally theoretical threat—weaponized cognitohazards. Brown notes. Things that you could be hurt, or possibly killed, by just seeing or hearing them… and what would happen if they got on the Internet. How would people protect themselves? What would this do to freedom of speech? They started by reading some of David Langford’s stories.

      At the end of the semester, Dr. Tanaka gave a little speech.

      “If you’ve learned anything from me,” he said, “then what I hope you’ve learned is that the one prerequisite for coping with any sort of disaster is knowledge. We don’t need to know exactly what the future holds. It’s enough to understand what it might hold. That gives us the power to plan ahead.

      “Our whole society is built on this. It’s not this way in every country in the world, but here in America, and in most First World countries, you can drive through a town a year after a hurricane or an earthquake hit and hardly know anything happened. The whole place has bounced back. Everything’s been rebuilt and repaired.

      “There’s a reason for that, and it’s not just the economy. The economy’s just money. What we have in the First World is lots and lots of ways of getting the money where it needs to go. We’ve got the federal government, state government, local government, we’ve got the Red Cross, we’ve got all kinds of construction firms to do the work, we’ve got banks of every size to finance it, we’ve got insurance, we’ve got reinsurance… seems like we’re ready for anything, right?

      “But all these things are built around certain assumptions. Actuarial assumptions, based on previous experience. How much damage is Mother Nature going to do in any given year? How many things are likely to go wrong, and how much are they likely to cost? How likely is any one kind of catastrophe?

      “You see, if you can estimate the answers to these questions, then even if the news is bad you can still get ready for it. Change the estimate, and the institutions change to reflect it. Take away the ability to estimate, the ability to predict even in the vaguest way… and we’re at the mercy of whatever the universe throws at us.”
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      The Arctic ice cap in mid-April was a little over five million square miles in area—the smallest on record for that time of year, but surprisingly large considering it had disappeared without trace six months ago. Some wondered if they had gotten worried over nothing.

      Although the area of the cap was much easier to measure, looking at the volume would have given a clearer picture of the situation. Comparing the current thin scab of ice to the massive floating layer that had once existed was like comparing a Hollywood backdrop to a brick wall—its volume was barely a third of what had existed at this time last year. If by some miracle the Earth’s temperature had suddenly dropped enough to allow some trace of it to survive the summer, it might have formed the core of a new multi-year ice cap… but this did not happen.

      In May, the same forces that had destroyed the ice cap in the first place got to work on its replacement. By the middle of July, there was open water at the North Pole. By August 19, the ice was gone once again.

      Deep ocean water has a much lower albedo than ice. Even the weak sunlight of the high latitudes, absorbed by the water, was enough to warm the Arctic Ocean slightly—and when it warmed, there was no more sea ice to melt and cool it again. A slow but irreversible feedback loop had begun.
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      Carrie, now Governor Camberg, spent the last ten days of August inflicting psychological torture on state emergency management personnel. It was in a good cause.

      Mimicane was a complex program commissioned by the National Guard to simulate a hurricane hitting any part of the East or Gulf Coast. It was like an MMORPG with a more detailed map but much cheaper graphics. Carrie was using it to drill the Department of Emergency Management—and, of course, herself—in hurricane response.

      The storm was being planned by Josh Jacobson, their consultant from Mimicane. Carrie had told him to hit Virginia with the worst possible hurricane, and he had exceeded all sane expectations. Jacobson had instructed the computer program to model the cyclone after Hurricane Allen of 1980, which had had winds of up to 190 mph and a 39-foot storm surge. The program had sent the eye of the storm heading straight for Hog Island with only four days’ warning. Just to be evil, Jacobson had also planted an unexplained high-pressure system over northeastern U.S. and Canada, forcing the storm due west in violation of all historical precedent for storm tracks.

      At this point, every single county in Virginia had either had its share of simulated damage or was in the process of getting it. Anything built on the coast was gone. The eye of the storm had passed over Richmond last night. Yes, the eye was the calm part—the trouble was that immediately before and after it passed overhead, the most violent part of the storm would do the same. So as far as the computer was concerned, Richmond was a field of drenched rubble, shell-shocked survivors and quite a few non-survivors.

      It has to be said, at this point, that Carrie was cheating. In her capacity as governor during this hypothetical storm, she wasn’t supposed to know any more about what was going on than the Department was telling her. In her capacity as governor during this actual test, she knew what was happening long before they figured it out. Jacobson was in the office with her right now, pointing out the finer points of the catastrophe.

      The Department wasn’t so lucky. The players could communicate with each other—that also was something of a cheat—but enough cell phone towers and landlines had been destroyed that their ability to assess the damage was limited. As for getting to where the damage was and looking at it, parts of the roads had washed away while other parts were blocked by fallen trees and debris from buildings.

      And with the storm now hitting western Virginia, the fun wasn’t over yet. “The hurricane has started spawning tornadoes where it hit the high-pressure system,” said Jacobson. “About six of them are crossing northern Virginia right now.”

      The players, few of whom had gotten even one full night’s sleep this week, were reacting to this new development with a mixture of weary resignation and shrieking madness. Carrie could see what was being said on the message board, but not who was saying it. This feature was intended to “encourage everyone to communicate freely” and it was achieving this goal.
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      “Really command their loyalty, don’t I?” said Carrie cheerfully. At the start of this simulation, everyone had been polite and professional and posting messages in complete sentences. It had been a rough ten days.

      Carrie also wanted to see how the commonwealth managed given a minimum of federal assistance. The plan was for FEMA to be “paralyzed by scandal” and unable to help.
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      “Just out of curiosity, why’s the power still out in Northern Virginia?” said Carrie. “Don’t a lot of places there have solar?”

      “When the grid goes down, everything connected to it goes down,” said Jacobson. “That way, the people trying to fix it don’t get electrocuted. Some systems can cut themselves off from the grid, but not all of them—and we don’t have exact numbers on how many, so it’s simpler to assume the worst. Not to mention all the solar panels that got blown off by the storm.”

      Carrie nodded, then turned back to the simulation. The flash flooding in the mountains had reached the Potomac. She could hardly wait to read the comments when it hit Arlington.
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      It took a little longer this year for the surface of the ocean to cool enough for ice to form. It had, after all, been naked to the sun for three weeks more than it had by this time last year, and had grown somewhat warmer as a result. And when the ice appeared, it expanded more slowly. At the end of the year, the ice cap was even smaller and thinner than it had been last December.

      The change in the ocean was already affecting the climate. Beginning in November, snowfall north of the Arctic Circle was heavier than it had ever been in recorded history, with the heaviest snow on the northern slopes of the Brooks Range in Alaska and in Norway east of Narvik. On December 29, there was a major avalanche near Hammerfest that killed thirty-seven people. At the time, however, this was seen as an isolated incident.
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      Throughout the northern hemisphere, the winter was, on average, warmer than it had been last year. But through most of the Northwest Territories, and everywhere north of the Arctic Circle, at least one to two feet of snow fell—more in some places. This might not sound like a lot for such a notoriously cold climate, but until very recently, these places had been desert-dry, seeing not much precipitation of any kind… especially in the winter.

      But every now and then, for a week or so, the jet stream weakened, and a polar vortex descended from the north, bringing freezing temperatures to the northeastern U.S. or central Asia. At these times, only a few people ever stopped to reflect that every time arctic air intruded into a part of the temperate zones, it meant that somewhere else, air from the temperate zones was intruding into the Arctic, further slowing the growth of sea ice.
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      For Walt Yuschak, being live on camera with no idea what he was going to say was literally the stuff of nightmares, in much the same way that college students sometimes have bad dreams about taking exams they haven’t prepared for. So during his waking hours, he took pains to make sure this never happened. His writing staff was instructed to give him two different opening monologues every week, so that he could choose between them. They didn’t always manage this, but he had eight opening monologues already prewritten months ago in case his staff came up completely dry. Of course, these monologues were just general statements of opinion and had nothing to do with whatever was in the news this week, but in a pinch they would get him through until it was time for the first guest.

      As he sat listening to his writing staff, he thought thank God I’ve got those prewrites. They’d given him two different monologues—both about the exact same thing, neither of which he could use.

      “We’ve finally gotten proof global warming is a hoax,” said Skyler. “Check it out.” He gestured at the computer monitor.

      “Glaciers in three different parts of the world are bigger than they were this time last year!” said Adam, unwilling to wait for Walt. “Norway, Alaska, Elliesomething Island—they’ve all grown!”

      Sure enough, as Walt read the report it did indeed seem that several glaciers in those places had increased in volume over the course of the winter just past. Of course, there was also a quote from some scientist or other saying the reason the glaciers had grown was that snowfall in those areas had been way above normal that winter, and the real test would be if the glaciers were still bigger than they were supposed to be six months from now.

      The hell of it was, he probably could deliver one of these monologues, and it would be… good enough. They were exactly the sort of thing his listeners wanted to hear, especially with the flooding on the lower Mississippi getting the alarmists all preachy again. But Walter Yuschak hadn’t gotten where he was today by aspiring to be “good enough.” His name was his brand, and he wanted it to stand for something.

      “Lisa!” he said. “Go down to that place on the corner and bring me back a twenty-piece box of fried chicken.” Lisa scowled at him as she left. She was a committed vegan. Hopefully she’d learn a lesson here even if nobody else did. And the place at the corner did make excellent fried chicken.

      Walt checked the news feed. Nothing terribly useful there. And his guest this week was a man who had a new e-book out arguing that hyperinflation was coming in six months. According to his staff, this guy had been saying the same thing for the past fifteen years. Walt personally liked the guy’s politics, but this was the sort of thing that made it hard to be respectful.

      So today looked like a good day to start off with the chicken rant.

      

      As the camera zoomed in, Walt sat at his desk, a napkin tucked under his chin and the box of chicken in front of him. Fortunately, it was a plain white box, so there would be no problem with accidental product placement. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to This Week in Freedom,” he said. “I’m Walt Yuschak, and tonight I’m here… to eat some chicken!” He picked up a drumstick. “Why? Because I’m hungry and chicken is delicious!”

      He took a bite, chewed it, and swallowed it. “You know, I’ve read that chicken used to be something people only ate on special occasions, back when chickens were all being raised on tiny little farms. Thanks to modern factory farms, now it’s so cheap that anybody can afford it! According to the USDA, over ten billion chickens are slaughtered in the United States every year! Capitalism and American agribusiness—making the world a better place, one billion chicken dinners at a time!

      “And yes, I know, chickens are being raised in horrible and inhumane conditions! They’re all jammed together into tiny little cages ankle-deep in their own shit! They’re going so crazy in there they have their beaks and claws clipped so they don’t eat each other! They’re forced to eat crappy food and listen to Charr Sutherland! It’s a chicken concentration camp, people!”

      He took another bite. This was really good chicken. The skin was crisp and crunchy, and the guys at the corner place had a way of getting a little of the spice and salt underneath the skin before they cooked it, so the meat actually tasted like something.

      “And when it’s time to slaughter them, they’re trucked to the processing plant in those tiny little cages and hung up by their ankles and scalded with hot water until their feathers fall off and decapitated by razor-sharp blades while USDA inspectors point at them and laugh! They laugh!” Walt put down the drumstick and picked up a chicken breast.

      “And they’ve really been messed up by selective breeding. They’ve been bred to grow so fast and have such giant breasts that they can barely stand up under their own weight.” During his podcast days, he would have added a joke like too bad we can’t do that to girls, right, fellas?—not so much out of personal conviction as to reassure his mostly male listeners that he wasn’t an SJW and would never try to make them feel bad about themselves or their desires. These days, he had to tone down his act a little for a wider audience. He pulled a chunk of meat off the breast and popped it into his mouth.

      “So knowing all that, why am I eating this?” he said as soon as he was done chewing. “Because I don’t give a damn, that’s why. You want to know why I don’t give a damn? Because I have no respect for chickens!

      “Listen to this,” he said. “Once upon a time, thousands and thousands of years ago, chickens roamed wild in the forests of… wherever the hell it was they came from. Somebody look it up online.” It wasn’t central to his point.

      “They soared through the trees, they hunted for bugs and worms and whatever else they ate. They lived free and called no man master. Well, obviously they didn’t call anybody master, because they couldn’t talk, they were chickens, but the point is they were free.

      “But it was hard out there in the woods. There was wind and rain. It got cold in the winter—unless it was some place like Central Africa, in which case it didn’t. And there were all these other animals out there that wanted to eat them—foxes, eagles, wild cats, big freakin’ snakes.

      “I don’t think any wild chickens ever died of old age. Even if they lived long enough, as soon as the arthritis set in and they started to slow down, sure enough something would get them. With so many of ’em getting scarfed down it was a struggle pumping out enough baby chicks to keep their numbers up. But hey, that’s what evolution is all about.

      “Then one day, somebody made them an offer they should’ve refused. Some human came along and said ‘Hey, chickens, why don’t you come to our farm? We got a special house built just for you, so you don’t have to be outside in the rain. We’re gonna feed you and take care of you and keep you safe from predators.’ And the chickens said, ‘Sure, why not? What’s the worst that could happen?’ Okay, that’s probably not exactly how it went down—like I said, chickens can’t talk—but you get the gist of it, right?

      “So they did. And at first it was great—they were safe and warm, they didn’t have to watch their backs all the time, they got to watch their chicks grow up instead of getting snatched by hawks. And hey—free food every day!

      “And then one day the chickens started to notice that their eggs were disappearing almost as fast as they laid them. And then they noticed that they were disappearing one by one. It probably took a while, ’cause, you know, they’re chickens. They can’t count too good. And finally, finally the chickens wised up and realized the truth—them and their eggs were being eaten by the humans who had promised to keep them safe! And the chickens said to the human, ‘Hey, we had a deal! You were supposed to protect us from all predators! That includes you!’ And the human said ‘I am altering the deal. Pray I don’t alter it any further.’ Thank you, George Lucas.

      “See, when the chickens decided to abandon self-reliance and hard work, when they let us feed them and take care of them, that was when their fate was sealed. That was when they forfeited the right to complain if it turned out their caretakers had an agenda of their own. And—listen carefully, this is the important part—now they’ve been farmed and bred for so long they couldn’t take care of themselves if they wanted to! If a chicken truck overturned in the woods, how long do you think it would be before they all died? There’s no way they can survive in the wild!

      “This is the part where some dumbass says ‘but there are a million times as many chickens as there are any other bird that size, so really, they’re an evolutionary success story.’ So what? If instead of there being eight billion humans on Earth, there were eight million billion humans all stuck in Martian people farms from War of the Worlds, getting ready to have their blood sucked out, would you really call that a better world?

      “So I don’t know about these individual chickens,” he said, gesturing at the box, “whether they personally were good chickens or bad chickens—but as far as I’m concerned, chickens as a species got what they deserved. We’ll be right back.”

      

      It was later. Walt’s writers sat around the staffroom, looking up at Walt as he glowered down on them. They seemed to know they’d done something wrong, but they didn’t know what.

      “Let me remind you people,” he said, “that your employment here is strictly a convenience. It is not a necessity. I used to write two 15-minute podcasts a week all by myself. If I had to, I could do so again.

      “First of all, two monologues about the same thing? Don’t I always ask for two completely different monologues?”

      “We didn’t think, with this in the news, you’d want to talk about anything else,” said Caitlin.

      “Come on. What have I always said about global warming?”

      “You’ve always said it’s a natural phenomenon,” said Skyler.

      “Exactly. And I’m going to keep on saying that.”

      “We just thought today we had a chance to say something better than that,” said Lisa.

      Walt shook his head. “I can say it’s not happening, or I can say it is happening but it’s totally natural,” he said. “But if I try and say both of those things, or say different things on different days, I’m going to sound like a bullshitter. I have to be consistent here.”

      Adam laughed. “With all due respect, Walt, your viewers are morons,” he said. “You could tell them the president was a closet Rastafarian and they’d believe you. Your trying to be consistent is completely wasted on them because they can’t remember what…” Adam’s voice trailed off as he noticed the look on his boss’s face. It was an expression of utter contempt. Walt glared at him until he lowered his gaze to the table in front of him.

      “Adam,” said Walt flatly, “don’t ever talk that way about my audience again, or you’re gone.”

      Adam nodded, not meeting Walt’s eyes.

      “Those people could listen to anybody or nobody, and they choose to listen to me. I owe them my respect. And as long as I pay your salary, so do you.”

      Adam nodded again. The hell of it was, some days Walt suspected the same thing about the people who tuned in to listen to him, but he knew he couldn’t afford to think that way. If you didn’t respect your fans, then no matter how hard you tried to hide it, it would come out in your performance in one form or another. The fans would see it, and they would be furious. And they would be right to be furious. If they wanted to listen to people who thought they were stupid, there were plenty of liberals who’d be happy to oblige.

      “I get what you’re saying,” said Skyler. “It just seems to me we’re throwing away a chance here and it might never come our way again.”

      “Exactly,” said Walt. “It might never come our way again. And you know why, don’t you?”

      Skyler blinked at him and said nothing.

      “Think about it. If it really were a hoax, it wouldn’t matter if we missed out on a piece of evidence today. There’d be more evidence coming tomorrow or next week. Because that’s how reality works.” He shook his head.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    







  



OEBPS/images/thelastweekofaugust.jpg
THE LAST WEEK OF AUGUST:





OEBPS/images/allonthatday.jpg
ALL ON THAT DAY:





OEBPS/images/chat1.jpg
: And here come the tornadoes.

: GOD KILL ME NOW

: If you're in Loudun Fairfax or PW get everything valuable inside a shelter
: WHAT shelter?!? There’s nothing left standing!

: CARIE YOU PSYCO BITCH





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/thatspring.jpg
THAT SPRING:





OEBPS/images/final.jpg






OEBPS/images/chat2.jpg
: WTF HOW CAN FEMA BE APARLYZED BY SCANDL WAS EVERBODY
CAUGT BANGIN SHEEP AT THE SAME TIME
THERE ARENT THAT MANY SHEEP IN THE WHOL CITY
: Camberg’s just making shit up now.
: What next? Locusts?
: maybe the huricane will turn around come back this way
: SHUTUPSHUTUPDONTGIVEHERIDEAS





OEBPS/images/thischangeseverything.jpg
This. Changes. Everything.





OEBPS/images/yeartwo.jpg
YEAR TWO

MEN WHO WILL NOT SELF-DESTRUCT





OEBPS/images/may6.jpg
MAY 6:





OEBPS/images/yearzero.jpg
YEAR ZERO

THE DAY THE ICE CAP DIED





OEBPS/images/yearone.jpg
YEAR ONE

WAR GAMES





OEBPS/images/ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
ALTERED

MONSOONRISE

GGGGGGGGGG





