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			For Scott Moyers, our beloved editor and friend

		

	
		
			A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century Through 2084
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			Like nature, geopolitics abhors a vacuum…

			The war between the United States and China in 2034 devastated each nation, upending a fragile world order based on their competition. By mid-century, both were trying to claw their way back to superpower status. Neither nation succeeded; by 2054, civil conflict consumed the United States, stalling its forward momentum, while in China, a demographic time bomb detonated, and the fundamental imbalance between an unnaturally high number of males and a far smaller female population triggered a sociological collapse. Into that vacuum stepped two dynamic new powers: India and Japan. Those countries, rejuvenated by the advent of artificial intelligence and robotics, assumed positions of primacy. But it wasn’t only India and Japan that benefited. Nations like Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria—with huge populations and dynamic leaders—brought the Global South to prominence. By the end of the 2050s, the balance of power in the world had shifted.

			In the decade that followed, a new and powerful force began to make itself felt. It was not a nation—far from it. Instead, it was the earth itself, a huge and tortured ecosystem that had never recovered from ecological abuses inflicted in prior decades when the global community—vibrating between populist movements and economic excess—walked away from efforts to mitigate the effects of climate change.

			Massive storms, unlike those ever seen in recorded history, battered the planet in the 2060s and ’70s. A traditional “hurricane season” that once peaked between August and October had become a quaint and nostalgic temporal boundary that no longer applied as storms came in unpredictable waves throughout the year. Sea levels rose globally, swamping hundreds of major cities, especially the mega-cities of Southeast Asia. Superstorms washed away coastlines, hiving off entire landmasses in the Global North and South. Wildfires and droughts struck in those mid-latitude nations clustered near the equator. By the late 2070s, an uninhabitable band circled the middle of the planet. Nations in this ever-widening band—Indonesia, Kenya, Nigeria, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and others—saw a massive and sudden drop in the viability of their statehood as their populations became suddenly unable to sustain basic economic activity. By the 2080s, this march of catastrophic events, each more terrible than the last, consumed the globe and threatened all of humanity.

			Economies that had risen in the 2050s now found themselves in the uninhabitable band. Indonesia, Nigeria, Brazil had all invested in highly capable militaries, constructed and maintained at great cost, but these had little utility in the face of such an implacable foe. Such relics of previous decades of prosperity and economic growth seemed to mock the leaders of these nations. To the north, a weakened but still formidable United States and China entered an uneasy alliance full of mutual suspicion, but both countries felt that given the lingering costs of their earlier war they were better in league with each other than operating alone. They had a name for themselves and those who would ally with them: the Consortium.

			Meanwhile, the nations devastated by the costs of a changing climate drew closer together. They shared a common grievance: the excesses of those outside the uninhabitable band. They began to discuss reparations and new lands for their people as their landmasses became largely uninhabitable. In the capitals of Indonesia, Nigeria, and Brazil, clandestine plans were laid. They called themselves the Reparationists, and the moment was rapidly approaching when they would need to use or lose the military capability they had so lavishly invested in at the height of their power. A new world for their populations—fully one-third of people on earth—was the object of the great armada of 2084.

		

	
		
			A war takes shape, its opponents seemingly fixed:

			
				Consortium: China, the United States, the Republic of Florida

				Reparationists: Brazil, Indonesia, Nigeria, other equatorial nations

				Nonaligned: India, Japan, the Green Zone of Alaska and Washington—BC.

			

			But wars, like people, have lives of their own. Sides shift. Minds change. Conviction turns to uncertainty. War is that most unpredictable of human endeavors. As with the weather itself, it can never be perfectly forecast.
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				The Storm of ’74

			
			03:47 Aug 07, 2074 (-5 GMT)

			Makassar Strait

			He was at sea on the day she died. It was another routine storm evasion deployment. The Indonesian fleet made these sorties whenever massive tsunamis approached the coastlines. Joko knew this separation pained his wife, particularly as it would cut into his precious days in port. He reminded Gemi, yet again, that ships needed to be at sea when superstorms lashed the nation’s islands. “If we stay at anchor, the storms can smash us against the piers. If the ships are at sea, we can steer away from them and ride out the big waves.” Joko arched an eyebrow. His wife knew this protocol. They’d both learned it as plebe midshipmen, though his wife had left the navy years ago.

			Gemi sat quietly, looking unconvinced as she held their baby daughter, Citra. In Indonesian, Gemi means modest or unassuming. But Gemi had never been either. When they discovered Citra was on her way, Gemi had crammed a three-year advanced degree in engineering and artificial intelligence into two years. Parenthood had proven an unexpected joy to them both. Their child was happy and loud. They loved their home in the port of Banda Aceh. Recently, Joko had started talking about what would come after the navy. Watching his wife and child, a reliable sense of calm would settle over him. The only feeling that came close was being at sea.

			After graduating from the naval academy in East Java, the Akademi Angkatan Laut, Joko and Gemi married. The doors of Indonesian society were swinging open for them. They decided on different paths. Gemi declined an officer’s commission and took a job in the tech sector, an option the Indonesian government offered to its very best engineers from the academy. She soon found herself at the national physics laboratory, leveraging AI to reverse the environmental damage inflicted on the growing uninhabitable band around the center of the planet. This was desperate work, given the rise in atmospheric temperature, the prevalence of superstorms, and the drastic and unpredictable changes in sea levels.

			For Joko, the sea became a second home. The beauty of an evening sunset. The moon rising over rippled water. Languid days when his ship rocked gently on a calm ocean. But he also knew what the sea was capable of…storms that stretched thousands of kilometers across the superheated Indian Ocean…immense and unstoppable tsunamis spitting up from his home waters.

			The ocean could swallow individuals…ships…cities…even nations.

			When a typhoon took aim at his ship, he could sail out of its path. But Gemi and Citra didn’t have that ability. Each year seemed to bring bigger and more lethal storm systems. Gemi’s parents and siblings lived near the base at Banda Aceh. Forecasters predicted that this latest storm would be worse than all the others. Still, Gemi refused to accept one of the few seats on a government flight to the capital in Nusantara. The family would ride out the storm together in one of the designated government shelters on higher ground, just like they’d done with all the others.

			The authorities didn’t have a name for this storm. They had stopped naming them. There were simply too many. The government now numbered a storm and appended that number to the month and year it became large enough to track. So, on an August morning in 2074, as Joko stumbled out of his bunk on the destroyer Sumatra and headed up to the bridge to take the morning watch, he mumbled to himself the number of the storm system nearing Banda Aceh.

			At 0400, he said the words “I relieve you, sir” to the outgoing watch officer, then faced east to observe the first faint traces of a sunrise appear on the far horizon. He asked the quartermaster for the latest tracking information on the storm they were avoiding, 2074-08-36. He considered its massive, oblong form on the satellite feeds: it was the largest he’d tracked in his four years of sea duty, nearly nineteen hundred kilometers across at its widest. Joko trusted that Gemi and Citra had gotten to the shelters by now. At first glance, it looked as if the storm would deliver the city only a glancing blow.

			He lifted his head and again looked east. The sun’s black rim was breaking over what remained of the horizon when, suddenly, the sky turned the deepest shade of red he had ever seen. A dark, malignant red. Every sailor on the bridge faced the breaking sun while Joko recited the old seagoing rhyme, “Red sky at morning, sailor take warning.”

			He turned from the bridge wing window and glanced down at the track of the storm. It had changed course, its energy shifting and violently compressing. It was headed straight at Banda Aceh.

		

	
		
			
				1
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				The Armada

			
			23:47 Nov 09, 2084 (-5 GMT)

			New Orlando

			The skiff passed over a black sheet of water. The moon was down. Stars appeared as tiny pinpricks overhead. Julia Hunt listened for the shore…a stray voice, animal sounds, a car’s engine. Nothing yet. She sat in the bow, a cracked chem stick casting a pale glow on the paper map spread across her lap, one of a handful of old documents she’d requested from her office at UN headquarters. She compared it with the up-to-date hologram produced by the implanted visi-chip in her left wrist. They didn’t match at all.

			Old Florida appeared on the paper map like a welcoming arm reaching out into the Gulf. A terrible season of storms two decades ago had eradicated the coast, turning that arm into a stump after years of rising sea levels. Julia had marked the line of amputation with red pencil. The new coast extended in a diagonal from Daytona Beach in the east, bisecting Old Orlando, and then on to St. Petersburg in the west. She had spent little time in Florida, but she understood the anger and heartbreak of native Floridians as so much of their beloved peninsula vanished beneath the waves.

			Julia had set out from Greenland less than twenty-four hours earlier. She’d left her office in a rush, with hardly time to pack a bag. An unmarked Brazilian transport had picked her up at an FBO outside of Nuuk, flown her south across Greenland’s coast, and delivered her onto the carrier deck of a multinational flotilla gathered just outside the Gulf of Mexico. The flotilla’s commodore, an Indonesian captain named Joko, had gone over the message Julia was tasked to deliver as envoy. Not long after dark she had departed his flagship on the skiff with a pilot and four-man security detail of Indonesian Marines. Now, many hours later, she wondered if they’d ever find the coast and their rendezvous.

			Without warning, the pilot threw the rudder violently starboard. Julia toppled to the deck. The twin outboard motors reversed, churning up the water. Julia caught a heavy whiff of diesel as she stood. As a citizen of a Consortium member nation, she hadn’t smelled those fumes in years.

			The pilot pointed overhead, gesturing for her to duck.

			The skiff passed slowly beneath a steel scaffold arching out of the water. The pilot issued another sharp order. A Marine scuttled up to the bow, nudging Julia to the side. He held a high-powered flashlight. Its beam washed over a tangle of these scaffolds. It was an old roller coaster. Julia glanced once more at her map. She now realized exactly where they were. She placed a red X on what had once been Disney World. She recalled a childhood trip with her adoptive mother after the war as their skiff made wakeless progress through the wreckage.

			The Marine shut off his light and climbed back to the stern as the amusement park passed behind them. The pilot throttled the engines and they hurried toward the coast, a darker band of darkness growing on the horizon.

			The pilot idled their engine at a hundred meters out. The current drew them silently onto the beach. Julia could hear the waves lap against the sand as their flat-bottomed hull scraped onto the shore. She leaped over the gunwale, landing thigh deep in the water. The four Marines followed, their rifles tilted at the ready. The rendezvous was less than a mile away, at an abandoned airstrip.

			Standing in the Indonesian commodore’s stateroom earlier that evening, Julia had asked for more details on the rendezvous, the name of who she’d meet, their description, anything really. But the commodore only repeated the little he knew. Ever since Independence, the Floridians had proven notoriously difficult to work with, uncooperative at best and hostile at worst. Her instructions were to head to a nearby airstrip and wait. An envoy would arrive sometime before first light.

			Sand coated Julia’s boots as she crossed the beach. Her salt-water-wet trousers clung to her legs as she hurried onto the dirt track that led to the airstrip. The summer before, she’d turned sixty and had already served three years at the UN as the Special Representative for the Future of the Planet. She thought of herself as an environmental scientist first and a diplomat second. She had only this year placed a down payment on a farmstead east of Sarqaq, in Greenland’s wine country, only ninety minutes by gravi-train from her condo in Nuuk. Before this assignment, the chapter of her life when she’d been Major Julia Hunt, US Marine Corps, had felt long behind her. But here she was, sandy and soaking wet, marching down a dirt road. She glanced at her watch: a little before midnight, November 9. Tomorrow, November 10, would be the US Marine Corps’s 309th birthday.

			The dirt road opened onto a clearing dominated by a rough-hewn airstrip. Gutted planes rotted against the black tree line. Julia’s four-man escort fanned out across the runway. Using their low-light sensors, they swept the abandoned control tower and waved for Julia to join them. The wait wasn’t long. A jet engine whined overhead, rattling the windowpanes in the tower. An old Chinese J-19 flew a single low pass, then it flared up, its engines autorotating as it began its vertical descent. Its landing gear touched down on the airstrip as gingerly as a teacup clinking against a saucer.

			When the canopy hinged open, the pilot grunted, shifting his weight around with some effort. He hoisted himself up from his cockpit. Once he’d come to standing, he tottered back and forth, arching his back, as if trying to relieve some unrelievable ache. He removed his oxygen mask to reveal a mustache, ample as a dragoon’s and white as a bank of fresh snow. He took off his helmet and his thick, silver hair fell to his collar. He shouted toward the control tower, “You in there, Dr. Hunt?”

			Julia could make out the markings of the Floridian Confederation on the jet’s gray fuselage. The pilot wore a flag patch on his shoulder with the St. Andrew’s cross, its red diagonal bars embroidered on a white background. As Julia approached, he introduced himself: Colonel Mark Dundee, Floridian Air Corps. He didn’t bother to climb down from the cockpit.

			“I’m here to see…”

			“I know who you’re here to see,” he said. “And I’m here to take you to see him.” Colonel Dundee gestured to the back seat of his plane. “Hop in.”
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			02:17 Nov 10, 2084 (-5 GMT)

			Gulf of Mexico, West Florida Shelf

			Commodore Joko sat on the bridge of his flagship, the Banda Aceh, waiting for news. When the Marines reported that Julia Hunt had made contact with the Floridians, Joko asked about the composition of their delegation. They didn’t know. A single plane had landed on the airstrip—a J-19. The pilot had taken Dr. Hunt with him. It had all happened very fast.

			Joko exploded. “What do you mean, taken her with him?”

			The Floridian pilot had flown her to a different meeting site, and the Marines didn’t know where. They had protested…they had advised Dr. Hunt against leaving…but she hadn’t listened. The pilot, a colonel, had assured them that he was taking her to a second location for security purposes. He would return her to this airfield, and then they could return to their flotilla.

			Joko took one long, deep breath followed by two short ones, a technique Gemi had taught him. His anger, like a clenched fist in his chest, eased its grip. They had a mission. Yelling at the Marines would do no good.

			Joko thought about the nineteen enormous nuclear-powered ships under his command, three six-ship strike groups. Each one had dozens of strike vessels, almost all unmanned, which constituted the flotilla’s combat power. He liked to think of his flotilla as an armada, an ancient word, a grand word, one that conjured invasion fleets from prior centuries. Each of the three strike groups fell under the command of an officer from one of the three largest Reparationist nations, the R3: Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria.

			Joko’s flagship was the only purely amphibious vessel in his armada, designed to place his Indonesian Marines or Brazilian Naval Commandos ashore. He hated that he was stuck on the slow-moving amphib. He craved the freedom and maneuverability of a destroyer or frigate. But he was the commodore, and the amphib possessed the most advanced technical suite for command and control.

			Joko ordered the Marines to maintain continuous communication. He strode across the bridge to examine a holographic chart projecting from his work console. His three strike groups were fanned out in a line of battle at the edge of what the Floridians considered their territorial waters, an economic exclusion zone extending two hundred miles from the shoreline.

			“Are Captain Duarte’s and Gambo’s ships holding position?” Joko asked.

			The deck officer, a newly arrived ensign, confirmed that all ships were no closer than twelve nautical miles south of what had once been Key West. By anyone’s definition their flotilla remained in international waters. If the favorable weather held, Joko calculated they could be positioned in their ops box by tomorrow night, so long as Julia Hunt received the assurances they were looking for from the Floridians.

			“Think we’ll sail north tomorrow, sir?” the ensign asked.

			Joko made a slight affirmative grunt. “We’ll have to see.” He suddenly noticed how young the ensign was. “When did you graduate the academy”—he glanced at the ensign’s name tag—“Mr. Sinaga?”

			“Half our class didn’t finish, sir. No graduation.”

			Historically, wars had forced early academy graduations, but these days storms did, as the navy rushed officers into the service to deal with one environmental crisis after the next. Joko now recalled that he’d seen the ensign’s name before, on a roster of new arrivals. The ensign’s maternal uncle was a general, the chief of staff of the National Armed Forces. Joko appreciated that this young man had joined the navy from an army family, cutting against the grain.

			“One of my first assignments was on an amphib,” Joko said to the ensign sympathetically. “You’ll have your turn on a destroyer or frigate soon enough.”

			“I’m in no rush, sir. I like it here.”

			Given the armada’s mission, service on the Banda Aceh did have a symbolic resonance. A super typhoon had wiped out the Sumatran port city a decade ago, killing almost two million people. No one could’ve imagined when they’d laid down the hull of this ship that it would outlast its namesake. Poor equatorial nations like his own had paid a hefty price for the environmental excesses of far wealthier countries. The Consortium nations had a debt to pay. They could choose to pay it in blood or in land. This armada would present them with that choice.
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			12:30 Nov 10, 2084 (+8 GMT)

			China World Trade Center Tower VI

			Jake Shriver had bought the entire 152nd floor. It was quite a bargain, he told his guest as they ate. Between bites of lobster roll—flown in from Cape Cod—he explained that the most expensive real estate in the building was between the 70th and 95th floors. “Once you get above that,” Shriver said, “you’ve got the wind to contend with. Look there.” He pointed to his glass. The water inside pitched slightly from side to side. “It’s like being on a ship. Most people prefer to sit a few hundred or a thousand feet above the earth while having the sensation that they’re on solid ground. But if I’m going to be up here, I want to feel things moving around. Know what I mean?” He bent forward and took another bite of his roll.

			His lunch partner, Zhu De, was a new acquaintance. Shriver’s old contact in the Guoanbu, Zhao Jin, had retired the year before after a thirty-year career in Chinese intelligence. This new fellow seemed a joyless sort. He wore rimless glasses with small lenses the size of coins. He hadn’t touched his lobster roll.

			A well-worn leather attaché case leaned against the leg of Zhu De’s chair. A long, uncomfortable silence provoked Shriver to ask, “What do you have in there?”

			“Signals intercepts. Highly classified.” Zhu De pulled out a tablet, turning it over in his manicured hands, before passing it across the table. “Two days old.”

			Shriver quickly glanced up from the screen. “What’s a flotilla from the R3 doing in the Gulf of Mexico? Hard as those countries have been hit, you’d think they’d spend on rebuilding instead of pouring their limited resources back into defense.”

			Zhu De gestured for him to keep reading. The signals intercept was an encrypted call the adjutant general of the Floridian Defense Militia had placed to his counterpart, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the United States:

			CJCS: What’s so urgent, Lucius? I’m in the middle of lunch.

			AGFDM: An R3 flotilla has arrived in our territorial waters.

			CJCS: Those aren’t your territorial waters. How many times do we have to go over this? Old Florida no longer exists. Not one international body recognizes the waters above Old Florida as your “territorial” waters…

			AGFDM: The R3 say that if we allow them to operate safely from our territorial waters, they’ll recognize them as our waters.

			CJCS: Operate? To do what?

			AGFDM: We’re not sure. But we’d be willing to work with the United States to expel the R3 from those waters if given the proper incentives…otherwise, we’ll have to consider our options.

			Raw technical and human intelligence gathered by the CIA, NSA, and NGA, had already led analysts to conclude that this flotilla was an empty threat, a show of force designed to open new streams of humanitarian funding, which the R3 would then siphon off and further misspend on their militaries. The chairman’s response was the last line on the transcript: Until you can show us this threat is real, there’s nothing we can do.

			Shriver returned the transcript. “Sounds like the Americans are not taking this very seriously,” Zhu De said. Whenever Shriver was being asked to do something because of his Chinese heritage, that person always referred to Americans as “the Americans,” implying that Jake Shriver was Chinese. But whenever Shriver asked anyone Chinese—particularly those in the Guoanbu—to do something on his behalf, he found himself referred to as “you Americans.” Tiresome as it was, Shriver was adept at this code-switching; he’d built his livelihood on it.

			Shriver leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “So what can I do for you?” But he didn’t need to ask. A decade ago, while a twenty-year-old wunderkind at Harvard Law, he’d founded the East-West Center, whose mission of “climate citizenship through cross-cultural dialogue” had aligned with the establishment of the Consortium in his two motherlands: China and the United States. His multinational funders paid the bills for this posh office in Beijing and for three others like it in Washington, Stockholm, and Nuuk, where UN headquarters had relocated a decade before, after a superstorm had left the old headquarters in New Delhi permanently submerged beneath the flooded banks of the Ganges. Shriver served as a go-between for Beijing and Washington, the two tentpoles of the Consortium. His diplomatic specialty was crisis management.

			“Land reparations or war,” Zhu De explained. “The Brazilians, Indonesians, and Nigerians plan to deliver that ultimatum to the United States. You submitted a travel authorization for a trip to Washington, correct…? You’re headed there tomorrow?”

			Like any citizen of a Consortium nation, Jake was obligated to request a waiver for the trip, as the orbital flight exceeded his monthly half-ton carbon allowance. But being an asset of the Guoanbu had its privileges. The rules were only selectively applied to him. “I’ll be there through the week.”

			“I’ve set a couple of meetings for you,” Zhu De said. “I’m hoping you might deliver a simple message to our American friends.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Handle this armada. Or we’ll have to.”

			Jake nodded.

			Zhu De began to pack up his things. Jake noted that he hadn’t touched his lunch. Zhu De glanced at his sandwich skeptically. “C’mon,” said Jake. “At least try it. We burned two hundred kilos of carbon to fly in that lobster roll and put it on your plate.”

			Zhu De apologized, but under no circumstances would he be having a bite. This extravagant waste wasn’t his fault. Had Jake bothered to ask, he would’ve learned that Zhu De was a vegetarian.
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			02:17 Nov 10, 2084 (-5 GMT)

			Camp DeSantis

			Flying at night down here was tricky, Colonel Dundee explained to Dr. Hunt over the cockpit’s intercom. The Floridians had built a comms shield to protect them from the Consortium’s notorious regime of surveillance and social control. This comms shield—a vast network of frequency disruptors like those deployed in North Korea for decades but vastly enhanced by Chinese and American quantum computing—was one of the few infrastructure projects passed unanimously by the fractious Confederation legislature. It kept others out with incredible efficacy, but it forced pilots to rely on more old-fashioned navigation aids. She’d been calling him Colonel Dundee until she asked what branch of the service he’d learned to fly in. “I was a Marine, like you,” he said. Then he told her to call him Tick-Tock.

			“Why TikTok? You like those retro little videos?”

			“No…Tick-Tock, the American way, keeping the c’s. That’s the crocodile that bit off Captain Hook’s hand.” He’d earned the call sign in his first squadron, being a native Floridian. “Also, even a broken clock is right twice a day.” Had Dr. Hunt asked about that squadron, VMFA-323, the Death Rattlers, she would’ve heard an earful, particularly about Tick-Tock’s first commanding officer, Major Chris “Wedge” Mitchell. It was Wedge who’d given Tick-Tock his call sign. That old Marine pilot would’ve loved flying down here, particularly under the comms shield. No satellite data. No cell phones. Nothing to navigate from that wasn’t a paper map, and no way to talk that wasn’t a line-of-sight radio. “Yep,” said Tick-Tock as he flared his J-19 back on final approach. “It’s a throwback. A simpler way of flying.”

			The engines revved and the aircraft swooped up like a child flung high in a swing. Tick-Tock glanced out the side of his cockpit. He’d landed here countless times so could recognize the gentle contours of what had once been the golf course’s ninth hole, now a concrete V/STOL landing pad. Julia came up on the intercom as he was counting off the last hundred feet.

			“I was following our route,” she said. “I’ve got us at The Villages.”

			“Fifteen feet…ten…five…touchdown…” She’d caught Tick-Tock’s final coordination with the ground crew, who rushed out to place a set of yellow chocks around the landing gear. He popped the cockpit open and took his helmet off before he turned around and answered her. “You’ve got the right spot.” He gestured out to the darkness, at the vague silhouette of low-slung retirement bungalows in the distance. “It’s Camp DeSantis now. That map of yours must be outdated.”

			Tick-Tock walked Hunt across the airfield to a dimly lit hangar. A pair of halogen bulbs hung suspended by wires over a conference table in the back. A potbellied man sat at its head, slowly shelling peanuts with his thick fingers. His wild tangle of jet-black curls fell to his neck. He had so little gray, she wondered if he dyed his hair. He wore the green-on-green camouflage utility uniform of revolutionaries the world over. His crimson beret rested on the table.

			Brigadier Lucius Clay was a general officer, so the banding of his beret wasn’t leather but crocodile. Officers like Tick-Tock, who had served careers in the US military, remained under a degree of suspicion by the Floridian Confederation, even a decade after Independence. Tick-Tock would likely top out as a colonel, a fact he didn’t resent. Clay and amateurs like him needed Tick-Tock. He and the other professionals would always maintain a seat at the table.

			“It ain’t every day we get a UN envoy around here.” Clay leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs at the ankles in front of him, revealing his python-skin cowboy boots. Tick-Tock noticed Hunt noticing the boots. He had seen Clay strike this pose before, on occasions when emissaries from the Consortium traveled south. Clay would convince Hunt that she was dealing with an inferior, a country bumpkin, lulling her into a false sense of confidence. “You gonna tell me why they sent you?”

			“Do you mind?” asked Hunt, reaching for the peanuts. Clay nodded, and she picked a few out and crushed their shells between her strong fingers. “As Special Representative for the Future of the Planet, I’m here as a neutral party.”

			“A neutral party to what?” Clay started to laugh. He glanced at Tick-Tock, who smiled glumly. Clay added, “That’s some fancy name: Special Representative for the Future of the Planet…You get business cards with that? Maybe a fancy hat?”

			Hunt reached into her jacket pocket and removed an old-fashioned business card, which she flung across the table. “Sorry, no hat.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Clay. He pinched the card’s corner and ran his fingers over its embossed face. “Been a minute since I seen one of those.”

			“You don’t have a lot of time, Mr. Clay.” Tick-Tock noticed she didn’t use his rank. “Brazilian, Indonesian, and Nigerian warships plan to enter waters that your government claims are territorial. If you fire on those ships, the UN will interpret it as an act of aggression because we believe they have a right to navigate the international waters over Old Florida.”

			“So you’re here on behalf of the Reparationist armada?”

			“Don’t play dumb,” said Hunt. “You know the figures. Last year, humans burned approximately one hundred gigatons of carbon. Our best scientists estimate that every three hundred gigatons we burn pushes up the planet’s average temperature by a single degree. Each degree increase in temperature expands the uninhabitable band by five hundred miles. Do the math. Carbon-rationing measures put in place by the Consortium have helped some, but not enough. Do you know what really wouldn’t help? A war. That’s what I’m here to prevent.”

			“Is that so?” said Clay, cracking a peanut shell between his knuckles.
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			03:40 Nov 10, 2084 (-5 GMT)

			Gulf of Mexico, West Florida Shelf

			This was taking too long.

			“Mr. Sinaga, anything from Dr. Hunt and the Marines?”

			“Nothing, sir.”

			How long was he supposed to sit out here with his ships circling? Joko didn’t ask the question out loud, but it’s what the entire armada was wondering. His destroyers, frigates, and cruisers bristled with weapons. Guided missiles idled in their silos. Large drones with stubby wings sat racked on their launch slides. Smaller drones the size of dinner plates swarmed in their hives. Nigeria, Brazil, and Indonesia had spent their national wealth on these weapons. And now it was time—use it or lose it.

			All this military power could reach the Eastern Seaboard. Joko’s armada didn’t technically need to sail into what the Floridians called their territorial waters. Yes, moving farther north would heighten the accuracy of the flotilla’s missile systems, lessening civilian casualties around the military and government installations on their target list. But Joko knew that the reason to fire his missiles from Floridian waters was a political one. It would send a powerful message to the United States and other Consortium members: in any conflict between the Reparationist nations and the Consortium, the rest of the world couldn’t be relied on for neutrality.

			None of the Reparationists actually wanted a war. What they wanted was a new home. The Consortium, led by China and the US, had closed themselves off to the rest of the world through trade regulations, through immigration freezes, through carbon rationing. They had closed themselves off at the very moment when the world needed its leading nations to remain open. Joko stared out from the bridge, into the impenetrable night. He could feel the substantial combat power of his armada, like a spring coiled tight. Its destructive potential could be released with the slightest gesture. The idea of violence filled him with despair. Yet he knew that with each passing year, the combat capability of the Reparationist nations diminished as their militaries were starved of resources.

			Sinaga brought him a coffee. “What year did you finish school, sir?”

			“I graduated the academy in 2060, but I didn’t just go there.” Joko took a sip of coffee and looked out to sea. “Perhaps you heard about my family…after losing them, the navy wanted to help me. They gave me a chance to do graduate school, to try to get myself together. So I went to Bandung, to the Institute of Technology.”

			“That’s a good school. What did you study?”

			“Environmental science,” said Joko. “My thesis was on atmospheric sulfates, their potential as a carbon neutralizer, and what were then-cutting-edge theories of high-altitude dispersal as a method to reduce global temperatures.” Joko and Sinaga continued to gaze out of the bridge windows, looking at the armada lingering in the darkness. “I never thought any of this would be necessary. Back then I thought…”

			But Joko stopped. He shouldn’t unburden himself this way to a subordinate. An image of his family before the storm flashed into his memory…Gemi laughing while making their bed the morning he left on his final sortie…Citra crawling on the floor…Open windows…A gust of wind blowing in the curtains…His wife gathering those curtains and latching the windows shut…Him reminding Gemi that in a storm a ship free on the ocean was safer than a ship anchored in port.

			His grief counselor had encouraged him to track these memory flashes. To write down the dates they occurred and place them on a graph. Over time, she explained, they would occur less frequently, and he would be able to chart his emotional recovery. Eventually, these episodes would hardly occur at all, and when memories of his family returned to him, they might elicit a smile instead of a tear. He’d plotted the episodes for a single year. Then a second. And finally, a third. The memory flashes didn’t spread out. They contracted. He needed to do something, anything, to reverse this trend. He remembered after the storm, the arrival of the sailors. They’d rescued entire families. He wanted to be one of the rescuers, so he’d finished his studies and continued to serve in the navy. If he had failed to protect his own family, maybe he could learn to protect someone else’s.

			But he wouldn’t say any of this to Ensign Sinaga. Instead, he asked him to check on the Marines, to see if there was any update from Dr. Hunt. Sinaga crossed the bridge. A petty officer passed him the radio’s handset, but before he could transmit a message, the Marines ashore were already transmitting one of their own. “Banda Aceh, Banda Aceh, this is shore party, over.”

			“Roger, shore party, this is Banda Aceh,” said Sinaga. “Send your traffic.”

			“Contact re-established with Dr. Hunt,” said the Marines. “She is en route back to our position. Please advise on retrograde.”

			Ensign Sinaga glanced at Commodore Joko.

			“Tell the Marines to come back the minute they have her.”
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			14:02 Nov 10, 2084 (+8 GMT)

			China World Trade Center Tower VI

			After Zhu De left, Jake Shriver placed two phone calls. The first was to his mother, Lily Bao, at her home in the northern woodlands of Vermont. The call rang itself out. They seldom spoke. He imagined her on a walk with the dog, weaving between the birch trees, off the grid and free.

			It amazed him that his mother had wound up living this way, in near total seclusion.
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