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To everyone in the 99%.
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Loud music filled Leona’s ears as flashing lights darted through the dark, hazy room. She squeezed between the gyrating bodies, making it back to where she had left her best friend on the dance floor. Her head felt a little dizzy, making her suspect that she had drank a bit too much. But a moment later, the feeling passed and she was back on the floor, dancing among the swaying bodies.

“Thank God you came back!” Ava yelled over the pumping music. “I was starting to think you had pooped out on me.” She was a head taller than Leona, resembling a svelte giant in her high heels. Her long red hair flowed outward as she did an off-balance twirl. Her dancing had become less coordinated and graceful as the night wore on. But it was only 1 am—the night was young, and they had plenty of time to keep partying.

Leona flashed her a wide grin. “I only get to turn twenty-two once.” Leona looked nothing like her friend, with her olive skin, dark brown hair, and more curves than muscle tone. Although she thought Ava was the more beautiful one of the pair, she envied her friend’s cool confidence the most.

Ava grasped Leona’s shoulder, pulling her closer so she could be heard over the roaring party. “It’s too bad you didn’t invite any boys.” Ava’s blue eyes fixed on Leona’s face, communicating her clear disapproval.

Leona stepped back and dramatically rolled her eyes. “Who needs them?”

Ava laughed. “Don’t you crave affection from a hot-blooded man?”

“Why?” Leona shrugged her shoulders. “Robots can seriously do everything.”

Ava grasped Leona’s hand. “I’m not talking about a vibrator. A robot can’t give you a deep, personal connection.” She held her other hand in a first over her heart.

Leona shook her head. Ava was always graphically explicit whenever she described her romantic connections with others, and there was nothing deep or personal about those encounters. Placing a hand next to her mouth, Leona shouted, “Bellabot!”

Within seconds, a robot whizzed up to the pair. “How can I be of service?” Although the companion bot had a head which housed a pair of optics and two limbs, those were its only similarity with a human. The machine had a smooth, white plastic exterior, a black circle on the front of its head containing a camera, and several flashing lights.

Giving her friend a mischievous grin, she said to the robot, “Bellabot, do you think I need a man?”

Bellabot turned from Leona to Ava and back. “Negative. There is no requirement for a human male.”

Ava crossed her arms. “Seriously, Leona, you need to stop talking to your companion bot like it’s a person. It doesn’t even look like a person.”

In fact, aside from her and Ava, all of the people at Leona’s party were robots. They were all modeled to look like humans, with smooth rubbery skin, carefully styled wigs, trendy clothing, and optic pairs in shades of blue and brown. All of them were styled to be physically attractive and programmed to be excellent dancers. Leona called this set of bots her ‘party crew.’ If she ever felt lonely, she could just power up the sound system in the club room and summon her bots, making her feel like she was surrounded by fun-loving people.

For her birthday, however, she had also invited Ava, her only real friend. “Finding a companion isn’t nearly as hard as you think it is,” Ava said. “I bet Bellabot could put a query on the network and find a willing participant to come over right now. It’s not like you can have sex with a robot.”

“Actually—”

Bellabot interjected, “There is a prototype for a lover robot which is reportedly quite skilled in giving pleasure. Would you like me to send you a blueprint so that you can have one manufactured?”

“Oh my God.” Ava gripped Leona by the shoulders. “Don’t tell me you have one!”

Leona could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. She had been curious and had one made, but hadn’t yet had the guts to actually use it. It looked like a tall, handsome man with a deep voice and mop of black hair, but his vacant-looking eyes were a bit unnerving. She had kept him in her bedroom, sitting next to her vanity, hoping that having him in there would get her used to his presence. Instead, he was just really creepy, and she had ordered him to find a spot to stay in storage.

Ava gasped. “You do! I need to see it!”

“No. Look, I thought it was a weird idea, so I commissioned one just to see what they’re like. I never had any intentions of using the damn thing.”

Ava raised her brows. “Well then, maybe I can take it for a spin. Come on! Let’s check it out.”

Leona let out a sharp breath. “Fine. Bellabot, suspend party.” Within a couple seconds the music died, the robots stopped dancing, the flashing lights quit, and the house lights came up, making the club room return to an ordinary space. “Send Jon to my bedroom.”

“Yes.” A few lights flashed on Bellabot’s head as she communicated over the network with the lover robot.

“You gave him a name?” Ava giggled again.

“It’s his model name,” Leona hissed.

Bellabot’s feminine-sounding voice interrupted them. “Would you like me to begin cleaning up while you are occupied?” Ava gave another snort of laughter.

“No, I’ll be back down,” Leona insisted.

Even though the party had been at her house, Leona had taken a bit of effort to get made up for the evening. She wore a fitted, silver mini dress which was encrusted in rhinestones. Bellabot had worked over her tightly curled hair for an hour, styling it into soft waves. Then the bot had applied glitter specks to her olive skin and kohl liner around her brown eyes.

Ava had dressed up as well, but she always looked immaculate. Her skin also glistened, and her red hair was in loose waves. She looked lovely in jewel tones, and her royal blue dress for the evening brought out her pale eyes.

Ava made her way up the two flights of staircases and down the hall to the bedroom wing of the grand house. Leona tried not to look at all the beautifully staged photographs of her family members which smiled at her from their heavy gold frames lining the smooth concrete walls of the hallway. She felt like they were silently judging her for manufacturing the lover bot which was now waiting for her. Ava arrived in the dimly lit bedroom first, glaring at Jon as Leona entered.

“Shit, Leona. It looks like that Zorro guy in that movie. Did you do that on purpose?”

Leona could barely look up from her feet. She didn’t want to see the robot or the expression on her friend’s face. “No. That’s just the default aesthetic.” 

Not one to be shy, Ava approached the bot sitting on the end of Leona’s bed and ruffled its hair with her hand, then brushed her fingers down its cheek. It had the same rubbery skin as the other lifelike bots, which smelled strongly of the powder coating used to keep it feeling soft. “I wonder what kind of equipment it has.” She bit her lip and glanced at Leona, who at that moment wanted to be literally anywhere else. Leona’s mind raced, trying to come up with a reason to leave her room. She just wanted to go back to her party. Why did she have to tell Ava about this dumb robot? She never should have gotten him manufactured. Ava stood up straight and commanded, “Jon, take off your clothes.”

Suddenly coming to life, the robot stood up from his seat on the bed. “Your wish is my command, mi alma,” he said in an accented style, just like the character in the Zorro movie. He swept his white t-shirt off, then unbuckled his belt and slid down his jeans.

Underneath, he wore black briefs which strained against whatever  bulges lied underneath. “Undies, too, cupcake.”

Leona wanted to tell her friend to stop, but her curiosity about the love bot kept her quiet. “I love a woman who knows what she wants. You first.”

“Okay, I’ll play along.” Ava gripped the hem of her dress and pulled it up over her head.

Leona stood horrified in the doorway. “Ava! What are you doing? Just override his programming!”

Ava dropped her dress in a heap on the floor next to her feet. “It’s charming. And I want to see where this program goes, don’t you?”

Leona covered her face with her hands as Ava unclasped her bra and dropped it as well. “All right, lover boy. Your turn.”

“Of course, mi alma, but your lips look so soft. May I kiss you first?”

Ava smiled. “Sure, lay one on me.”

Leona’s eyes widened as Jon navigated his face directly in front of Ava’s in a motion that wasn’t entirely human looking before parting his lips and pressing them against hers. After what felt like forever, Ava finally pulled away.

She turned to Leona, a smirk on her face. “Not bad. Almost felt like kissing a real man.”

“Please, Ava, can we just go back to the party?”

Ava sighed. “Fine.” After getting redressed she turned back to the robot. “Do you know how to dance, Jon?”

“I could learn.”

“Great!” Ava flashed a huge grin at Jon, then Leona. “Get Bellabot to install a dancing program for you, then come join us at the party.”

“Your wish is my command, my queen.”

Ava went over to Leona and grasped her hand. Ava giggled, and Leona joined in with a nervous chuckle, as they briskly walked through the hall and down the stairs. Smiling at her friend, Ava said, “You look like you could use a shot.”

Leona nodded in agreement. “At least two.”

•   •   •

Roemell looked over at his sister’s swelling belly and felt a pang of sorrow. Jovelyn was getting close to her due date, and her body wasn’t taking the pregnancy well. Her frail frame looked like it could barely carry the extra weight of the growing baby, and sweat dripped down her delicate features and moistened her black hair.

“Just a little longer,” Roemell said. He pushed a hand through his hair, sweeping it out of his face. He had the same dark, straight hair as his sister, and now it was long enough to get in his eyes. They were walking along a dilapidated roadway. Although their path was paved, there were lots of potholes and cracks to trip them up. He assumed this was the public roadway, but wasn’t entirely sure. Jovelyn was already out of breath, and simply nodded in response.

They had been traveling since the beginning of her pregnancy, staying in shelters for as long as they could. He had hoped to find somewhere more permanent to live by now. As they kept walking to each new outpost of the western coast, Roemell’s body had become leaner and stronger while she had swelled and grown more and more tired. Both of their skin had darkened in the constant sun to a tan shade much deeper than he’d thought his complexion could reach.

He glanced over at her face and could see the pain just behind her muddy green eyes, the same color as his own. They needed to find a shelter and soon. He hated the idea of his sister having her baby on the road without any medical help. He wished he could take all of her discomfort away, but he was also angry at her for getting them into this mess. It was hard to stay mad at her while she was so clearly struggling.

“Oh!” she cried out.

He reached an arm around her slim shoulders. “Are you all right?”

“No,” she said, tears collecting at the corners of her eyes before slipping down her dirty cheeks. “I stubbed my toe in that pothole.”

He looked behind them to find the offending hole. The canvas shoes she wore had thin soles which barely protected her feet from the scorching heat of the ground. She needed new ones. So did he.

“Why don’t we rest for a moment?” She clutched his arm and hobbled as he led her to the side of the road. The stretch of road came right up to the oceans edge, while the other side was dry and quickly ascended to brush-covered mountains. There was no civilization here, old or new. But the road connected two communities of wealthy people, so they would reach more estates at some point—hopefully soon. He took off his backpack and set it on the ground, gesturing for her to have a seat.

She let out a heavy sigh. “You’re too good to me, Ro. I know we need to pick up the pace, but I’m just so tired. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze. Jovelyn was eleven years older than him and had basically raised him. Neither of them had known their fathers, and their mother had spent all of her time trying to find work, leaving no time for her children.

Now, work just couldn’t be found. Roemell hated relying on charity, but he would gladly make an exception for his sister. Previously, they had been staying in a shelter in San Diego. Now that felt like a lifetime ago. Sometimes he would find himself longing to go back, even though he knew that wasn’t an option.

They had been traveling for seven months now. Occasionally, they passed by abandoned towns where they could stay in an actual building overnight, but most of the modest housing had been leveled to make room for more grand mansions and automated farms. They had only passed a few humble communities, but none would let the siblings join. Most districts had given the pair a few days worth of food, then kicked them out. No one could spare the resources required to feed three new mouths.

Roemell was sick of his nomadic lifestyle. All he wanted was the opportunity to work the earth to grow the things he needed and a place to call home where he could do as he pleased. But up until this point, nowhere had been kind to him. He had been evicted from every outpost, always on the hunt for somewhere he could stay for longer than a couple of weeks.

“Roemell, look out!” The edge of panic in Jovelyn’s voice could only mean one thing: robots. Even though killing was technically a crime, the government looked the other way when the responsible party was a machine and the victim a vagrant. Even though the bots had been designed to help people, Roemell would never trust one.

He ducked down, narrowly missing the probes shot from a taser that sailed over his head. Following the thin wires with his eyes, Roemell was able to locate the source of the shot. “This way!” he yelled, leading Jovelyn off the road into a nearby field. If he had learned anything in his twenty-four years, it was how to avoid security bots.

She hobbled the best she could behind the first row of plants, squatting beside a short tree. Roemell looked around, trying to find anything he could use against the robot.

Behind them was a row of cabbages, and he reached down and ripped one from the soil. He watched the bot closely while holding his breath as it discharged the first probe and reloaded the taser with a fresh projectile. If he wanted to disable the security bot instead of simply distracting it, he would need perfect timing.

The machine had the taser gun up and aimed just a second later. He sucked in a deep breath, then threw the cabbage head. It arced perfectly through the air, and the security bot shot it with the taser. Right after the probes sunk into the vegetable, the cabbage slammed into the robot’s neck. The voltage from the taser discharged into the plant and flowed into the android. As the cabbage exploded in a shower of green pieces, the security android made a loud popping sound before falling over on the ground, now a harmless pile of electronics.

Roemell sat down with a gasp and covered his face with his hands. His throw had been incredibly lucky.

“I think it was just the one,” he said, looking over at Jovelyn, who was concentrating on breathing slowly in and out. “More cramps?”

“Yeah.”

“Drink some water and stay here. I’ll check the android for anything useful.” He tossed her the canteen that had been clipped to his belt before walking over to the disabled robot.

“There might be more coming,” she said.

He nodded. “There will be. I’ll try to hurry.” But it was also a good sign. He knew at least one of these estates had a shelter. They only needed to stay somewhere long enough for Jovelyn to have her baby, and then they could move on.

He examined the bot for any parts which worth taking. The machine still looked menacing even as it lay on the ground. It had limbs, a trunk, and a head just like a person, but that’s where the similarities ended. Polished metal joints were visible between the plates of charcoal-gray Kevlar. Searching the bot, all he could find was the taser gun and a cartridge of five more disposable probes.

Tasers were excellent weapons against people and animals, but they were a poor choice against a machine. The probes relied on penetrating soft flesh in order to work and would bounce away harmlessly from a machine’s exterior. 

Seeing nothing worth carrying with them, Roemell returned to the row of trees and his sister. He hoisted his pack over his shoulder, then held out a hand to help Jovelyn stand back up. She handed him the canteen, and he took a small sip before securing it once again to his belt.

“Let’s get moving,” he said.

“Yes, let’s.”
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Leona woke up with a pounding headache. She couldn’t remember the rest of the night or where she had finally crashed, but Bellabot always moved her to her bed when she passed out elsewhere. The last thing she did remember was sipping gin and tonic while dancing with Ava and Jon.

Jon. She sat up quickly and looked over to the seat he had occupied when she’d first had him manufactured. There he was, dressed in the same jeans and white t-shirt, his vacant eyes staring into the middle of the room. It was unnerving. She pulled the covers up and over her head and moaned. Her stomach rolled, threatening to empty its contents, but the wave of nausea soon passed.

“Good morning, miss Leona.” Leona peeked from under the covers to see Bellabot standing only inches from her bed.

“Go away.”

“My apologies for waking you, but your father requests your presence.”

In her father’s voice, Bellabot said, “Leona, darling. I’ve just received some troubling news. I’d rather relay it to you face-to-face.”

“Fine,” she said. She threw back her comforter and gave out a huff. For her father, ‘troubling news’ could mean just about anything.

Without prompting, Bellabot whizzed into action, retreating to the bathroom and returning with Leona’s toiletry set. While she laid motionless in bed, the robot washed and dried her face. Then she sat up and let the robot comb out her hair, and finally she stood so Bellabot could remove her nightshirt.

“Do you have any outfit preferences?”

“Gray. Just something gray.” It was her favorite color, a fact Ava teased her about all the time. Only Leona is dull enough to love such a drab color.

Bellabot returned with a knit gray tunic. She slipped it over Leona’s head, and Leona struggled to force her arms through the sleeves. Then the bot held out a pair of leggings which she stepped into.

“Your breath indicates that you are still intoxicated. Would you like a cup of strong coffee?”

“Yes. Thanks.”

“Perhaps also a breath mint before you meet your father?”

Leona sighed. What would she do without Bellabot? She grabbed the mint from the extended limb and popped it in her mouth before striding out of her room, down the sweeping staircase, and across the entrance hall. The office door was propped open, so she walked right in.

Spencer Poole was a believer in hard work, although hard work was no longer required from anyone. He spent eight hours every day in his office, poring over details of their estate and managing the robot workforce. It seemed totally superfluous since the computer systems could easily automate all the decisions he insisted on making himself. Sure enough, he was sitting at his desk, looking over a stack of papers.

Her father’s office was a beautiful room, but not nearly as ornate as the rest of their house. The desk, along with the bookshelves lining the walls, were all made by hand—human hands. The floor and walls were paneled in wood stained a honey color to match the furniture. The rest of the house was all concrete and curved lines, whereas Spencer preferred right angles for his work area.

“Hello, Daddy,” Leona said as she walked through the room to her father. 

He stood and embraced his daughter. Even though she was an adult, her father still seemed like a giant compared to her. He was tall and strong, yet still soft and cuddly. She always felt safe when he wrapped his arms around her. As she breathed in deeply, she could smell the familiar scent of his aftershave.

He let go and held her at arm’s length. The lines on his dark face were even more pronounced as he gave her a look of concern. His wrinkled features and all-gray hair made him appear much older than his age. “You partied pretty hard last night, didn’t you?”

She stuck out her bottom lip. “How can you tell?”

“Bellabot always gives you the extra breath mints to mask the smell.”

Leona gave a sheepish nod. She knew her father didn’t approve of her late-night activities. “You said you had news.”

“Yes.” He settled back in his chair and gestured that she should sit as well. “Something happened at the Cooper Estate.” Leona leaned forward in her seat, trying to indicate she was listening closer than she actually was. “There was a fire. It wiped out a good bit of the fields and one of their storage centers.”

“That sucks,” she blurted out, not thinking before she spoke.

“Yes, it does.” He sighed. He was clearly distressed by this news, the frown on his face emphasizing the deep lines on his brow. “The fire was intentional.”

“What do you mean? How can a fire be intentional?”

“Gasoline was poured onto the fields before they were set aflame. Somehow, the security bots were deactivated, leaving the property vulnerable.”

“Damn.” Leona exhaled loudly, taking in the news. “So now what?”

Spencer rubbed a hand over his brow. “I don’t know if this was a random act of violence, or if the responsible party intends to continue terrorizing. I’m looking into strategies to protect us from something like this. But, for the time being, I’m putting together a care package for the Cooper family. The storage center which burned down had held their nursery, so they don’t have any young plants to replace the ones lost.”

She sat back, not entirely interested in the details of some care package. Although she felt bad for their plight, she didn’t see what she was supposed to do about it. “Can’t the robots handle all of that?”

He gave her a stern look. “The Coopers have been incredibly supportive to us, and right now they need our help. We help our friends.” Leona dramatically rolled her eyes. She knew her father’s relationship with Mrs. Cooper had been more than just friendly. “I want you to give a special gift to Stacy,” he added.

She wasn’t too fond of the Cooper’s eight-year-old daughter. Stacy always wanted to play, dragging Leona into her little pretend games. The girl needed more companion bots. Maybe that was the gift she’d get the girl. “I will do just that.”

“Thank you, darling.” He gave her a warm smile.

Her body felt heavy as she stood up, and the only thing she wanted to do at that moment was crawl back in bed. She excused herself, left her father’s office, and went up to her bedroom.

As she slipped back under the covers, she imagined flames licking at an enormous storage center. Who would do something like that? What if her family was targeted next? She rolled to the side and peeked at the chair where her newest robot still sat. “Jon, go to storage.”

Only after the door closed behind the lover bot did she let herself fall asleep.

•   •   •

Roemell held his arm around Jovelyn’s back, helping her walk along the path. The sun was beginning to set, and they needed to find a place to rest for the night before dark.

She was breathing hard again—no doubt more contractions. “You okay there, Jo?”

She nodded and forced a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Scanning the landscape around them, he looked for a place to camp out. The weather was pleasant and didn’t get too cold at night, so a simple shelter would suffice. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and only the faintest breeze. The road no longer hugged the shore, now cutting through an expanse of sparse grass and a few low trees. The ocean was past the horizon to their left, and on the right was a fenced field with mountains in the distance. 

“Why don’t we stop here?” he said, gesturing to a clear, level area just to the side of the road. She nodded, and he helped her sit down on a piece of pavement that jutted up above the rest.

Opening his pack, Roemell pulled out supplies to erect a temporary shelter. He had a large piece of plastic tarp stolen from a field, which he hung over a frame made of light aluminum tubing. Next, he rifled through his bag looking for some food. Jovelyn had been eating more than he had accounted for, but he wasn’t about to let her go hungry. He could make do with less food for the evening.

He gave a meal bar to his sister before opening his own. It was the only food the previous shelter had offered, and these were their last two bars. They needed to find another shelter soon.

Jovelyn tore into her bar, barely chewing before swallowing and taking another big bite. After eating a single nibble from his, Roemell made a disgusted face. “Oh, this one tastes awful.” He looked at the wrapper. “Ew! Vanilla.”

Already finished with her bar, she said, “I like vanilla.”

He shoved his hand toward her, offering her the rest of his meal. “Here, you eat it. If I take another bite, I’ll gag.”

She looked at him, and they seemed to have an unspoken conversation with just that glance, her seeing through his lie, and him urging her to just take his food. “Thank you,” she whispered before eating the second bar.

Roemell busied himself using a hand pump to blow up the mattress. A foam mat would have been lighter and less annoying to carry, but the inflatable cushion made a huge difference in comfort, something they didn’t get nearly enough of. Once he was finished, Jovelyn immediately got situated in the improvised tent and fell asleep.

He laid down next to her and pulled their threadbare blanket over himself. While she leaned on her side with her back facing him, he almost couldn’t tell she was pregnant. But if she hadn’t been, they wouldn’t be here on the road, desperately looking for a new place willing to take them in. If his body hadn’t been so exhausted, the anxiety of their uncertain future could have kept him up all night. But within moments of settling down, he nodded off.

A red glow roused him from his sleep. It was too early to be the sunrise. He rubbed his eyes and sat up, pushing aside the plastic film to get a clear view. A wave of heat hit his face as he took in the enormous brush fire which was only fifteen feet away. Jumping out of the tent, he looked around. The line of flames stretched as far as he could see in both directions, and it was coming toward them.

He rushed back to their shelter and shouted, “Jovelyn, we need to go, now!”

She moaned as she stirred. “Something’s not right.”

“There’s a fire. Come on, we need to hurry!” He dropped to his knees and helped her sit up, the motion making her yelp in pain. He pulled away the blanket to find a dark stain on the mattress below her. “Jo, you’re bleeding.”

She moaned again. “I think the baby’s coming.”

“I’m really sorry, sis, but we don’t exactly have time for you to give birth right now.” He looked around, glancing at the fire which was now licking the edge of their shelter. He pushed away the plastic covering which made their tent and it fell into the flames, which quickly devoured the thin material. He didn’t have time to grab anything other than her. “I’m going to have to carry you.”

He pulled her upright as she gasped for breath, then with one arm around her back, he scooped her up from behind her knees. She felt too light to be a grown woman who was eight months pregnant, but he didn’t have time to worry about that. Instead, he ran. The fire was now blazing over the entire path, so he had to tread on bare feet through the brush. He wasn’t sure how far they were from the ocean, but they would be safe if they made it to water.

He pushed his body to its limit, becoming dizzy as he ignored the pain in his muscles. For a moment, he looked back to see the frame of their impromptu shelter with his pack inside, ablaze. All of their possessions were in that pack, including his water canteen.

He had to keep going. Their lives depended on it. Jovelyn continued to moan, and beads of sweat covered her brow. After sprinting for a few minutes, his exhaustion caught up with him and he had to slow down. There was some distance now between them and the fire.

“You holding in there, Jo?” She made an agonizing moan. He stopped and helped her lie down on the ground, unsure what to do next. Her clothing below her round belly was soaked in blood. “You’re doing great, Jo. Just hang in there with me.”

His heart was thumping out of control. He had no idea what was involved in the birthing process, but he was pretty sure this amount of bleeding wasn’t a good sign. The fire continued to advance, however, so he knew they couldn’t stay here. 

Jovelyn screamed out in pain, a sound which tore Roemell apart. His muscles were tense; he needed to act. The air was thick with smoke, and as he breathed harder in his state of panic, his lungs began to strain for oxygen. He grasped his knees in his hands and tried to inhale deeply, but erupted into a coughing fit instead. His thoughts raced in every direction, but he still couldn’t figure out what they should do.

They were completely alone with no one to offer help. Roemell would have to get Jovelyn to the coast and onto the wet sand where they would be safe from the raging fire, then deliver the baby himself. His stomach turned at the thought.

“I’m going to pick you back up.” He strained to lift his sister and continued striding toward the ocean. His muscles screamed in protest with every step, and his lungs burned from the hot, ashy air. The fire had progressed across the dilapidated roadway and was advancing quickly though the dry grass. He thought he could hear the ocean above the crackling of the fire and Jovelyn’s pained cries. Either that, or his mind was playing tricks on him, making him think safety was close by while in his desperate state.

The red glow from the flames made it difficult to discern the terrain ahead, and Roemell had to slow down their pace. It appeared that the ground just stopped in front of him. His heart dropped in his ribcage as he dashed the last few steps. When he looked down, he saw the jagged edge of the rocky cliff and the reflection of moonlight against the crashing waves. There wasn’t any sort of beach below to rest on. They were trapped. He looked down to the thrashing ocean, back over to the blaze which was only twenty feet away, then to his sister’s anguished face. His neck and back were soaked in sweat, and his shirt was saturated in bright red blood. Burning alive seemed like an agonizing way to die, so he inched closer to the cliff’s edge.

In the distance, over the crackling of the fire, he heard something that sounded like an engine. He looked toward the sound and saw a Jeep driving through the brush. Relief washed over him. “We’re going to ask these people driving by for help. Just hang in there with me, Jo.”

She didn’t respond, instead wrapping her arms around her belly as she continued to scream.

He scooped her back up and sprinted to intersect the path of the Jeep. It looked like there were two men inside. Once they saw Jovelyn’s condition, they would have to help.

Only once the Jeep slowed to a stop in front of him did Roemell realize that the occupants weren’t people. They were robots styled to look like people, but the matte sheen of their rubbery exterior gave them away. And now their attention was completely on him.

The bot in the driver seat kept the car idling as he addressed Roemell. “You two are trespassing. You need to leave now.”

He cursed. If these had been security androids, he and Jovelyn would already be dead. But they were still robots which followed protocol and didn’t have empathy. “Please, my sister needs medical attention. She’s pregnant and bleeding heavily.”

“You need to leave—”

“There’s a fucking fire!” he shouted. Tears and sweat streaked down his face. He didn’t know what was worse: marching into the fire or watching his sister die while the heartless androids escorted them away. “We don’t have any time! She’s dying. She needs help.”

The android turned its head to its companion for a moment before directing its optics back to Roemell. “I am not permitted to injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.”

More tears flowed down his face. Every robot knew Asimov’s laws of robotics, but the only ‘human beings’ the machines recognized were the people who owned them. Androids viewed people like him as pests, annoying creatures which needed to be exterminated. He was so anxious his muscles started to shake, the initial burst of adrenaline clearly wearing off.

“You have been charged by the Federal Police Department with trespassing. I have orders to detain you.”

Roemell shook his head. “What? No! Please, she needs help!” If they were locked in detention cells, even he wouldn’t be able to help her. He looked at Jovelyn in his arms. She had stopped moaning, and instead hung limp, her face ghastly white. Blood dripped in a slow trickle onto the hard ground. He shook her, trying to elicit a response. “Jo, wake up. Wake up, Jo!”

“Sir, you and the woman need to get in the vehicle immediately. I have been authorized to use force if necessary.”

He began to openly sob. Instead of helping her, the androids were arresting her, guaranteeing that she wouldn’t get the care she needed. He carefully placed his sister in the back of the Jeep before taking a seat beside her. The vehicle jolted forward, then sped through the brush. He wiped long black hair away from her face, the strands wet and sticking to her skin, before embracing her and weeping into her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” She was limp in his arms, but she was still breathing, barely.
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After the Cooper fields had been terrorized, the Patel and Newton Estates were attacked. Leona knew that their home had plenty of security androids, but her father was still on edge. And whenever he got anxious, the robots also started acting weird.

Bellabot brought the new play android which Leona had commissioned up to her room. She wanted to do a final inspection of the gift before sending it to the Cooper girl.

“Here is the companion robot you requested,” Bellabot said in a sing-song voice.

Leona burst out laughing. The bot looked absolutely ridiculous.

Bellabot turned from the small machine to Leona. “I gather that the companion robot is quite amusing, which was the intended purpose. Am I correct?”

“Gah, no!” She collapsed into her bed in another fit of laughter.

“Would you like me to package it and send it to Miss Stacy Cooper?”

She had to focus on her breathing to stop laughing and answer. “Bellabot! What happened?”

“I do not understand. It is exactly as you specified. Forty-two inches tall, blond hair, blue eyes, outgoing personality chip, with the appearance of a nine-year-old.”

Leona snorted. “That’s no nine-year-old. She looks like she’s ninety.”

Bellabot trained her optics to the little bot for a moment while calculating and processing data. “You are correct. This companion has the aesthetics of a much older human. I apologize. I will have a new, childlike-appearing skin manufactured immediately.”

“Good,” she said, doing her best to suppress another round of giggles. “Where is Daddy?”

“He is working in his office.”

“Thanks, Bellabot.” Leona hopped up from her bed and left her bedroom, making her way to the office.

The entire structure of their palatial home was constructed from fiber-reinforced concrete. The stairs arced down in a fluid spiral with only a narrow ledge recessed into the wall to hold onto. She looked to her right at the great room which was filled with white, upholstered furniture. This was her favorite room in the house. From the ceiling hung thousands of clear crystals which caught the light from the fixtures above, filling every surface with prisms of color. At nighttime, she could dim the lights and make an effect which mimicked the Aurora Borealis. She had seen them in person while visiting Norway a few years ago with her father, but the climate there was much too cold for her to want to return to see the natural phenomenon again.

She turned to her left and walked through the entrance hall to her father’s office. Her shoes made a loud clack against the concrete floor with each step and the sound echoed through the spacious room.

Since his office door was propped open, Leona walked right in. Her father paced back and forth in front of the window. The direct sunlight streaming through made an elongated shadow which copied his movements.

He stopped walking back and forth and looked over to Leona. “Hey there, darling. What’s on your mind?”

“My gift for Stacy isn’t quite ready yet. The manufacturing bots totally butchered my description, but it should only take an extra couple days to fix.” She took a seat in one of the wooden chairs which faced the large desk. “Are we sending a care package to the Newton Estate?” They had two teenage sons. She already planned on having Jon reprogrammed and sending it to them. Ava would be disappointed, but Leona would be relieved to be rid of the sexy robot.

He shook his head and resumed pacing. “No, our resources are getting a bit thin. And with all of the recent terrorist attacks, I need to keep our supplies closely guarded.”

Leona twirled a lock of dark hair around her finger. “Don’t we have more security androids than the Patels and Newtons combined?”

He settled into the chair behind his desk and looked at his daughter. Every once of worry showed as fine lines crisscrossing his face. He looked so much older now than he had even just a few years ago. “Yes, we do. But these terrorists have been able to circumvent state-of-the-art security systems on three separate occasions. Our androids are the same version that the Coopers and Patels had. If those rebels got around their safety measures, then we won’t be immune either. I need to figure out something, anything to protect us.” He slammed a first into his desk. “I worked hard to earn my wealth; I’m not letting some punk terrorist group take it all away.”

“Do you have any idea why they’re destroying stuff?”

“I wish I did, darling. But for the near future, I want you to be careful.”

Leona smiled as she got up. “Of course, Daddy. I’m always careful.”

•   •   •

Before long, the vehicle driven by the robots slowed to a stop in front of a large, featureless building. Roemell hugged Jovelyn close to him. She had regained consciousness and now made constant whimpering sounds.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“This is a storage facility on the Poole Estate.” The name didn’t sound familiar, which meant it wasn’t one of the infamously cruel locations.

“Do you have a doctor or something? Please, my sister needs help.”

The two androids got out of the vehicle. One of them grabbed Jovelyn, cradling her with apparent ease. The other approached Roemell and gripped him hard by the shoulder. “We are authorized to detain you for as long as necessary. Come.”

He stumbled as the robot jerked him forward. The sky above looked like an apocalypse, the morning sun blotted out by thick, black clouds with an orange and red glow emanating from the direction of the fires. The bot led him into the building, which was well lit with fluorescent tubes.

Roemell looked around quickly, trying to take in as much of his surroundings as he could. There were large plywood boxes lining the floors with small walkways between them just wide enough for a single person to pass through.

Jovelyn continued to whimper as the android holding her entered the facility. Roemell glanced behind him to check on her. She was as white as a sheet, and crimson droplets steadily dripped from the hem of her nightgown.

He pulled away from the robot’s firm grip. “Please, you said you couldn’t allow harm to come to a person.”

“You care deeply for this woman?”

Roemell shook his head. It would have been obvious to a person. “Yes. Of course.”

“I require permission to follow non-standard protocol. I must run it by Mr. Poole.” The robot stood completely still for a moment.

“What? What protocol? Will you help us?”

The android jerked quickly, grasping both of Roemell’s wrists before he could react. “Authorization granted. Proceed.” Without warning, he pulled Roemell away and back out of the building.

“Wait! Where are we going? Are you going to help her?” he yelled as the bot dragged him past his sister back to the door. He could barely hear her shallow breathing and only when he was within inches of her.

“She will stay here. You must come with me.”

“No!” he shouted. “No!” He kicked at the ground, trying to break free from the robot’s grasp. Instead, he lost his footing and the android dragged him the rest of the way to the vehicle. It grabbed a loop of rope from inside the cab and tied it around Roemell’s wrists, then around one of the vehicle’s roll bars.

He wanted to struggle until he could successfully break free, but his body was worn out. For the time being, the only thing he could do was sit tight. He said a quiet prayer for Jovelyn, which was the only help he had to offer.

The Jeep was soon traveling on a smooth road, and within a minute, they came to a cluster of building. Roemell inhaled sharply; he had never seen houses quite like these. They were towering structures with smooth, white stone facades. The windows and doors were trimmed in detailed brickwork, and dotted here and there were elegant statues of people and animals which didn’t appear to serve any purpose.

They stopped in front of the largest building. As soon as the vehicle was still, the androids jumped out and one of them started untying Roemell’s bindings. “You are not to speak except when asked a direct question.”

He had no idea what was going on, but he had little fight left in him and simply followed as the robot led him into the largest house. Two tall red doors swung open as the bot approached. Roemell gasped as he stumbled into the entry of the mansion. In front of him was a huge entryway lined with windows. The floor was slick under his feet and painted in a checkerboard pattern. A sweeping staircase wound down from a catwalk above, and large terracotta pots filled with tropical plants made neat rows along the walls.

“This way,” his captor said, leading him to a door on the right. They stood outside the room for a moment before the robot continued, “You are now permitted to enter.”

The bot held open the door, and Roemell stepped inside the room. This room was entirely different from the last. It reminded him of the tiny cabin he and his sister had squatted in when they were growing up. Even the woodsy smell was the same.

The memory was so strong he began to feel woozy and swayed on his feet.

“Why don’t you sit down.” Roemell hadn’t even noticed the other man in the room. He looked to be around sixty years old and had wrinkly black skin and graying hair. He gestured to a chair in front of a large oak desk.

Remembering the android’s instructions, Roemell didn’t say anything and simply nodded before taking a seat. In the pristine mansion, he was acutely aware of how dirty he was, as well as his awful odor. When he looked down, the amount of blood staining his shirt, pants, and skin made him nauseous.

The man didn’t sit, and instead stood next to a window, looking out at whatever was just outside.

“My name is Spencer Poole. I am the owner of this estate. What is your name?”

“Roemell.”

Spencer scratched his brow. “That’s it? Just Roemell? You don’t have a surname?”

Roemell couldn’t remember what his father’s family name was, so he said his mother’s name instead. “Ocampo. Roemell Ocampo.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Roemell Ocampo.” But Spencer didn’t look pleased, and he made no gesture to shake Roemell’s hand, so Roemell stayed in his seat. “The woman you were with is your sister, correct?” Roemell nodded. “What’s her name?”

“Jovelyn.”

“I want to help her, but medical attention uses a large amount of resources, and I’m not in a situation currently to give out charity.”

Roemell glanced around the office. This man obviously had abundant means and was probably lying about not being able to help, but he kept the thought to himself.

“I would like to propose a deal. I’ll take in your sister, Jovelyn, but you will have to work for me.”

Roemell gasped. His sister would have a chance, and work was unheard of. It was an insane stroke of luck. He had to concentrate on taking slow deep breaths to keep from hyperventilating. “Yes, yes. Please help her. I’ll do anything.”

Spencer smiled, his features looking warmer. “Never say that again. Desperation strips a man of dignity, a basic human right.”

Roemell almost laughed. Even something which Spencer found fundamental like dignity was a luxury Roemell had never experienced. But at the moment he didn’t care; he was going to be okay, and Jo would get the care she needed. Of course he hoped her baby would make it, but the baby was a far third.

“Have you heard about the terrorist attacks by a faction of rebels?”

“The lurch?” He couldn’t think of why anyone would care about them. He had heard rumors of petty vandalism, but nothing noteworthy—everyone was guilty of some small infraction when the only way to get food was to steal.

Spencer nodded thoughtfully. “They have a name. Interesting.”

“Why do you care about the lurch? They just burn abandoned vehicles and waste good food by smashing it in the streets.”

“They have escalated.” Spencer took a seat at his desk and stared at Roemell. His eyes were so intense, Roemell had to look away. “These ‘lurch’ have burned down three entire estates now. They are quite dangerous.” The fire he had narrowly escaped just hours ago flashed through his brain. Were these people responsible for the blaze that had nearly taken his and his sister’s life?

His mind raced through all the possible implications of the older man’s proposal. Was Spencer Poole going to ask him somehow stop the lurch? Or spy on them? He had a sinking feeling that his new job would be incredibly dangerous. Was losing his life to save Jo’s worth it?

Spencer tented his fingers on his desk. “I need you to protect my daughter, Leona.”

Roemell tilted his head. “I don’t understand.” With a mansion this big, surely Spencer could afford to buy plenty of security androids to keep them safe.

The older man seemed to read his thoughts. “Robots are amazing tools, but when you get to their core, they are still simple machines executing programmed protocols. Somehow, these rebels have found a way to get around them. But you, you can probably read people better than any android. And since you have experience on the streets, you may possess additional knowledge which can be used to protect everything that I’ve built.”

Roemell was offended. Yes, he was a vagabond, but he hated the way Spencer said it, like he was somehow sub-human. “What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Protect my daughter—spend every waking moment watching over her like you have with your sister. A bodyguard, of sorts.”

Roemell extended a hand. “Deal.”

Spencer gripped it hard and smiled. “I’ll have Bellabot show you to her room.”

With a sigh of relief, Roemell got up from his seat. Acting as a bodyguard for a little girl would be easy. A strange-looking robot on wheels came into the office. It didn’t look remotely humanoid like the other androids had, instead resembling a large block of white plastic.

“This way, Mr. Roemell,” the bot said.

“Wait.” He gripped one of the corners of the robot’s rectangular body. “What about my sister? Where is she?”

Spencer nodded at Bellabot, and it announced an update on Jovelyn’s condition. “Your sister is currently in our medical facility. The bleeding is caused by a condition called placenta previa. She will need a blood transfusion.”

“I can donate.”

The bot continued, “That won’t be necessary. The medical facilities have sufficient stores of synthetic blood. The treatment is to surgically deliver the baby immediately. Jovelyn is being prepped for the procedure right now.”

Roemell wrung his hands. He wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad news. “And then she’ll be okay?”

“She has a fever which indicates she has an infection—making surgery quite dangerous. However, the risks of surgery are far less than not delivering the baby while attempting to treat the infection first.”

Sinking back down in his chair, he covered his face with his hands. “Will she live?”

The bot was silent for a moment before responding, “It is impossible to tell.”

Tears stung his eyes. He was surprised he had any left to shed. “Can I go see her?”

“Negative. The operating room must remain a sterile environment.”

He brushed the moisture off his face, then nodded. “Okay. Thank you for the update. I’m ready to meet Leona now.”

A blue light flickered on the robot’s head before it led Roemell out of the office and up to Leona’s room.
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Leona ran out of her room and yelled down from the top of the stairs. “Daddy!”

Her father emerged from his office and peered up at her. “Yes, darling?”

“There’s a bum in my room!”

He casually walked into the entrance hall, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. “I hired him. He’s your new bodyguard.”

“What?!” she screeched, pulling at her hair before storming away and back into her room, slamming the door.

The scruffy man was still standing in the middle of her room. “I told you.” Even though he could have sounded smug, he simply looked sad. The dirt caked on his skin and clothes, his unkempt hair and beard, and the stains of dried blood added to the effect.

He looked out of place in Leona’s spacious bedroom. The smooth, concrete furniture was covered in plush white and pale pink pillows. Gauzy white material hung along the walls, softening the coldness of the abundant cement. Against the far wall stood a platform bed big enough to fit four people. To his left sat a vanity flanked by two matching chairs, and to the right was a seating area centered with a glass coffee table.

Leona sighed and fell back into her plush white bed. “So, are you supposed to follow me everywhere or... what?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I guess.”

Propping herself up using her elbows, she said, “We should lay down some ground rules.”

His eyes darted away, then back to her face. “All right.”

“Don’t follow me anywhere creepy, like when I go to the bathroom and stuff.”

“Likewise.”

“And no touching.”

He gave a slight nod. “Yes, miss.”

“I can’t think of anything else.” She laid back down. “I can’t believe you’re Daddy’s solution to the stupid rebel fires. He’s blown this whole situation way out of proportion.”

“How so?” He moved to the seating area and carefully set aside the pillows before sitting on the hard surface underneath. He was supposed to sit on top of the pillow, but he was so dirty, she wasn’t going to correct him. It always took Bellabot forever to get dirty linens to the cleaning station and back.

“We already have excellent surveillance and far more security robots than all of our neighbors. I don’t need any extra protection from those crazy rebels.”

“The lurch.”

“The what?”

He shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Those crazy rebels—they call themselves the lurch.”

“Huh.” She got up and walked over to the sitting area, but before she could take a seat, a rancid smell hit her. “Oh my God, you reek.”

“I had a rough night… It’s been a while since I’ve had a chance to bathe.”

“Well, you can start bodyguarding as soon as you take a shower.”

•   •   •

The plastic bot led Roemell through the hall to the bedroom adjacent to Leona’s. It looked similar, but was a little smaller and appointed in gray and yellow. There was a door to the left of the bed, and Bellabot stopped beside it. “While you clean up, I will find clothing for you and leave it in the closet there.” The bot raised a boxy, plastic limb, gesturing to another door before whizzing away, leaving him alone.

He had never seen a bathroom like this one. All of the shelters he had lived in had simple rectangular rooms with pipes jutting out the walls that spewed cold water which ran into a single drain in the center of the floor. But this was an oval-shaped room. Tiny, colorful tiles covered every surface, making a mosaic illustration of exotic birds flying through a clear blue sky. On one side, there was a sink and toilet, but nowhere did he see a shower or tub.

It wasn’t clear how exactly he was supposed to clean himself in this room. He undressed, placing his tattered clothing in a basket which had an image of a shirt on the front. When he took a couple steps into the room, a soft hissing came from the center. Looking up, he saw a fixture spraying down warm water. He stepped underneath the artificial rainfall and took a deep breath.

The water trickled down his body, making a murky puddle at his feet. When he looked down at his palms, they were covered in blood. Jovelyn’s blood. A sharp pain burst through his chest. She had been so incredibly stupid to put herself in this position, expecting and on the run. He was angry at her for making such a selfish choice, but more than that, he hoped she would be all right. He suddenly remembered that the robot hadn’t told him anything about the baby’s condition. Maybe not knowing was better.

Lost in thought, he was startled by the mechanical arm which extended down from the ceiling. He jumped back, not expecting it. “Please remain still for the duration of cleansing.”

Roemell did his best to stay in place while the arm rubbed scratchy pads covered in bubbles all over his body. It used such strong pressure he was sure that it would scrub away the top layer of his skin. He was relieved when it used a lighter touch for his face and groin.

Once all the suds were rinsed away in another spray of water, a dryer kicked in, and hot, fragrant air blew around him.

His reflection in the mirror above the sink startled him. He walked up to it and stared at the muddy green eyes looking back. His hair had gotten longer, and his face was speckled with uneven patches of beard. The last time he had seen himself this clean was when Jovelyn had first gotten pregnant.

They had been staying at a shelter on the San José Estate. It had been by far the best place they had lived. He had been able to spend his days hiking through the mountains and nights in a soft, comfy bed. There had been a lot of rules to abide by for those living there, but Roemell had found it easy to follow them.

Jovelyn had done her best to follow them as well. She had submitted to their strict schedule and tasteless food. But she had also conceived, and San José didn’t allow women to choose life. She knew her own body well enough to figure out she was with child before they had a chance to force the procedure on her.

Roemell knew that the choice was hers alone to make, but deep down, he wished she had gone with the other option. His face looked so much older than it had several months ago.

A circle of the floor began to rise, making a stool in the center of the room. “Please take a seat to commence grooming.” After he sat, the arm from before descended, this time holding a sharp blade. He almost fell back off of his perch trying to get away from the razor. “Remain seated.”

Within a minute, his hair was trimmed and all traces of his beard were gone. He swept a hand through his quiff. The new style was longer than he would have preferred, but the sides and back were neat and short. 

Just as promised, fresh clothing was waiting for him outside the bathroom, nicely folded on a shelf in the closet. There was a simple black t-shirt and slacks, which was fine with him. He picked up the socks and underwear, noticing that there weren’t any shoes.

He took a deep breath and went back into the gray and yellow bedroom. He knew he was supposed to go watch Leona, but he was so tired, and the bed looked so soft. Since Jovelyn was already in the medical center, and it was his first day, he figured he’d be forgiven for a quick and much needed nap. Before he was even able to pull the covers over his body, he fell asleep.

•   •   •

Roemell woke with a start when Leona plopped down onto the bed. “Wake up, sleepy head.”

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “What do you want?”

She stood up and faced him, placing her hands on her hips. She was wearing a ridiculous outfit—a bright red blouse with comically oversized shoulders paired with gray pants that were impossibly tight. For a moment, he wondered if her legs were getting any blood flow. There were shiny flecks of what looked like glitter adhered to all of her exposed skin. “You’ve been asleep for hours. You’re supposed to be guarding me, you know, following me everywhere.”

He didn’t need to explain himself to this woman. “I was tired.”

“Well, Ava and I are going to the carnival at her place this afternoon, and Daddy won’t let me leave without you. So get up. We need to head out now.”

Roemell groaned before throwing his legs over the side of the bed. His head felt foggy, and his stomach growled. “I haven’t eaten since I got here.”

Leona dramatically rolled her eyes. “First sleep, then food? Robots really are better.” She cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “Bellabot!” The white, blocky robot zipped into the room. “Bellabot, he wants food.”

The bot was motionless for a while. Maybe it was calculating whether or not to allow him to eat. After a long pause, it broke the silence, “The kitchen will prepare him a meal to go. You are running late for your engagement. Do make haste.”

Roemell nodded, and stood up from the bed, noticing a shiny new black pair of shoes sitting on the floor next to him. He put them on and laced them up, but he wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet. “Bellabot, how is my sister doing? And the baby—is it okay?”

Leona sighed, and she sat down on one of the chairs, smashing a pile of pillows underneath her, then crossed her arms.

Bellabot’s lights flickered yellow. “The procedure has been completed successfully. However, the infection has worsened. Her liver and kidneys are shutting down. With the toxins from the infection building up in her bloodstream, dialysis is not a favorable option. Instead, she must undergo blood replacement therapy where her own blood will be completely drained and replaced by the synthetic blood.”

Feeling faint, Roemell sat back down. “That sounds really bad.”

“Yes. Only two percent of humans who undergo blood replacement make a full recovery. Thirty-six percent are permanently disabled after the procedure.”

“And the others die?”

“Yes.” He covered his face with his hands and consciously reminded his body to breathe. 

Leona got up from her seat and tentatively tapped his shoulder. She was frowning, her face tight, but didn’t say anything. She just stood there awkwardly for a while. “I’m sorry about your sister.”

He nodded, but didn’t cry. They were doing everything within their power for Jovelyn, which was much more than he could have done on his own. He needed to hold up his side of the deal. “We should go.”

A grin spread across her face. “The carnival will cheer you up! Follow me.”

He hoped it would, but suspected that only seeing his sister well again would truly make him happy.
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Leona and her new bodyguard rushed out of the house, and he grabbed the bagged lunch which was waiting at the front door. A black car idled on the driveway.

He opened the back door, and Leona slipped into the seat first. After he got in and closed the door, he glanced at the driver and his eyes widened.

She wasn’t sure what about riding in a car could possibly make someone so tense. “It’s fine. This vehicle is totally safe.”

He sunk down in his seat. “I don’t trust robots.”

“Why not? They’re here to help. They make our lives better.”

“You should try living on the streets. Robots don’t help people like me; they shoot to kill.”

He turned away, making it clear he didn’t want to talk as he opened his bagged lunch and ate the contents inside. The kitchen must have packed him some of the porridge that had been about to expire. She wasn’t sure why her father always insisted on having some on hand. They never ate it, and it always ended up getting thrown out.

Pinching her nose, she asked, “How can you eat that stuff?” He didn’t respond and continued scarfing down the slop. Leona knew that no matter how hungry she got, she would never eat that nasty shelf-stable food.

She tried to relax and think about the carnival instead. When Ava’s family, the Evankos, had initially constructed it, she’d thought they were making a huge mistake. All of the rides and amusements were needlessly compact. Yet somehow, they were all still a lot of fun, and Leona made a point to go at least once a month.

The ride to the Evanko Estate was short, and only ten minutes after they got into the car, the driver announced that they had arrived.

Her escort didn’t immediately get out, instead glancing around with a confused look. “What should I do with this?” He held up the paper bag and plastic container his lunch had been in.

“I don’t know. Just toss it anywhere. The bots will deal with it.”

He held the trash up between the front two seats, his arm trembling. Was he really that scared of the robots? “Uh, here you go.”

The android driver took the items, crushed them quickly using its hands, then placed the compacted trash in the glove box. It exited the car and opened the door for the pair to get out.

Leona started walking to the entrance where Ava was waiting, but her bodyguard held back, his eyes wide and jaw slack. She gestured for him to follow. “What’s the matter with you? Come on!”

He shook his head and took long strides to catch up with her.

Ava was wearing a teal sleeveless jumpsuit. Her wrist full of silver bracelets jingled as she hugged her friend. “Who’s your companion?”

“My dad decided that I need a ‘bodyguard.’ This is…” She realized that she didn’t actually know the man’s name.

“Roemell Ocampo.” He held out a hand, and Ava delicately grasped it.

“Pleasure to meet you.” She turned to Leona and whispered, “Why is it warm?”

Leona bit her lip. “He’s a person.”

Ava’s eyes widened as she looked at him again, studying him closely. “How novel! He’s even hotter than Jon.”

Although Leona tried to brush off the comment, her cheeks still flushed. “Come on, let’s go in.”

Ava nodded at the gate, and a loud motor started up, slowly opening the metal doorway. As soon as the trio stepped inside, it immediately closed behind them.

“Rides first?” Ava suggested.

“Yes,” Leona gushed. She grasped her friend’s hand, and they walked through the lines of tents and booths covered in flashing lights. “Let’s do the egg beater first.”

They approached a ride which was a ten-foot metal arm connected to an egg shape with a simple bench seat inside. The whole thing was painted in glossy blue with glitter.

Roemell stood just outside the fence circling the ride. “I’ll stay here while you ladies ride.”

“Nonsense,” Ava said, grasping his hand and dragging him with them. “You sit on the outside here,” she pointed to one side of the bench, “and Leona, you sit on that end.”

Leona knew what Ava was trying to do. When the ride spun, the centripetal force would cause the riders to get pushed toward the outside seat. If Roemell sat there and Ava was in the middle, she would get pressed against him. Roemell complied, and Ava took a seat. An unexpected pang of jealousy boiled in Leona’s gut as she squeezed in on the other end. Now that he was clean, groomed, and well dressed, she had to admit that Ava was right—he was pretty cute.

Once they were all in, Ava shouted, “Let’s go!” A lap bar descended from above them, and the entire egg unit began to spin as the arm rotated. The two women screamed with glee as the ride made its circles, while Roemell’s screams sounded more scared. The ride only lasted a couple minutes before it stopped and the lap bar popped back up.

Stumbling to get up, Roemell staggered as he walked away from the ride. Ava giggled, finding his dizziness amusing. He gripped the fence, hunched forward, and threw up. The porridge looked the same as it had before he’d eaten it. Leona figured it probably tasted the same as well. When he was done, we wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt before returning to Leona’s side.

Ava wrapped a hand around his arm. “That ride was nothing,” she cooed. “Wait until you try the mind bender!”

He shook his head, face still a little green. “No thanks. I’ll sit the rest out.”

“Come on,” she pleaded, stepping in front of him and placing her hands on his chest. “You’ll have fun, I promise.”

Leona felt bad for him. “He doesn’t have to ride.” She turned to him and added, “Just wait for us outside each one, okay.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever.” He slouched, clearly upset. She wasn’t sure what she could do to help him feel better, but making him happy wasn’t really her responsibility. 

She decided she’d focus on having fun. “Let’s go ride the free-fall next, then do the mind bender.”

Ava smiled and started walking to the next ride. “We’ll do a lap around all the rides, then we can play some games.” The two women skipped ahead while Roemell followed a short distance behind.

Each ride was more terrifying than the last. The free-fall was exactly that: a drop of 100 feet. The mind blaster was similar to a traditional roller coaster except smaller, the track weaving around itself in a jumble of metal supports. There was also a tilt-a-wheel, swings, a parachute, and tea cups. For each one, the women rode while Roemell stood just outside the fence and watched.

“You might like this one,” Leona said as they came to the Ferris wheel.

“It looks awfully tall,” he said. “I’m not sure I want to go on anything else that spins.”

“It doesn’t spin quickly. It’s actually quite slow.” He still didn’t look convinced. “We can stop the ride if you don’t like it.”

Crossing her arms, Ava turned to address him. “I’ll just tell Mr. Poole that you refused to perform your duties.”

He gave out a short huff. “Fine.”

Ava led them onto one of the buckets, this time arranging the trio so that Leona was in the middle. Then she shouted, “Let’s go,” and the ride began its slow ascent.

As they got closer to the top, Roemell’s face slowly transitioned from fearful to awed. He leaned forward, looking around at the carnival below. The view was spectacular. From the top, the entire Evanko Estate was visible beyond the carnival’s edge. To the left was their patchwork of fields where they grew everything from avocados to wheat and cotton. On the right sat a grid of storage facilities and other necessary buildings. And straight ahead laid the villa. There were four separate residences. One housed Ava’s older brother, his wife, and their two kids. Then there was the guest house and the cottage where Ava’s grandparents stayed. The biggest one was in the center and was where Ava and her parents lived.

“Is this all your family’s estate?” Roemell asked, still leaning out of the cab to observe the view.

“Yep. All of it.”

“All of this for one family,” he said under his breath. “What a waste.”

“Excuse me?” Ava spat. Leona leaned back, not wanting to get in the middle, yet physically stuck between the two. “This is our land, and we use it all to its fullest potential. My grandparents and parents worked very hard for what we have.”

Roemell shook his head, refusing to look at her. “I’m sure they did.”

“They did!” she spat. “They aren’t like you lazy street bums who just expect people like me to give them handouts and support their sedentary lifestyle.”

He laughed. “Lazy street bums? What exactly are the millions of homeless people supposed to do?”

She scoffed. “I don’t know, find a job—”

He cut her off before she could finish. “There are no jobs. Those of you wealthy enough to actually employ us lazy street bums just use robots instead. We want to work. Instead, your kind chases us off your property using your fancy security androids, leaving the rest of us with nothing!” He was gripping the lap bar tightly and breathing heavily through his clenched jaw.

“Well, you somehow found a job.”

He leaned back, no longer entranced by the view. “Tell me, how many people do you employ?”

Leona couldn’t think of a single other person who worked at an estate without being a member of the family that owned it. Ava’s silence confirmed that she couldn’t, either.

Roemell and Ava had squeezed into Leona during their argument, and she pushed both of them away from her. “Guys, let’s cool it, please. Can’t we just have a fun time?” Ava snorted and faced away from them while Roemell flushed in embarrassment. “How about we get some popcorn and cotton candy then play some games?”

Ava sighed. “Fine.”

Leona tried to enjoy the rest of the evening, but the other two stayed sullen and quiet. Roemell refused to participate in any of the games, insisting it was inappropriate while he was working. After a round of ring toss and balloon darts, Leona decided to leave early. “I think I’m going to head home. Thanks for inviting me over.”

“Same time next week at your place?” Ava asked.

“Sounds good.” Leona gave her friend a quick hug before leaving the carnival with Roemell tailing behind her. Only after they had gotten into her limo and were out of range of the Evanko security androids did she ask, “Do you really hate people like me that much?”

He covered his face with his hands. “Not hate. It’s complicated.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Try me. I’ve never really interacted with poor people before.”

“Whose fault is that?” he asked, his voice sharp. She didn’t say anything and just stared down at her hands, which were clenched in her lap. He sighed. “How did you become wealthy?”

It felt like a trick question. “My parents own the estate, not me…”

“But when they’re gone, they’ll pass it all on to you, right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

His brows were knit together as he frowned slightly. “You were born wealthy. You never had to work for it, you never will have to work for it, and your life will be easy. My sister and I were born with nothing. We want to work, but there aren’t any jobs that can’t easily be done by your robots. There’s no land for us to cultivate, no resources to create something. Everyone, including you and me, is born into their situation, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

She wanted to stay calm, but his words made her angry. “What you really mean is that I’m supposed to fix your situation.”

He leaned back in his seat, staring at the roof of the car. “I don’t know. It’s not fair that only a few people hold all the wealth. We’ve got this prosperous country full of natural resources and sophisticated machines, but it’s all owned by a select few. Most of the population has nothing.” He looked at Leona, his  yellow-green eyes piercing her to the core. “I am really appreciative that your family has employed me and is taking care of my sister. I don’t want to upset you. Your friend, however, is kind of infuriating.”

“Yeah, I don’t know what got into her.”

•   •   •

When Roemell and Leona returned to the Poole Mansion, Spencer was waiting for them at the door. He smiled warmly as the pair approached. “Darling, you’re home. I thought we could have a special dinner tonight, just father and daughter.”

Leona rushed to her father’s side. “Sounds great.”

“Good. I had the theater building decked out to look like an Italian villa. I hope you’re in the mood for pasta.” He led her back to the long car while Roemell stood on the walkway, wary from their trip to the carnival. Glancing at him, Spencer said, “Mr. Ocampo, I thought you might like the evening off. Bellabot should have a meal prepped for you in the kitchen.”

“Thank you.” Roemell strode up to the front door, then looked back to watch them get into the vehicle and speed off. He had only spent half a day with Leona, but was already yearning for a break. Their experiences and opinions were so different, he wondered how they would get along spending all of their time together.

Did Spencer expect him to guard her while she slept as well? If her father was serious about Roemell treating Leona as his sister, the answer was yes.

Bellabot found him standing in the front entrance, lost in thought. “Your dinner is waiting in the kitchen.”

He shook his head, clearing his mind. “Thanks.” He was about to head to the kitchen, but there was something he wanted to do even more than eat. “Actually, Bellabot, I’d like to see Jovelyn if that’s possible.”

Red and yellow lights flickered on the bot’s head. “I have made arrangements. A transport will pick you up shortly.”

“Thank you,” he gushed. A minute later, the promised transport, this time a small, open-top car with only two seats, arrived. The android driving it looked just like the other android driver who had driven him to the carnival and the two bots who had detained him just the day before. He wasn’t yet sure if these people had only a handful of robots or an entire machine army.

They drove back to the storage facility, the same one Roemell and Jovelyn had been initially brought to. The android parked the car and got out. “This way, Mr. Roemell.” He followed the robot into the facility.

This time they entered through the door at the front of the building instead of the back. The side had windows and a large glass door which opened automatically as they walked up. The interior was well lit with stark white walls and plastic sheeting hanging from the ceiling as dividers. Through a few layers of the plastic, he could see the outline of his sister.

He could barely concentrate as the robot said, “The baby, a boy, is underweight. He was born with only half a heart. One operation has been performed to repair a hole between the two chambers, but he may need a second procedure as well to fix the pulmonary valve. If you wish to see him, you will need to don a protective suit.” The android walked up to a set of lockers, opening the second one. It retrieved a white suit made of thin, woven plastic and handed it to Roemell.

His muscles tensed, and his heart rate quickened. On one hand, he was glad that the baby had made it. However, having only half a heart seemed pretty serious. He took a deep breath to help calm the flood of emotions, then carefully put the gear on, including shoe covers, gloves, and a hood which entirely covered his head. Although he had a clear window to see through, the hood felt a little stuffy, making it a little difficult to breathe.

“I must stay here,” the robot said. “You may continue straight ahead. Jovelyn is in the second bay on the left.”

Roemell cautiously stepped down the center hall. He had been desperate to see his sister, but now felt hesitant. Part of him wanted to remember her at her best, when they were younger and she smiled easily. He didn’t want even more memories of her in distress.

Arriving at the first bay, he stopped and peeked in. There was a clear plastic box sitting on top of a table, and inside was the tiniest baby he had ever seen. He walked up to the box to get a closer look. His nephew slept peacefully on his back, and Roemell could see the stitches down the newborn’s tiny chest. Tubes were fed through the baby’s mouth and nose, and monitors had been stuck onto his chest and arms. Despite all of that, he looked peaceful, his chest gently rising and falling with each breath.

Roemell left the first bay and walked to the second. There, Jovelyn lay on a small bed, propped up by a pile of pillows. She looked so frail with only a thin cotton gown covering her. Her skin was an unnatural yellow, and her face was sunken.

He walked up to the side of her bed and carefully held her hand. “Hey, Jo. I’m here.”

“Ro?” She turned her head to face him. Even the whites of her eyes had a sickly yellow tint.

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Yes.” His mind blanked, and he couldn’t think of a single thing to say. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Bullshit.” She coughed, which seemed to cause her pain. She closed her eyes and took a few slow breaths before opening them back up.

“You can’t leave me, Jo. You’re all I’ve got.” Tears stung at his eyes.

“I need you…” she paused, tears collecting at the corners of her eyes, “to take care of my baby. I’ve named him Ivan.” She coughed again, this time taking even longer to recover. “Remember that time when we were kids, when we snuck out to the beach?”

“Of course.” He had been only five, while she had been sixteen. “I almost drowned. You saved my life.”

“Immediately after I got you out of the ocean, and you coughed out a ton of salt water, do you remember what you said to me?”

He shook his head, unable to get a word out.

“You said, ‘What did you do that for? I was fine by myself.’ ” Roemell didn’t remember saying that, but he had always been pretty stubborn, so he didn’t doubt it. “You got this. You’ll be fine.”

He leaned down and gently hugged her delicate frame, then kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He stayed by her side until she fell back asleep. In his heart, he knew she wouldn’t be waking back up. Slowly, he turned away and went to the front of the medical facility. After removing the protective suit, he stepped outside. The android that had driven him here was waiting in the small car. The sky had turned a dark blue and was streaked with wispy clouds which glowed orange and pink. It was remarkably beautiful, but did nothing to lift his spirits.

They drove back to the house in silence. When he went inside, Bellabot greeted him and said, “Your dinner is still in the kitchen.”

“I’m not hungry. I’m going to bed.” He ascended the staircase and went into the gray and yellow bedroom next to Leona’s. It still wasn’t clear if this room was meant for him, but he didn’t care. He collapsed onto the bed and sobbed into a pillow.
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Leona tried to focus on her normal routine, but her mind kept circling back to her new bodyguard. As she went through her usual series of yoga poses on the floor mats in her home gym, Roemell sat in the corner. His eyes were red and puffy, and he hadn’t said a word all morning.

She had gotten the news as soon as she woke up. Jovelyn had passed away in the middle of the night. Leona remembered how sad she had been when her grandmother died, but she had been old and had lived a full life. She imagined what Roemell was feeling right now was probably worse.

On top of that, he was pretty useless right now as a bodyguard. Lunging forward, she stretched her arms up into a crescent pose. She wasn’t entirely convinced one single man would be able to protect her if terrorists attacked their estate. 

Her father had taken several additional measures to protect them on top of hiring Roemell. A moat was being dug around the perimeter of the houses and would be filled with water. It would prevent fire from spreading to the houses and block off intruders on foot. There was also a new fence that was fifteen feet high and capped with razor wire that had been erected around their fields.

They already had an underground emergency shelter which was stocked with enough provisions to house the whole family for a year. It was also where the estate’s central computer—the machine which automated all of their robots and managed activities—was located. The shelter had been there since the estate was first established, and every family had one.

Her father had also commissioned a new fleet of security androids after she asked him to. He thought they would be useless against the rebels—the lurch—but it was something to help her feel safe which made the extra measure worthwhile.

She stretched out her right leg and leaned into the stretch, grasping her foot with both hands. She hated thinking about something bad happening. In all the previous attacks, the family had come through unscathed. However, with each attack the fires had gotten progressively bigger and more disastrous. The Patels had fled their land when the lurch came for them, and now all of their acreage was decimated. Leona didn’t know what had happened to them afterwards beyond the fact that they escaped with their lives.

Glancing back at Roemell before lying down on her back, she recalled that he had narrowly escaped one fire already. She lifted her hips off the floor into a bridge pose and tried to concentrate on her breathing. After inhaling and exhaling slowly, she lowered her back down to the floor.

“Bellabot! I’m done working out. I need a shower.”

Bellabot flashed a few lights and followed her to the spa which was located right off the gym. It had closets full of clothes and fluffy towels, hot tubs, a sauna, steam room, and two large showers. The showers had several therapeutic settings, and she selected the lavender aromatherapy one.

When Roemell stayed put in his corner, Bellabot prompted him, saying, “Mr. Roemell, you are required to follow Miss Leona.”

He nodded and slowly pulled himself up to standing. His shoulders and head drooped as he walked across the gym and entered the spa. He took a seat just outside of Leona’s shower.

She glanced at him, her eyes widening when she realized that he had to watch her while she bathed. But before she could protest, a frosted panel blocked off the entry of the shower stall, both physically separating the two and blurring the view, making only her outline vaguely discernible. She had been holding her breath, and gave a quick sigh of relief before undressing and enjoying the scented spray of warm water.

Once she was clean, a moisturizing mist was spritzed onto her skin, followed by a silver glitter spray. With her skin glistening, she took a seat at the vanity in the shower while Bellabot dried her tightly curled hair and styled it in the loose waves Leona preferred.

“Is there a makeup look you would like for today?”

She was going to her mother’s house for lunch. Her mother frequently told her that she wore too much makeup, but would scold her for looking tired as if she weren’t trying if she wore none. “Perfected natural.”

The bot proceeded to apply heavy makeup, including a base which made her skin look flawless and even, topped with highlights and shading to sculpt her face, rouge on her cheeks, and subtle brown liner around her eyes. Her lips stung as Bellabot applied a plumping gel then a nude pink glass. Once the fake lashes were glued on, her look was complete.

Clothes were waiting for her—a gray knit top, charcoal pencil skirt, and nude kitten heels. When Leona finished dressing, Bellabot draped a simple gold chain necklace around her neck and clasped a matching bracelet around her wrist. Then the panel receded, and she looked down to see Roemell sitting on the floor, hugging his knees to his chest and silently sobbing.

“Uh, are you going to be all right?”

He looked up at her and quickly wiped the tears from his face. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you had finished.”

This was the first time her mother would meet her new bodyguard, and she wanted it to go well. “Bellabot, is there something you can do to help Roemell… um…” Look like he hadn’t just lost the only person he loved? Make him at least a little presentable? “Freshen up?”

Bellabot zipped out of the spa and returned a moment later with a small spray bottle. “Please keep your eyes open.” He glared at the bot as it spritzed him once in each eye. “Now blink.”

He opened and closed his eyes a few times. “Ow, that stings.”

He lifted a fist to his eye, but before he could touch his face the bot said, “Don’t rub. The swelling will go down over the next two minutes. Mild discomfort and temporary blurriness are common side effects.”

Leona studied his face carefully. His green eyes were kind of pretty, but not when they were all swollen like this. He didn’t look any better, but there wasn’t much else she could do.

“Bellabot, give Roemell some dark sunglasses, and then we’ll get going.”

Once he was wearing shades, he looked fine, but she was still worried. Deep down, she knew her mother wouldn’t approve of him, and for some reason she wanted her mom to like him.

•   •   •

Roemell still couldn’t believe she was gone. Bellabot had woken him up in the middle of the night to tell him that Jovelyn had passed away. Memories of her swirled through his mind as he tried to keep his composure.

Leona, on the other hand, was fidgeting with with her hands as she led the way from the largest house of the estate to one of the smaller ones nearby. “My mom and dad are separated. They have been for a while now. She can be a bit, uh, caustic, so don’t take anything she says too seriously.”

He knew her mother’s type well. Living a life of privilege which soured into extreme entitlement and judgment. She was the kind of person who turned away everyone not like her and set the security androids to kill any and all trespassers. He was too drained to make himself care about the lady of the estate and her relationship with her daughter. All he could do was go through the motions, and he figured that would be enough to get him through this lunch.

When they got to the entrance, a man wearing a tuxedo opened the door and gestured for them to enter. He was tall, with hyper-masculine features: broad chest, square jaw, and a shadow of facial hair on the lower half of his face. Roemell would have been intimidated by this man any other day, but at the moment, couldn’t make himself care.

This house was very different than the one Spencer and Leona lived in. Instead of having a separate entry hall, the door led straight into the living area, which was furnished with an oversized sofa and chairs. The walls were a creamy yellow and above were large wooden beams spanning the ceiling. Rectangular rugs covered most of the red tile floor.

“Ms. Donelle is waiting for you in the courtyard,” the man wearing a tux announced.

Leona led the way through the living room and kitchen to the back door which opened to a patio. As soon as Leona stepped outside, Donelle got up from her seat and gave her daughter a light hug, kissing both of her cheeks. “Leona, dear, it’s so good to see you.” The older woman was stunningly beautiful with delicate features and long blond hair. Her fitted white dress showed off her tall and slender figure.

Leona shuffled awkwardly. “Uh, this is my bodyguard, Roemell. Roemell, this is my mother, Donelle.”

Donelle only glanced at him briefly. “So your father really did hire a meat-bag. He actually offered to find one for me as well.” She chuckled at the idea. “Please, take a seat.”

There were only two chairs set at the cafe-style table, so Roemell stood near the edge of the patio with his back against the exterior wall. With only the dining area and a narrow strip of manicured grass, the square courtyard was quite small. Two sides were flanked by the exterior of the house and a third by a wall of hedges. The fourth was lined with low shrubs growing in large urns with an unobstructed view beyond. He could see a lush garden, hills of shrubs, and even a glimpse of the ocean beyond. It wasn’t a terrible view.

“Shouldn’t we get a chair for Roemell?” Leona asked.

“Why? He has a job to do and won’t be joining us for lunch. He’s fine where he is.”

Leona’s neck and chest grew red and blotchy. She looked embarrassed. “Mom. He’s a person, not an android. He also needs to eat.”

Donelle waved a hand through the air as she sat, dismissing her daughter’s concerns. “Well, not with us. I bet he’s not even hungry. Are you hungry?” She turned to address Roemell.

“No, ma’am.” The last thing he wanted was to be included in their meal. He preferred to be a fly on the wall.

“See! He’s fine. Now take a seat.” Leona reluctantly sat down at the table and spread the napkin on her lap. “I love that top you’re wearing. Pity it’s such a drab shade. You should really consider dressing in some color.”

Leona sighed. “You’re not wearing any color, either.”

“Getting a sunshine-yellow blouse wouldn’t kill you.”

“Mom, just drop it, okay? You’ve made your point.”

Donelle huffed. “I’m sorry that talking about how beautiful you are is so upsetting to you.” She stuck two fingers between her lips and made a sharp whistle, then called out,  “Beaubot!”

The man wearing a tuxedo who had let them in came outside from the kitchen. As he drew closer, Roemell realized that he wasn’t actually living, but an android. An incredibly life-like android.

“There you are. We’re parched. I need a glass of white.”

Beaubot nodded, then turned to Leona. “I’ll have a glass as well,” she said.

After the bot returned with their drinks, the two women chatted about the weather and their activities for the past week. Roemell had an easy time tuning out their conversation and stood in a daze as they ate a course of salads followed by dainty sandwiches and concluded with tiny cakes.

With each course, Donelle asked for another glass of wine, and by the time they finished their meal, she was swaying slightly in her seat and slurring her words. “Let’s take a turn around the garden.”

“Sure.” Leona got up from her seat and walked with her mother between two of the urns to a pathway through the garden.

Roemell tripped as he moved from his spot, but regained his balance quickly before following behind the pair.

“Oh,” Donelle said, looking back. “Does he really have to come with us?”

“He’s supposed to follow me everywhere.”

The older woman laughed. “I can’t believe your father would hire a man to protect you. You should never trust a man.” She lowered her voice. “He could try to rape you while you sleep.”

“Mom!” Leona shot a look at Roemell, mouthing ‘I’m sorry,’ before telling her mother, “Bellabot is also with me all the time. But he would never—”

“Hmph,” Donelle cut in. “All men have desires.”

Leona covered her face with her hands. “If you don’t like it, take it up with Dad. This wasn’t exactly my choice.”

Donelle glanced back at Roemell again. “No, certainly not. Beaubot!” Her android immediately came outside and approached her. “Why don’t you join us on our walk?”

“Of course.” The entire time they wove through the garden looking at various plants, ponds, and flowers, Beaubot stayed unnervingly close to Roemell. Roemell was half appalled and half flattered that Donelle considered him such a threat. On any other day, he would have been more bothered by her attitude, but today, nothing could break through his wall of grief.

After they completed their walk, the two women said their farewells. Donelle insisted that Beaubot accompany Leona and Roemell back to the main house. The entire walk, they remained completely silent, neither one daring to say a word in front of Donelle’s android.

Once they were inside the main house, Beaubot left, and Leona turned to Roemell. “I am so sorry about my mother. I thought for sure she would have said all sorts of nasty things to you. I didn’t realize that she’d act like you’re not a person.”

Leona didn’t owe him an apology. “It’s fine.”

“She didn’t even offer you anything to eat. Are you hungry? I’ll go with you to the kitchen to get something.”

“No thanks.” It was funny. The past month, he had barely eaten, leaving most of his share for Jovelyn. And now that he finally had access to an abundance of food, he wasn’t hungry. In fact, he would never eat again if that would bring Jo back. He hadn’t meant to think about her, but now he was, and tears were flowing down his face again.

Even with the sunglasses on, Leona could see his distress. “What’s wrong? Did I do something to upset you?”

His voice cracked as he spoke. “I miss her.”

“Shit,” Leona said. She looked stumped—she probably had no idea how to comfort someone grieving. Jovelyn would know how to cheer him up, and that thought made him cry even harder. Leona wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight. They were almost the same height, and he buried his face in the base of her neck. He took Spencer’s advice and tried to imagine that Leona was his sister. It almost worked.
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Leona wasn’t sure there was anything she could do to help cheer Roemell up. She figured he needed time to grieve, so she grabbed a large sketch book and some pencils and sat in the living while he laid down on one of the sofas.

At first she thought about drawing a picture of Roemell, but he looked so sad. She didn’t want to capture his current state. Instead, she asked Bellabot to bring in an arrangement of flowers and sketched that instead.

It had been a long time since she had tried to draw anything, and she could tell her skills were a bit rusty. When she was younger, she would spend hours at a time in the atrium—an expansive room on the third floor that had large windows and got tons of natural light. She’d draw cartoons of her friends, portraits of her pets, and sketches of imaginary people with perfect features and beautiful bodies. For some reason, when she was a teenager, she had just stopped.

After she finished outlining all the flower petals and had started shading, Roemell suddenly said, “I want to see my nephew.” She had completely forgotten about the baby. “You’d have to come with me.”

She closed her sketchbook, shoved the pencil into the spiral binding, and tucked it under her arm. “Of course. Yes, let’s go see your nephew.”

Bellabot’s yellow light blinked, a signal that meant she was communicating with the central computer and other robots. “Arrangements have been made. A car will meet you out front shortly.”

Roemell led the way, and Leona followed close behind, still clutching her sketch book. Only a minute later, the open-top, all-terrain vehicle pulled up. He got into the front passenger seat while she climbed into the back. They sped down the road past a few avocado fields until they got to the medical facility.

Before the car had come to a complete stop, Roemell was jumping up and climbing over the side. She had to run to catch up with him, and they entered the building together.

One of the androids was already waiting for them inside. “Mr. Roemell, Miss Leona. Thank you for coming here. The baby boy is doing quite well considering the complications at birth. However, babies heal much faster with consistent and continued human contact. Please, this way.”

Roemell paused, holding out an arm, which kept Leona from moving forward. “Wait. Don’t we need to wear those protection suits?”

The bot responded, saying, “They will not be necessary. However, you will need to thoroughly sanitize your hands.”

There was a wash station in the first bay, and Roemell was careful to completely scrub every bit of his hands and forearms before approaching the crib. Leona went ahead and washed her hands as well even though she had no intentions of holding the baby.

The crib at the medical facility wasn’t the same as the elegant furniture style found in any estate nursery. It was a sophisticated machine that measured the baby’s heart rate, respiration, blood pressure, and temperature. The walls of the crib were clear acrylic, giving an unobstructed view of the baby inside. She couldn’t help but smile when she saw the tiny person.

“Hi, baby,” Roemell said as he brushed a finger against the baby’s cheek. The baby responded by kicking a little foot.

She stepped closer to the crib. “I think he likes you.”

“Can I hold him?” He looked at the android while the baby grasped one of his fingers.

“No. Lifting the child would disrupt the endotracheal tube supplying oxygen.”

Roemell nodded before turning his attention back to his nephew.

Leona took a seat in a rocking chair situated in the corner of the room. “He’s beautiful. What will you name him?”

“Jovelyn wanted to name him Ivan.”

“Ivan. Is that a family name?”

“No.” He gently touched the baby’s chest where there was a bandage. “But it’s what she wanted.”

She was about to recommend some other names, or a cool nick-name, but Roemell’s expression made her stop. There was so much love in his eyes, but he also had a look of immense pain. “Do you mind if I draw a picture of Ivan?”

“I guess. Have at it.”

She withdrew the pencil from her sketchbook and flipped to a fresh page. She started by blocking out the area for the crib and outlining where the infant’s figure should go.

As Roemell marveled at the new life his sister had created, Leona did her best to capture the moment, omitting the tubes and bandages and instead focusing on the human subject in the drawing. The next few hours seemed to fly by. As Leona added a few finishing touches, the android announced that it was almost dinner time and Leona should head home soon if she wanted to dine with her father.

“Do you mind if we head back?” she asked.

Roemell nodded. “Yeah. I’m ready to go. Goodbye, baby.”

They left the medical center and took the same car back. When they stopped in front of the main house, Roemell didn’t immediately get out of the car, so Leona lingered as well. “Can I see the picture?”

“Sure.” She opened the book and flipped to the image she had just drawn.

“That’s amazing. It looks so lifelike. May I have it?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Sure.” Without hesitation, she ripped the page from the book and handed it to him.

He stared down at it for a moment before hugging it to his chest. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

She felt a bit awkward and uncomfortable. It was just a drawing. There were dozens more like it in her book. She opened her door and began to step out of the vehicle. “Let’s get some dinner. And this time you should really try to eat something.”

He nodded, then jumped out of the car and walked with her into the house.

•   •   •

Roemell carefully rolled the picture into a tube to avoid creasing it before tucking it into his pocket. Never before had he possessed a picture of someone he knew. That someone had taken hours of their time to create this image made it even more special. After losing Jovelyn, he tried to prepare himself for the chance that Ivan wouldn’t be with him much longer, and the drawing perfectly preserved his nephew in a simple moment of peace.

Spencer insisted Roemell sit at the main dining table with them. “It’s the least I can do. I’m so sorry about your sister. Know that I did everything in my power to help her.”

Roemell sat in one of at least twenty chairs circling the enormous rectangular table made of concrete, and the server bots immediately started piling food on his plate. There were three chandeliers hanging above the table, each resembling a starburst of metal, each point tipped with a glowing light. Only three places were set, Spencer at the head of the table, Leona to his right, and Roemell to his left. Each setting had far more utensils than Roemell even knew existed. “I know, and thank you for continuing to care for my nephew.”

“Yes, of course. And we’ll continue to provide for him until this threat from the lurch is over.”

Leona almost choked on her bite of food. “Dad! He just lost his sister. Don’t talk about kicking him out.”

Roemell didn’t really care how long Spencer wanted him to stay. All that mattered was that Ivan was taken care of. That, and he doubted the band of terrorist would be giving up any time soon. He understood their outrage: the current socio-economic conditions were deplorable. The government took care of the wealthy, and the poor were penalized just for being poor.

For the past century, the wealthiest families had been buying influence and promoting their interests. Since the most affluent individuals had the ears of every politicians, they had decided they didn’t need to pay taxes. Instead, middle-class households shouldered the burden for a government already bought off by corporate interests. And as androids began replacing what was left of the middle class, soon most citizens were unemployed and penniless.

Without a strong middle-class, there was no more tax revenue. The federal government shrank to a skeleton of its former self, leaving private citizens to take over basics like paving roads, providing welfare to the less fortunate, and education for children. But a lot of people with means didn’t see these things as necessities, and therefore didn’t implement them.

But most people weren’t aware of their own country’s history. All they knew were the current conditions. Roemell had been lucky enough to find a collection of textbooks in an abandoned library, and he had read all of them cover to cover several times.

“Roemell!” Leona said sharply.

He had gotten lost in thought and hadn’t been paying attention to either Leona or her father. “Sorry, what were you saying?”

“My dad was asking how you like your room.”

“My room?”

She sighed loudly. “Yes, your bedroom. You know, the one next to mine. The one you slept in last night.”

“Oh. Right. It’s great.” He paused for a moment, debating whether he should say more. “Actually, I wasn’t aware that it was supposed to be my room, but honestly, it’s completely unnecessary.”

Spencer frowned at the younger man, the lines on his face deeper than ever. Before Spencer could say anything, Roemell continued, “Sir, you asked me to protect your daughter like I would my sister. Well, I would never leave Jo’s side, especially at night. That’s when the lurch come out to terrorize, when everyone in the household is asleep and unaware. We were running away from a fire when we stumbled upon your estate, and that fire blazed through the night. If you really want to protect your daughter, you’d have me right there with her, even while she sleeps.”

Leona whipped her head up from her meal to glare at him. “Wait, you want to sleep in my room?”

Spencer slapped both his hands on the table, making a loud crack which reverberated through the large room. “What you’re implying is highly inappropriate.”

“Not when your life’s in danger.” Roemell hadn’t intended to have a heated discussion, but he couldn’t help raising his voice. “Not when you have a target on your back and are just waiting for terrorists to make the first move.”

Spencer stood abruptly, his chair clattering backward. He glared at Roemell for a moment before speaking in a dangerously quiet voice. “You have no idea how far I’ve already gone to protect my family and our estate. Pooles do not wait for the opposition to act—we strike first.”

Roemell looked down at his plate piled with food. He hadn’t touched it, yet the thought of eating made his stomach clench. “I’m sorry, that was out of line. I just miss Jovelyn so much.” His eyes stung as he thought about her, and how he’d never see her smile again.

The serving bot rushed over and picked up the fallen chair, pushing it in for Spencer as he sat back down. “I know. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Leona glanced from her dad to Roemell and back. She looked too scared to contribute to the conversation.

Spencer’s face softened. “I understand wanting to protect your family. I’ll have a second bed placed in Leona’s room. Bellabot will also accompany you at all times.”

“Thank you,” Roemell said. All three remained quiet through the rest of the meal, and Leona excused herself first.

She went straight to her room, and Roemell followed. Already, a second bed had been set up. It was smaller and lower than Leona’s, but it was enough for Roemell.

“I’m going to get dressed for bed,” she said before disappearing into her bathroom. The frosted panel closed behind her as she undressed. When she came back out, she was wearing a white cotton shift trimmed in lace.

He had never worn clothes whose only function was for sleeping. Usually, he only kept two outfits, one to wear and a spare in his backpack. The t-shirt he currently wore was plenty comfortable. Sitting down on the second bed, he slipped off his shoes, then stood and removed his pants.

“What the hell are you doing?” Leona screeched. Her eyes were fixed on his briefs.

“Getting dressed for bed.”

She turned away from him and pointedly stared down at her feet. “You have to wear pants.” Roemell put his pants back on, and Leona turned back around. “No, not those. Pajama pants.”

He gave her a quizzical look, and she sighed. “Bellabot, get Roemell some PJ pants.”

A moment later, the robot handed him a pair of loose, plaid pants that had a drawstring waistband. When he went to unbutton his pants again, Leona’s eyes flashed back to his crotch. He wasn’t sure why she didn’t seem able to look away.

“You should change in the bathroom,” Bellabot instructed.

“Right.” He strode into the shower, and the privacy panel obscured the view as he switched clothes. He came back out and tossed his other pants in the basket marked for clothing. “Better?”

“Yeah,” she said as she climbed into her bed. “So, why did you really want to sleep in here?”

“I said why at dinner.”

“But if you hadn’t brought it up, you’d have your own room. Wouldn’t you prefer that to sleeping on a cot?”

He sat on the side of his bed, but didn’t pull down the covers. “I don’t want to fail again.”

“You couldn’t have prevented what happened. It was a medical condition; there was no way of knowing.”

“After we lost our mom, my sister and I always shared a room, a lot of the time even sleeping in the same bed. I’m used to falling asleep while listening to her breathing next to me.” He could feel the tears coming again and made no effort to stop them.

“Here.” She sat up and pulled back the covers on her bed. “You can sleep next to me.”

He didn’t know if Bellabot would sound an alarm or something if he got too close to Leona, but he was too broken to care. He climbed under the covers and took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He didn’t think he would actually get any sleep, but his body was so exhausted, he drifted off within minutes.

•   •   •

For a second, Roemell thought he had woken up at the shelter in San Jose with Jovelyn sleeping soundly next to him, but the feeling was fleeting. Even though the room was still dark, he could tell that it was Leona facing away from him, breathing softly.

His stomach made a gurgling noise. He hadn’t eaten anything the day before, and only a bite the day before that. If he wanted to sneak down to the kitchen, though, he’d have to wake Leona and convince her to come with him. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but if it was close to morning, he might be able to wait until breakfast.

“Bellabot, what time is it?” he whispered. The robot was poised at the foot of the bed, but remained motionless. None of its blinky lights were on, which was unusual.

There wasn’t a trace of light coming through the window, and the birds weren’t chirping yet, so he figured it would be a while before sunrise. He decided just to wake her up.

He put his hand on her arm and gently shook. “Leona.”

She looked over her shoulder. “What is it?” she said, her voice slurred with sleep.

“I’m really hungry. Would you come with me to the kitchen while I get a snack?”

She moaned, but eventually sat up. Her hair was crumpled to the side from her pillow. “Is it morning?”

“No, not yet.”

She glanced at her robot. “Bellabot, what time is it?” Yet again, the bot ignored the question. Leona crept out from under the covers and approached the bot. She knocked a fist on its plastic head while repeating the question. “Maybe she’s getting a software upgrade or something.”

“Maybe.” He hopped out of bed and pulled the covers up, making up the side of the bed he had slept in. It didn’t feel right leaving the blankets in a jumbled mess. “Come on, let’s get something to eat.”

She nodded. “Right. Fine.” She led the way through the shadowed hall and down the stairs. The house was eerily dark, and the lack of light—or androids buzzing around getting work done—was unnerving.

It was a little easier to see in the entry hall where the windows let in the moonlight. Even in the kitchen, nothing made a sound.

“Is it always this quiet at night?” Roemell whispered.

Leona shrugged her shoulders. “When I’m up late I hang out in the club room, which is always really loud. It’s not in the main area of the house.” Grasping the handles of the pantry, she pulled the two doors open, but it was too dark to discern what was stored inside. “Pantry-light, on.” Nothing happened. “Kitchen lights, on?” She looked around. “Okay, that’s a little weird.”

Roemell grabbed the closest box out of the pantry and said, “We can just sit outside. It’ll be brighter out there.”

She made a face which he couldn’t quite decipher in the dark. “Maybe the security system is getting an update as well.”

A tightness gripped his gut. He had an unsettled feeling that something was wrong, but he figured it was just hunger.

They took the door from the kitchen to the back courtyard. This patio was similar to the one at her mother’s house, except larger, surrounded by the kitchen to one side, entrance hall in the middle, and Spencer’s office on the other side.

There was a bench facing the open side which had a view of rolling hills. In the distance, he could see lights from other estates here and there. The moon hung low above the ocean, and its reflection glittered in the far distance.

They took a seat on the bench, and Roemell ripped open the box he had swiped. He reached in and pulled out a handful of square, bite-sized crackers. He popped the entire handful in his mouth and began chewing while reaching in for another fistful. It felt surprisingly good to finally have something in his stomach.

Leona held out her hand, and he poured some crackers into her palm. She ate them one at a time as they both stared off into the distance.

He grabbed another handful. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

She glanced at him before looking back at the ocean.

“Yeah. I don’t see it like this too often.” He looked over at her as she continued to stare at the view. The glitter she wore during the day had rubbed off of her skin, and the moon glinted in her eyes. She caught him admiring her. “What?”

“Can I ask a personal question?”

She bit her lip. “Uh, sure.”

“What do you want to do with your life?”

“I don’t know. Just keep doing what I’m doing, I guess.”

He shook his head. “No, like, what’s one big thing you want to do in your life? You have all these resources at your disposal—you can do almost anything you wanted! Like your art. Don’t you want to become a world-renowned painter, or recreate all of Davinci’s sketches?”

She sat silently for a while. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it. Being a famous painter sounds cool.” She ate her last cracker, then wiped her hands against her gown to clean off the crumbs. “How about you? What’s your life ambition?”

His chest felt warm, and he was a little embarrassed. “It’s stupid.” She looked at him, her eyes searching his while she waited for an answer. He took a deep breath and said, “I want to change the world.”

“How?”

“Anything. It doesn’t even matter what as long as it has some big impact. I just… I want the world to be different in some way because I lived.” He set the box down on the ground and brushed his hands over his PJ pants. Leona nodded her head, but didn’t say anything. “I told you it was stupid.”

“It’s not stupid.” She placed her hand on his knee, then withdrew it quickly. “You were able to save your nephew. You’ve already made a huge difference in his life.” She looked at him, and he met her eyes, holding her gaze.

“No, I mean something bigger than that. I want to touch the lives of lots of people.”

She leaned toward him, placing a hand on his cheek before touching her lips briefly to his. Then she sat up straight again. “You’ve touched my life.”

He wasn’t sure what came over him. He ran his fingers through her hair, and pulled her close, kissing her passionately. Warmth spread from his heart to his limbs, while his fingers and toes tingled. He drew back suddenly. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

She smiled. “Well, I kind of started it, so I’ll forgive you.”

He chuckled. “Good.” He gave her a hug, a firm—but intentionally platonic hug—and said, “Maybe we should go back to bed.”

His mind was racing. He shouldn’t pursue the woman he was supposed to protect. However, his affection for her would make him even more diligent, and he would take extra care to keep her out of harm’s way. How would her father react? He decided that he’d spend the rest of the night in the second bed.

“Okay.” She bit her lip. He suspected she had gotten the wrong idea. He was about to specify that he meant sleep, when she said, “Looks like the sun is rising.”

He still wasn’t sure what time it was, but the red glow coming through the entrance hall into the courtyard didn’t seem right. His heart dropped to the bottom of his gut. “Oh no.” He threw open the door to the hall and sprinted inside, his socks slipping against the polished concrete floor. He pushed through the large front door and stepped outside to find the source of the light.

A moment later, Leona ran up and stopped next to him, grabbing his arm. She glanced up and saw what he was staring at. “Oh shit.”

“We need to get your father, now!” They ran back inside and up the stairs as an enormous fire continued to blaze outside.
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Leona didn’t get a chance to process how she felt about the kiss before she and Roemell were dashing upstairs and to the end of the hall where her father’s bedroom was. She was about to knock on the door, but Roemell burst through it without warning instead.

“Mr. Poole, there’s a fire right in front of the house.”

Spencer sat up and hopped out of bed. “Is it the lurch?”

Roemell nodded. “Likely.”

Her father felt around blindly, fumbling for a lamp. “Turn on the lights, dammit.” He looked around the room, which remained stubbornly dark. “Lights, on!”

Leona rushed up to her father and grabbed his arm, pulling at him to get him to follow her. “I think the robots are doing a system update. We couldn’t get any lights or Bellabot to work, either.”

He shook his head. “No, systems for the house would still function if that were the case.”

Roemell grabbed the older man’s other arm, and he and Leona half dragged Spencer from his room. “You think the power is down?”

With no windows, the only light in the hallway was the menacing flickering of flames reflected up from the entrance hall. Spencer slowed down, even though they really needed to pick up the pace. “The network must be down too.”

“What does that mean?” Leona asked.

Her father took a step back. “We’re flying dark and dumb.”

She looked from her father’s lined face to Roemell, who seemed jittery to the point of shaking. She had almost forgotten that he had run for his life from a fire only a couple days ago. “What should we do?”

Spencer was practically in a panic, his normal, serene facade completely gone. “The shelter. We go there. It’s just behind Papa’s house.”

Leona’s grandfather, or Papa, was in his nineties and still going strong. His house was on the eastern side of the estate’s residential villa. It wasn’t far, which gave them a good chance of reaching it before the fire could spread to the main house.

“Let’s go!” Leona said, urging everyone down the stairs and out of the house.

The air was thick with smoke, the smell of ash assaulting her nose. After being inside the darkened house, she had to squint in the bright light from the encroaching fire. Lifting the neckline of her nightdress, she pulled the fabric over her nose and mouth to protect her lungs.

Roemell hesitated. “I have to get Ivan.”

“There’s no time!” Spencer shouted.

“Right before she died, I promised Jovelyn that I would raise her son. I’m not leaving him behind.”

“I’ll go with you,” Leona said.

Her father grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “No, you’re coming with me.”

She looked at her father, then to Roemell. Roemell nodded, and said, “Go with your dad. You’ll be safe in the shelter. I’m not putting you in a more dangerous situation.”

Tears stung her eyes. She had only known Roemell for a couple days and was already attached to him. She didn’t want to lose him. “The shelter’s that way.” She pointed at Papa’s cottage. “There’s a single bush that doesn’t have flowers in the back. The entrance to the shelter is behind it.”

“Thanks.” Roemell turned and ran in the opposite direction, following a road which led to the medical facility.

Her heart sunk in her chest, and she yearned to run after him, but she needed to focus on her own safety. “Let’s go,” her father urged, tugging on her arm. They jogged over to the shelter entrance. There was an entire line of shrubs, but just as she had told Roemell, the entrance to the shelter was sticking slightly above ground next to a flowerless bush. The thick metal door was already open.

“Good,” Spencer said. “Papa and your mother must already be here.”

She looked back at the other houses. None of the lights were on, and there was no way to tell if the rest of her family had gotten out and were currently waiting in the shelter. If that was the case, why hadn’t they come to get her? “Wait!” she shrieked, but it was too late.

As her father took the first step into the shelter, a woman dressed in all black with unruly brown hair and a black bandanna over her mouth and nose jumped up from inside and grabbed Spencer. There was a knife in her hand, and in a flash, she dragged it across his throat.

Leona screamed as blood sprayed from his wound. Not even waiting for her father to slump down to the ground, she turned and ran away as fast as she could. The woman in black chased after her. Leona wasn’t sure where she should go, and ran back toward the main house. She pushed between two of the large terracotta planters, shoving one over in hopes it would slow the assassin down. It gave a satisfying crash as the pot crumbled, and she looked back to see the woman wearing black easily hurtle over the pile of soil, plant matter, and shards of clay. Leona kept pushing herself. Flames were licking up the front facade of the main house.

Wherever she decided to go, she needed to get there faster than she could on foot. There was a garage linked to the kitchen that usually had a few cars inside. She wasn’t sure one would be there now, but with the other woman gaining on her, it was her only chance. Pushing through the back door into the kitchen, she dashed across the room, her bare feet slapping against the tile floor. On a whim, she grabbed one of the chairs from the breakfast table before taking the exit to the garage. Slamming the door shut behind her, she wedged the chair under the handle. A loud crash came from just the other side of the door, sounding like the assassin had slammed her body full-force against it. 

It was so dark inside, it was hard to tell if there were any cars in the room at all. She strode forward, forgetting about the steps down from the door to the floor. She tumbled down onto the hard floor, breaking her fall with her hands, but still landing on her bare knees. Something cut into her left knee, and she yelped in pain. She shuffled into a sitting position to examine her legs. Some tool, she couldn’t remember what it was called, had gotten wedged into her skin. Gripping the handle, she gave it a sharp yank, freeing it from her flesh. She could feel blood trickle down from the gash, but there was nothing she could do at the moment to help her wound, and instead ignored the pain as she looked around the garage. The Jeep was here. She was in luck.

Another sharp thud came from the door, and she could hear the legs of the chair squeal against the top step and fall away. Without waiting for the door to fly open, she jumped into the driver seat of the Jeep and pressed the ignition button. The engine ground for a second before roaring to life. Every time she had ridden in a vehicle, an android had driven for her. She wasn’t entirely sure how to operate it. There were levers on both sides of the steering wheel as well as to her right, none of which were labeled. She twisted one and the wipers started swishing. 

The kitchen door flew open with a loud crack, and the woman dressed in black leapt through, then grabbed onto the side on Leona’s door. Leona tried another lever, pushing it to the side. The vehicle shot backwards.

She screamed as the Jeep drove through the large garage door, causing it to crash down around her and explode onto the driveway. Pushing the lever only made an awful grinding noise. There were pedals under her feet, and she tried stomping on one, which made the vehicle screech to a halt.

With a large hole in the garage, the eerie light from the fire illuminated the interior, showing that the assassin was unharmed and crouching on the floor. She looked up, her eyes locking on Leona, then ran full speed at the Jeep and yelled.

Leona pushed at the lever again, this time putting the car in drive and stepping on the other pedal. The Jeep was much harder to maneuver than she thought it would be, and she had a hard time keeping it on the roadway as the terrorist chased her. As the Jeep gained speed, the woman wearing black fell farther and farther behind, until she stopped chasing the vehicle altogether.

Now that the most imminent threat was over, Leona had to pause a moment and take a couple deep breaths. The fire had spread onto the roof of the main house and was closing in on the buildings. Where was she supposed to go?

She would get Roemell. He would know what to do next. 

In the distance, the fires were consuming all of their fields. There wouldn’t be anything left by the time the flames burned out.

She stopped the Jeep outside the medical center and left it idling as she ran inside.

“Roemell!” she shouted. She could see his silhouette through one of the hanging sheets of plastic. Instead of going around it, she ripped it down. He was trying to pull at the wires which were attached to Ivan. “The lurch are in the shelter. We need to go somewhere else.” She looked around the medical facility, her eyes wide with fear. The initial relief of outrunning the assassin had worn off. “I don’t know where to go. I don’t know what to do.”

“Where’s your dad?”

Her throat constricted, making it hard to get the words out. “She got him.”

Roemell finally looked away from Ivan and turned his gaze to her. “Leona, your knee!”

She had forgotten about the fall. Looking down, she saw blood flowing out of a deep gash, the sight making her feel faint. He gripped her arms to steady her and helped her sit in the nearest chair.

“You need a bandage on that. Then we can decide what to do next.” He went to one of the cabinets in the room and opened each drawer, looking for supplies. In the third one, he found gauze and tape. He used a few gauze pads to wipe up some of the oozing blood before pressing a handful of fresh ones against the wounds and securing them by wrapping the tape around her leg. “It needs to be tight in order to stop the bleeding.”

She tried to bend her leg, but the bandage limited her motion.

“Will you help me detach all this stuff from Ivan?” The baby was sleeping quietly in his crib.

Before she could get up to help, a figure dressed in black ran by the front and threw something through a window—a glass bottle lit on fire. When it smashed onto the floor behind Leona, the contents burst outward, blanketing the floor in flames.

Leona jumped up and gripped the edge of the crib. “Take the whole crib! We’ll free him later.”

Roemell grabbed the side of the crib and started rolling it to the back of the medical center. “There’s another door in the back.”

She helped him push the crib through the doorway that separated the hospital side from the storage area of the building. This room was stacked high with plywood crates. She saw the narrow walkways between the large boxes and shook her head. “There’s not enough room.”

Sure enough, when he tried to push the crib through the narrow path, it struck against the crates, too wide to fit through. “Crap!” He scooped up the tiny infant along with the bedding into his arms. “Just rip the leads away.”

She grabbed a few wires and tugged sharply. It took some effort, but they snapped apart. The fire was now all the way to the threshold directly behind her. She frantically pulled off more wires, then tugged at the tube which fed into the baby’s nose. The whole time, the heat of the inferno intensified around them. Finally getting the baby free from his bed, Roemell ran, holding Ivan, and Leona climbed up and over the crib, following close behind.

They escaped out the back door. “I parked a car right out front.”

Roemell was still jogging away from the storage center and yelled back, “Whoever threw that fire bomb would have taken it!”

She chased after him, barely able to catch her breath. “Where should we go?”

“Water.”

Her bandaged knee made it hard to keep up. “The ocean is half a mile away.”

“Good, then we’ll make it.”

She breathed heavily as she continued to run behind him. Roemell kept shouting encouragements to her and urging her on. She wasn’t sure she would have been able to make it without him.

Once the blaze was a good distance behind them, he slowed down to a walk. “Just a little farther.”

She had no idea what they’d do once they reached the coast, but she could hear the rolling waves. Finally, the trees and shrubs ended and they were walking on the sandy beach, dark water churning in front of them. It was windier here, and it sent a chill down her body.

“Now what?” she asked.

He dropped down to a sitting position on the sand. “We rest, regain our strength, then decide what our next move should be.” He carefully wrapped the blankets around the baby and set him down on the sand.

Leona sat down next to Roemell and stared out into the ocean. “I just lost… everything.” She looked at Roemell, gazing into his green eyes. “I saw my dad die.”

He wrapped his arms around her as she wept.

•   •   •

Roemell held Leona until she drifted off to sleep. He gently lowered her to the sand before turning to Ivan. The baby was sleeping soundly, bundled up in blankets. In front of them, the waves continued to crash on the sand, and the sound helped Roemell relax. Behind him, however, the rising sun was hidden by thick, black clouds of smoke and ash which were illuminated from below by the still raging flames.

He laid down and tried to fall asleep, but it was no use. Thoughts raced through his mind. He was back to where he had been just a few long days ago: poor and homeless. It had always been him and Jovelyn, but now he had Ivan. He wondered what would happen to Leona. With the entire estate gone, she was now basically in the same situation as him. When he glanced at her, her hair wild and caked in sand and her delicate nightdress torn and dirty, a pang of anger sliced through his gut. He had a feeling the fact that she had been wealthy would be enough for the other people of means to extend her the charity they never offered to people like him.

He took a slow breath, trying to calm himself down. None of what had happened was her fault, and there was no point holding anything against her. And if she did get back on her feet, perhaps she’d continue to employ him in some capacity.

Even though he wasn’t able to sleep, he waited a few hours before waking Leona. When he gently nudged her shoulder, she mumbled something before slowly pulling herself up to sitting position. The black makeup that had been around her eyes was now streaked down her cheeks, and her dark brown eyes were red and swollen.

She sat, not saying anything, and stared into the ocean while taking deep, shaky breaths. After a couple of minutes, she turned to Roemell. “A woman was waiting in the shelter. Daddy didn’t see her—” She didn’t finish her thought, instead bowing her head and staring down at the sand.

He placed a hand on her un-bandaged knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I bet they went there first, got into the system, and shut down the bots and power. Then they could wreak havoc without worrying about the security androids.”

“But the shelter was right next to the houses. There’s no way they got all the way there without being detected.”

He shrugged. “It would only take one person. Getting past a few security bots by yourself is hard, but not impossible. Then, when that person got there, they could take their time hacking the house systems, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.”

Leona shuddered. After a moment, she asked, “How is Ivan?”

“Fine. Sleeping.”

“This whole time?”

Glancing quickly at the tiny baby, he nodded in response.

She wrapped her arms around her knees and hugged them to her chest. “Aren’t babies supposed to cry?”

He hadn’t thought about that, but she was right. A healthy baby needed to eat every few hours, and it had been at least six hours since they removed him from the medical center. “We need to feed him.”

Leona picked at the sand, rubbing single grains between her finger. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.” She looked up at him and met his eyes.

“What?”

“Ava.”

He nodded. The last thing he wanted was to see that woman again, but he couldn’t think of another option. In the end, taking care of Ivan was more important.

“Don’t worry,” she added. “It’s not far.”

He took one of the blankets that had wrapped Ivan and tied it into a loop before slipping it over his head and one arm to use as a sling. Leona helped him get his nephew tucked into the folds, pressed against Roemell’s chest to stay warm, but with enough wiggle room to keep from being smothering.

They started the walk through the brush and found the roadway which led to Ava’s residence. Roemell knew it was likely that Leona had never traveled the path to her friend’s house on foot, instead always taking a car. At least an hour passed before they could even make out Ava’s house in the distance. As they approached, a security android observed them closely, but didn’t make a move to stop their progress.

Even though the weather was fairly nice aside from the cloud of soot, the pair were hot, thirsty, and tired when they finally reached the Evanko mansion. Leona held Roemell back before he could knock on the door. “Let me do all the talking,” she said. He gestured for her to go ahead, and she rang the bell.

An android answered the door. “Miss Leona. Ava is not expecting you.”

Leona’s face flushed, like she was somehow embarrassed to see the robot. “I need to talk to her. It’s really important.”

A moment later, Ava joined the android in the doorway. Her skin was covered in glitter and she was wore a tight green dress. She looped an arm around the nicely dressed robot’s waist. “I made my own Jon, do you like—” She stopped short when she noticed Leona’s condition and her companion. “Oh no! No no no no, he is not welcome here. And what the hell happened to you?”

“My estate was attacked by the lurch. Everything has burned down. I don’t know what happened to my mom, and,” her voice began to waver, “they killed my dad.”

Ava frowned. “That sucks, but what am I supposed to do about it?”

Leona took a step back, a look of betrayal on her face. Roemell wondered how long the pair had been friends and how deep their friendship really was.

“Anything. A place to stay while we regroup. Something to eat.”

Ava shook her head. “Leona, I don’t think I can.”

“Or some formula for the baby,” Leona added. Roemell turned so that Ava could see into the sling and look at Ivan.

“Where did you get a baby?”

“He’s my nephew,” Roemell said.

Ava stepped out of the house and got right in his face. For a moment, he hoped it was to admire Ivan. “Wow, your street-slut of a sister should have insisted on a condom.”

Before she could hurl another insult, he slammed his fist right in her face. She stumbled back, shrieking, and covered her face with her hands.

“Roemell!” Leona screeched.

When Ava removed her hands from her face, they were covered in blood, making her scream again. “You need to leave, now!”

Before they could say anything else, two androids burst through the front door. One grabbed Roemell by the wrists, and the other gripped Leona’s waist.

“Take them back to the street where they belong.”

The front door slammed shut as the robots dragged the pair away. A car came up the driveway, and the two were shoved into the backseat. The android in the front seat put the car into gear, and they sped away from Ava’s house.

“What the hell came over you?” Leona spat.

He clenched his hands over his head. “I don’t know. She wasn’t going to help you anyway.” Although slugging her had felt pretty good.

“She certainly won’t now.” He looked over at Leona and saw that tears were flowing from her eyes again. “Maybe we should go to the Cooper Estate. They might help us.”

“Leona, no one is going to help us.”

She smeared her tears with her fist. “Someone will. They have to.”

He sighed. “This is a hard lesson I’ve had to relearn over and over in my life. Wealthy people don’t help others. They have this idea that they worked hard for what they have because they manage a large estate—that they somehow earned everything they had been given at birth. When someone like me comes along, they only see a lazy person begging for charity. And the wealthy already have everything they could ever want, so there’s nothing I have to offer them.”

“You’re saying we should just give up.” She crossed her arms and frowned.

“No, I’m saying that approaching other estates isn’t going to work. I’ve been living this way my entire life, so I’m asking you to trust me.” He reached over and grasped her hand.

She swallowed hard. “Okay.”

He gave her a weak smile. “All right. The next few days, we’ll focus on survival, then after that we can make a more long-term plan.”
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Leona and Roemell were unceremoniously dumped out of the car far away from the Evanko Estate. Leona felt numb, like all of her pain and emotions had been sucked out of her. She figured this was what it must be like for the robots.

She had no idea where they were, but Roemell seemed to know the way. “There’s a settlement of sorts just north of here. They aren’t exactly friendly to outsiders, but if it’s the same group of people as when I was there a few years ago, then we should be allowed to stay.”

They trudged along, following an old paved road that had fallen into disrepair. Roemell led the way while Leona did her best to keep up. Her lack of shoes was doing a number on her feet, while Roemell seemed completely unfazed hiking in his black socks.

The path followed the coast, providing a view of the water on one side and mountains on the other. Although there was a scattering of buildings at the base of the mountains, they all appeared to be abandoned. There was a group of houses farther up the terrain that looked newer and had light glowing out the windows. She noticed a few animals and a handful of fruiting trees, but not many.

“Why aren’t there more people here?” she asked.

He slowed down to let her catch up to him. “Really? You don’t know where we are?”

She shook her head.

“This is all the Smith Estate.”

“That can’t be right.” She looked around her again. The Smith Estate was only twenty miles or so from her home. They had been walking for so long, she had been sure they were covering more ground.

“Yep. They’re pretty lax about patrolling this road, so it’s fairly safe to travel. In fact, if you want to stop for lunch—” He turned right and walked off the path to the nearest tree. He pulled an orange off a branch and tossed it to her. She looked down at it like it was a grenade that would explode any second. “You peel it,” he said, showing her how to pull off the skin.

Peeling an orange was harder than she had imagined. She usually drank orange juice in the morning, just one glass. Bellabot had closely monitored her diet to help her maintain her figure. But now, she didn’t know when her next meal would be, so she ate the entire orange, then grabbed a second one and ate it too.

“How is Ivan doing?” she asked.

He lifted the side of his makeshift sling to examine the baby. “Honestly, I don’t know. He’s still breathing.”

“Shouldn’t you change his diaper or something?”

He felt along the bottom of the sling. “Still feels dry. But even if he were wet, we don’t have anything clean to replace it with.”

“Right.” She looked down at her nightgown, the white fabric now stained with dirt and dotted in dark red. The poor baby hadn’t received any care since they had left. She wasn’t sure he’d make it all the way to the settlement.

“Let’s keep going.” Roemell started walking, and yet again she followed behind.

She couldn’t stop thinking about how her life had changed. The estate would belong solely to her now, not that it had any value. She didn’t have the means to cultivate it—no seeds, no livestock, no robots.

Of course she missed her father, but she also missed Bellabot. When she was a child, her mother had worried that she was too close to the androids, treating them like human beings. So when Leona was a teen and had outgrown her companion bots, her mother had chosen a robot design for her personal bot that didn’t resemble a human at all.

The personal bots were how each person interfaced with all of the systems. That was why Bellabot had always been close by. But even though it resembled a block of plastic, Leona had grown close to the robot.

All of that didn’t matter now. She had no need for a personal bot and would probably never have one again.

Her knee began throbbing, the pain getting stronger with each step, and her feet were sore, the skin dry and caked in dirt. By the time the sun started getting low in the sky, she was barely limping along.

“We’re almost there,” Roemell said. He looked back at her and suddenly stopped. “Are you okay?”

She had been crying for a while. Her tears were so salty, they stung her cheeks as they fell. She shook her head.

“Here, let me help.” He wrapped an arm around her back. “You can lean on me to take some of the pressure off your leg.”

She did her best to keep trudging along, and he slowed down his pace to accommodate her limp. Only as the last rays of sun dipped into the ocean did they arrive at the settlement.

Although she wasn’t sure what she’d expected for a settlement of vagrants, it certainly wasn’t this. There were domes and triangles of stretched fabric, a few people in clean—albeit ill-fitting—clothing, and a bonfire blazing in the sand.

“Let me do all the talking,” Roemell whispered as a short woman with wiry gray hair approached them.

“Well short a circuit, if it isn’t Rommy,” the woman said in a hoarse, deep voice. She wore a simple canvas tunic which came down below her knees and a strange pendant which hung almost to her waist.

“Alisa, it’s so great to see you.” He stretched out his arms in an attempt to give her a hug, but the older woman crossed her arms and took a step back.

“Cut the crap, microchip. I know you wouldn’t dare come back unless you were desperate. How bad is it?”

A somber expression overtook his face. “Jovelyn died. This is her son Ivan.” He pulled open the sling so she could see the baby.

She made a tsk sound. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen one that tiny. Ones that small don’t usually make it.”

“He’s the last tie I have left to Jo. Please, help us.”

The woman furrowed her brow, any trace of warmth completely gone. “Who’s the chica?”

He looked briefly at Leona before responding. “This is Leona. We had a run in with the lurch.”

Alisa nodded, but didn’t look convinced. “I guess you can stay, but only for the baby’s sake. Tammy has a little one, so she can probably nurse yours, too. She’s the third on the right. Green tent.”

“Thank you so much,” Roemell gushed. He kissed both of her cheeks.

“Just don’t make me regret letting you folks stay, okay, microchip?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nudged Leona forward in the direction of the green tent.

“Am I allowed to talk now?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

In front of the green tent hung a string of sleigh bells. Roemell grabbed it and gave it a good shake. A moment later, a woman pulled back the flap of fabric which made up the door. She was a beautiful woman with almond-shaped eyes, dark skin, and glossy black hair.

She smiled warmly at them. “Rommy! I thought I’d never see you again. Come in, come in.”

The inside of the tent was small, maybe only ten feet in diameter. There were dirty rugs on the floor, a narrow bed, and a small crib which held a sleeping child. The interior was lit by a single lantern hanging in the center of the tent.

Roemell helped Leona hobble in, and she sat down on the bed while he turned to Tammy and kissed her on the cheek. As his lips lingered on the other woman’s face, Leona felt a pang of jealousy stab her, momentarily distracting her from the pain in her knee.

“You two look worse for the wear,” Tammy said. “Please, sit. Make yourself comfortable.”

He sat next to Leona. “I want you to meet someone.” He untied the knot that held the sling together, revealing the baby inside. “Tammy, this is Ivan, Jovelyn’s son.”

“Oh, Rommy,” she gasped, her voice full of concern. “He’s so tiny!”

“Jovelyn didn’t make it…” He paused, taking a deep breath before finding his voice again. “He hasn’t eaten or cried in a day.”

“May I?” Tammy asked, holding out her hands. He carefully transferred the baby to her. She cradled Ivan against her and pulled down her blouse.

Leona was shocked, not expecting a woman she’d just met to undress in front of them. She glanced briefly at Roemell to see his reaction and couldn’t tell if he was staring intently at this beautiful, half-dressed woman or Ivan. Tammy pressed the baby to her breast, and Ivan began nursing. She stroked his cheek with her finger and whispered encouragements, but he seemed to already know what to do.

She looked up at Roemell. “He’s a fighter. He probably got that from Jojo.”

Roemell nodded. Leona could see his eyes water, but he kept his composure. “Who’s this?” he asked, gesturing at the sleeping child in the crib.

“My son, Archy.” She glanced back at her own child and smiled.

Roemell shifted uncomfortably as he avoided looking at Tammy or her son. “How old is he?”

Tammy smiled. “Don’t worry, he’s not yours.” Leona felt that stabbing jealousy again, much stronger this time. “He’s around fourteen months. So what’s next for you, Rommy?”

He turned to Leona. “We had a pretty nasty run-in with the lurch. We were hoping to regroup here for a few days before deciding what to do next.”

Rocking the baby gently, Tammy smiled. “Well, you’re welcome to stay here for as long as you want. Although I know others won’t be too happy you’re back.”

Leona thought she saw red in his cheeks. She was horribly curious about what his history was with this settlement.

“I don’t want to impose,” he said.

“Nonsense,” Tammy said. “Anything to help an old friend.”

“Thanks.”

“I will have to insist that little Ivan here and I take the bed. You two can sleep on the floor.”

Leona felt sick to her stomach. The last thing she wanted to do was stay with Roemell’s former lover. She hadn’t quite pinned down her feelings for him, but she couldn’t deny the jealousy eating at her. She also found the idea of sleeping on the floor abhorrent.

“There’s a futon under here,” Tammy added, nodding to the bed.

Roemell stood and pulled the thin mattress out and unrolled it over the multi-colored rugs. “I assume dinner is done.”

“Yep. No leftovers. Sorry.”

Roemell looked at Leona, studying her like she was a page in a textbook. She suddenly felt self-conscious. She was dirty, probably smelled bad, and was still wearing her night dress which was spotted in blood. “You need a new bandage, but I think it might have to wait until tomorrow.”

She had so many emotions tearing at her gut, she couldn’t even form words to respond. Instead, whatever moisture was left in her body rushed to her eyes and spilled over.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Tammy said. “You’re safe here.”

Leona nodded. No matter what this woman’s history was with Roemell, Leona was still thankful for her hospitality.

Roemell kneeled in front of Leona. “Do you need help getting down?”

She nodded, more tears streaming down her face. He helped her off the bed, then swept a hand under her knees to lower her gently onto the futon, then lay down next to her.

Tammy settled onto the bed. “Sorry, I don’t have an extra blanket.”

“We’ll be fine,” Roemell said.

Tammy sat up, still holding Ivan against her, and turned off the lantern.

Leona turned away from Roemell, angry at him, angry at herself, and still upset over the loss of her father, Bellabot, and everything she had ever known.

He must have picked up on her distress. He turned to face her back, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pulled her close. Tucking his head into the base of her neck, he whispered, “I promised your father I’d protect you. I have no intentions of breaking that promise.”

She nodded, even though he wouldn’t be able to see the gesture. If anything, his arms wrapped around her made her feel safe.

•   •   •

Roemell woke up early. He knew it was early because the sun hadn’t yet risen high enough to penetrate the green canvas of the tent.

Leona’s breathing was uneven, and he wasn’t sure if she was having a bad dream, or if she was awake and crying again. He didn’t want her to wake up alone, but Tammy was still here, and she had the most comforting presence of any person he knew.

When he sat up, he saw that everyone else in the tent was still asleep, so he quietly stood and slipped out. The sun was barely peeking over the mountains, and a group of people surrounded the fire pit, trying to start a fire. Once it was going, they’d cook breakfast. All he had eaten over the past few days was a handful of crackers and three oranges. He really needed a proper meal.

He only recognized one of the early risers, Bennet. A few years younger and a head taller than Roemell, he looked completely different than the scrawny teen Roemell had known before he’d left. Instead of getting in the middle of their cooking efforts, Roemell bypassed the bonfire site and went down to the beach. He could smell the dirt and body odor on his skin, and was about to walk into the water when he remembered something. He pulled a tightly rolled piece of paper out of his PJ pants pocket and carefully unfurled it.

It was the drawing of his nephew, and he stared at it for a long while. When Leona had drawn it, he had been sure Ivan wouldn’t make it through. At only three days old, the little baby had already been through so much. But somehow, he was thriving. Just seeing him kick his little feet as Tammy fed him had given Roemell hope.

He felt strongly about Leona, and it wasn’t the same as the companionship he and Jovelyn had shared. Just a day ago, they had been sitting outside and looking at the moon when he had kissed her. The thought of that kiss made a warm sensation grow in his stomach. But there was too much going on right now for him to think about any sort of relationship.

Carefully placing the drawing on the sand, he walked fully clothed into the ocean. The water was uncomfortably cold, immediately sapping his energy and causing his muscles to tense. Even though he didn’t have any soap, he scrubbed at his skin, willing all the dirt and grime to go away. He should have focused on making a plan for his future, but instead found his mind wandering, thinking about Leona. She would want to get cleaned up, and she needed a mew bandage for her knee.

He shook his head, his black hair shedding water droplets in every direction. He swept his hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face. As he trudged out of the water and onto the dry sand, he looked back at the settlement. The early risers had gotten the fire going and were cooking breakfast. Carefully picking up the drawing by the corner, he took it with him back to the settlement.

Not wanting anything to happen to his picture, he slipped it just inside Tammy’s tent before returning to the bonfire.

“What are we having?” he asked when he was back at the fire.

A couple of people glanced at him before a middle-aged man with light blond hair responded, “Old porridge.”

Roemell looked closer at the pans that were frying over the flame. The smell was intoxicating. “Looks like bacon and potatoes from here.”

The blond man gripped Roemell’s arm. “I’ve heard about you, son, and if it were up to me, you wouldn’t get anything from us. But I’ve been told not to let you starve.”

Even after examining the man’s face, Roemell couldn’t figure out who he was. “I’ve had a rough few days, sir. I’m just looking to take a few days to regain my strength before moving on.”

The man snorted and crossed his arms. “You’ll have to regain your strength using plain porridge.”

Roemell wondered how this man knew who he was. The only other person who knew he was here was Alisa, but she was happy to see him again, right? Ultimately, it didn’t matter how these strange people knew he was an outcast. He accepted a bowl of porridge, politely thanked the man, and proceeded to devour every drop.

No one else would say a word to him, so he approached the same blond man to ask some questions. “Excuse me.”

The man nodded and gave a short huff.

“I came here with a friend who has a wound on her knee. Do you know where I could get some bandages?”

He smiled broadly and nodded his head. “I bet I could find her some, but she’d have to pay.”

Roemell knew exactly what the man was implying. He clenched his jaw and said, “Never mind.” He’d figure something else out later. A quick glance at the gathering area around the bonfire showed that breakfast was wrapping up. Not wanting Leona to go hungry, he went back to the tent to wake her.

When he opened the door, he saw Tammy and Ivan sleeping together on the bed. Ivan laid flat on his back with his mouth wide open as he slept soundly. Tammy was situated in a similar configuration. He couldn’t help but smile at the pair.

He knelt down next to Leona and gently shook her shoulder. “You should get something to eat before breakfast is all gone.”

She sat up and rubbed her eyes before staring blankly at him. “Roemell, I—”

He held a finger to her lips to keep her from completing her thought. “I know it’s weird being here. I have some history with these people. I’ll tell you everything once we leave, but for now, I really need you to not ask any questions.”

She clenched her jaw, but nodded, seeming to understand.

With some help, she stood up, stumbled out of the tent, and made her way to the fire. This time, Alisa was there and saw the two coming.

“Oh, darling, you look positively dreadful. Come, get something to eat.” Alisa prepared Leona a plate with a generous heap of porridge along with a pile of potatoes and three strips of bacon.

Leona took a seat on one of the logs facing the fire and picked at her food. It looked like she was crying again.

Roemell took a seat next to her on the large log. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

She picked at her food. “My dad used to call me darling.”

Reaching an arm around her shoulders, he pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “You should eat something.”

She had a few mouthfuls of potatoes and a strip of bacon before handing her plate to Roemell. He gladly ate the rest of her food.

With his belly full, he would be able to focus on his next steps. He had a good idea of what he wanted to do, but he needed to hurry. It wouldn’t take long before rumors of his past would reach Leona, and he didn’t want her to know why he’d had to leave the settlement the first time he was here. He hadn’t yet forgiven himself for what had happened.
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The fire for breakfast had dwindled down to just a few glowing coals, but Leona still sat on the log, staring at it, lost in thought. Sleeping on the cold, hard ground had reinforced the fact that her life had been irreparably changed. Also, sharing a tent with Roemell’s former lover hadn’t helped.

Instead of focusing on what she had lost, she fixated on the lurch. They had taken everything away from her. She would make them pay.

She didn’t notice someone come up behind her, and jumped when Alisa placed a hand on her shoulder. Laughing at Leona’s reaction, the older woman said, “I won’t bite you, microchip. Come, we need to change that dressing on your knee.”

Leona followed the older woman along the dirt path the stretched between the two rows of tents. Alisa slipped into one of the larger ones at the edge of the settlement, and Leona entered after her. This tent was filled with all sorts of oddities: glass jars filled with spices and other ingredients, towers of battered books, tin boxes, and a heap of folded fabrics.

“Find a place to sit if you can,” Alisa said as she rooted through a few of the tin boxes. Leona looked around. The books looked like the most sturdy spot, so she perched on top of them. “That companion of yours has a lot of nerve coming back here. You’d best make your stay as short as you can.”

Leona wanted to correct Alisa and tell her that she and Roemell weren’t together, but her curiosity took precedence. “Why isn’t Roemell welcome here?”

Alisa pulled a couple items out of the tin and turned to Leona. She carefully cut away the tape holding the dirty gauze to expose Leona’s knee. “Figures he didn’t tell you.” She pressed something wet onto the wound, causing Leona to yelp in surprise. “This stuff stings a bit.”

She placed a new dressing on the wound as she kept talking. “Rommy always had a soft spot for his sister. Too soft. Of course I’m incredibly sad to hear she passed, but as they say, karma’s a bitch.”

Leona wasn’t sure what the other woman was implying, but made a mental note to ask around. She glanced down at her new bandage. It looked a lot neater than the impromptu one from the day before. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it, microchip. But now we need to do something about that… whatever that thing is you’re wearing.”

Her nightgown was pretty impractical for anything other than sleep, but now the bottom was all torn up and covered in mud and blood. “Yeah, I didn’t get a chance to change before I had to run for my life.”

Alisa placed a fist on her waist and gave Leona a stern look. “No one ever does.” Then, she turned to the pile of fabric and rooted through it, pulling out a pair of pants. “These aren’t your size, but we can make do.” She eyed Leona for a moment, then grabbed a pair of scissors and hacked off the bottom few inches from both legs. “That should do it. Try these on.”

Leona took the pants from Alisa’s outstretched hand and slipped them on. They were far too big in every dimension, but there was a draw sting, which at least allowed them to cinch at her waist enough to stay on.

“I have an idea of what to do with that frilly thing you have on. Take it off and give it to me.”

Leona flushed. She was all right with dressing in front of Bellabot, but didn’t feel comfortable doing it in front of another person.

“Oh, don’t be shy,” Alisa said. “I’ve seen all sorts. Small tits, big ones, droopy, hairy, everything. You have nothing to worry about.”

Reluctantly, Leona peeled off the nightgown and handed it Alisa. She hugged her arms around her chest in an attempt to cover herself while Alisa took her scissors to the nightgown. She snipped the gown just below the waist so it would fit more like a blouse.

“That should do it.” She gave Leona what was left of the nightgown, and Leona slipped it over her head. Then Alisa opened another tin and extracted a pair of shoes which looked like slippers with a thin layer of leather to protect the soles. 

“Thank you,” Leona said as she put the shoes on her feet. Never would she have imagined wearing such a ridiculous outfit, but it was a little more practical now, which was a vast improvement. She was about to leave the tent, but something was nagging at her brain. “Do the people here really hate Roemell because he was so protective of his sister?”

“Goodness, no. They hate him because he killed a man.” Alisa then left the tent, leaving Leona alone among the stash of provisions.

For a moment, Leona was too shocked to even move. The Roemell who had promised to protect her, kissed her under the moonlight, and slept next to her, their bodies pressed together, was a murderer. Suddenly, getting back at the lurch wasn’t as important as getting away from Roemell.

She was surrounded by provisions. If she took just a few things, no one would notice. Only a handful of people knew she was here, so it would hopefully take a while for anyone to notice she was gone.

A sense of urgency filled her as she grabbed a tote bag from the floor and started filling it with things. She needed food. Some of the tins had pictures of cookies. She opened one to verify that it was indeed filled with stacks of pale shortbread before placing it in her bag. For shelter, she grabbed a blanket from the fabric pile.

She would also need water, but couldn’t find any in this tent. There was, however, a canteen. She put it in the bag as well, telling herself that as soon as she found a source of fresh water, she’d fill it up.

Hugging the bag against her, she peeked out of the tent and looked around. There weren’t any people nearby to notice her leaving. As quietly as she could, she slipped out and walked away from the settlement, continuing north. She wasn’t sure where she would go, but anything was better than staying here.

•   •   •

Roemell needed to talk with Leona. He had a plan, but it was contingent on her cooperation. When they had first arrived, he’d made sure not to reveal to anyone who she really was: a person of means. He was surprised they’d let him stay as it was, but if they’d known who Leona was, they definitely wouldn’t have been welcome.

His plan was risky because it required revealing her true identity to the settlement. These were people willing to work, and she had a field without a workforce. If the entire colony relocated to the Poole Estate, they could work together to rebuild. But first, he needed to get Leona on board.

After breakfast, she had insisted on staying seated atop that log next to the fire. He figured she was still processing everything from the day before and decided to give her space, but he didn’t want to wait long.

He went back to Tammy’s tent and ducked inside. Tammy was sitting up in her bed rocking Ivan while Archy played with a rag doll on the floor.

“Good morning,” Roemell said, smiling broadly at the happy crew. “How’s he doing?” He gestured at Ivan.

“Pretty well. He’s got quite an appetite for his size. I did want to ask you something, though.” He nodded and sat down next to her on the bed. “This right here.” She pointed to the bandage on his chest. “He’s had surgery. People like us don’t have access to medical care, especially not for a baby so small. He shouldn’t even be alive. You need to tell me what the fell is going on.”

Roemell swallowed hard. When he had left the settlement, it had been abruptly without a chance to say goodbye. He hoped that Tammy didn’t have any ill will against him. Something inside him told him it was safe to share the truth with her.

“When Jovelyn went into labor, there was a fire.” He continued to tell her the whole story of his deal with Spencer, Jovelyn’s infection, and the fire that had driven them out of the Poole Estate. The only details he left out were the kiss and how deep his feelings for Leona had already become.

“That’s quite the story,” Tammy said. “I can’t believe a wealthy man thought you were respectable.”

He gently punched her shoulder. “You used to trust me.”

She rolled her eyes. “And look where it’s gotten me. You just disappeared. I knew that what happened with you and that prisoner most likely wasn’t completely your fault. But you didn’t wait around and tell your side of the story. It took me a long time to forgive you after you left me like that.”

He looked down at Ivan for a while before meeting Tammy’s eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re right—I shouldn’t have left like that.”

“Like I said, I’ve forgiven you.” She cooed at Ivan for a moment, who was looking around, taking in his surroundings. “So, what’s next for you, Rommy?”

“Leona’s lost everything. I was thinking we could bring the settlement to what’s left of her estate and set up a commune of sorts. I wanted to talk to her about it, but she’s still processing everything that happened yesterday.”

“Well, don’t wait too long.”

He gave her a brief hug, then left the tent. He looked over at the gathering area where he had left Leona. No one was there. He didn’t want her to accidentally tell someone who she was before he’d had a chance to talk with her, so he needed to find her soon.

He approached the fire pit, where the middle-aged man with blond hair was washing pans. “Excuse me, have you seen my friend, the new woman?” The man gave him a blank stare. “She has curly black hair and was wearing this weird frilly white thing.”

“I don’t think so.”

Roemell searched all over the settlement, even looking in the supply tent, but couldn’t find her anywhere. Something didn’t feel right, and he was starting to get worried.

A group of people were sitting and chatting in a circle next to the beach, and he walked over to them. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but have any of you seen my friend?”

He hadn’t noticed Alisa sitting with them until she spoke up, saying, “Sure, I helped her change her bandage and got her more suitable clothes.”

“Do you know where she is now?”

She shrugged. “No. That was the last I saw her.”

He sighed and slumped his shoulders. “Thanks anyway.”

As he started walking away, Alisa added, “I was surprised she didn’t know why you left the last time.”

Roemell whipped back around. “You told her?”

Alisa glared at him, narrowing her eyes. “Obviously I did. Girl had a right to know who she’s been cozying up to.”

“Fuck.” He clenched his fists. He knew Alisa’s hospitality had been too good to be true. He dashed through the settlement, searching desperately for Leona, this time checking inside every tent and ignoring the occupants’ protests. His chest tightened as the reality become more and more apparent: she had fled the settlement.

He checked in Tammy’s tent last. “Leona’s missing. I have to go find her.”

Tammy gave him a sad smile. “Of course you do.”

Roemell had forgotten about Ivan, who was now sleeping in the crib as Archy played in his mother’s lap. “Could you—”

“Yes,” she interrupted. “I’ll take care of him like he’s my own.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.” He turned to leave, but then paused. “I truly am sorry about how I left.”

Tammy just shook her head. “Go.”

He dashed out of the tent and ran to the edge of the settlement. Most likely, Leona had decided to continue traveling north. There was no reason to backtrack, and the supply tent was at the north end of the settlement, making it the most discreet way to escape.

He didn’t bother grabbing any supplies. Instead, he ran as fast as he could. His body quickly protested. He had done an awful lot of running in the past few days. At least this time he was running toward something instead of away.
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The only exercise Leona got on a typical day was her morning yoga and maybe some dancing in the evening if she wanted to party. But she had walked and run so much the past couple days, her body began objecting the effort almost immediately. Her knee was even more sore, and the wound was also starting to itch. At least she was finally wearing shoes.

She looked at the canteen clipped to the waistband of her pants. It was just as dry as it had been that morning. She hadn’t found a single well, stream, or any other source of freshwater. Her mouth felt like it was full of cotton, and she knew if she tried to eat one of the cookies, she likely wouldn’t be able to get it down.

After only an hour, she decided to sit and take a break. She was starting to get dizzy, and wasn’t sure why. Whenever she had felt under the weather in the past, Bellabot would shine a light on her palm and sometimes prick her finger for a drop of blood. Then the robot would diagnose exactly what deficiency was troubling her and give her whatever medicine or vitamins were needed to make her better. But alone in the desert, she had no idea why her body was so tired, sluggish, and unbalanced.

It was starting to get warm, and her entire blouse was moist with sweat. For a moment, she thought about going back, but Roemell would still be there, and she didn’t want to see him again.

When she saw a figure approaching her, at first she thought her mind was playing tricks on her, that the person wasn’t actually there. She hadn’t run into a single other soul while on the road.

When the man got closer, he called out, “Leona!” Her stomach leapt to her throat. There really was someone there—Roemell. He broke into a sprint toward her.

Her muscles were on fire. She needed to get away. She jumped up and ran as fast as she could. Even though she was running at her top speed, she heard his pounding footsteps getting closer. He was going to get her, and they were alone on an abandoned stretch of road so no one was around to help her. If he decided to kill her, too, she had no way of protecting herself. She felt incredibly stupid for not realizing that she had put herself in such a dangerous situation. He easily overtook her and grasped her arm, pulling her to a stop.

“Stay away from me!” she shrieked. Her head swam and her vision became blurred. She had to concentrate on steadying herself, when all she wanted to do was get away.

“Please, let me explain,” he begged.

She stepped back a couple paces, but he didn’t make a move to keep following her. “What’s there to explain? You killed a man—and thought it wasn’t important enough to tell me. I had to learn it from Alisa. And to think that I let you… let you…” She couldn’t recall the word she was looking for. The center of her vision turned black, and her body began to sway.

Roemell rushed up to her and caught her before she fell onto the pavement. When her vision began to clear, she was laying on the ground with her head on his lap. He smelled musky and sweaty, his scent mixing with the salt spray from the ocean. His green eyes were fixated on her face.

“You didn’t eat much this morning and haven’t had anything to drink. You’re probably dehydrated.”

She tried to say something, but her mouth was too dry to form words.

“Please, just listen. I’ll tell you what happened, and then you can decide if you want to come back to the settlement with me or keep wandering on your own.”

She didn’t want to hear him out, but she felt so weak there was little hope of getting away. She’d probably die soon no matter what she decided. Emotions welled up in her chest and her eyes stung, but she had no moisture left to make tears.

“A few years ago, when Jovelyn and I both lived here, a man came to the settlement. His name was Jimmy. He was pretty rough around the edges and really strange, but Alisa made room for him since turning him away would mean certain death.

“For reasons that are totally beyond me, Jovelyn became fond of him. They’d stay up after everyone went to sleep, just to talk. I should have stopped it then, but I figured Jo was older than me and wiser. That she could take care of herself.”

He sniffled a bit before continuing. “She is… was tough. One day, Jimmy decided that their friendship wasn’t enough, that he wanted more. So he forced himself on her.”

There was a pregnant pause as he looked up at the sky for a moment before staring off into the distance. “He tore her clothes and pinned her to the ground. She kneed him in the groin then ran off to get help. Alisa had him kept as a prisoner until the elders could discuss what his punishment would be.”

Leona felt sick to her stomach. She had a good idea where the story would go from here. Roemell cleared his throat before continuing. “I decided it would be a good idea to go into the tent where he was detained and talk to him. I have no idea what I was thinking. When I went inside, I didn’t even know what I wanted to say to him.”

He shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t get a chance to say anything. Jimmy launched into a verbal assault on Jo, calling her a bitch and saying she was a good-for-nothing whore.” He swallowed hard. “I snapped. I just snapped. I punched him as hard as I could.” The memory of Roemell punching Ava flashed through her mind. “Naturally, he fought back. He was able to get the chains from his restraints around my throat and started choking me.” He raised a hand and touched his neck. “It was either him or me, I swear.” His voice choked up as he kept talking. “If I hadn’t have done what I did, he would have killed me.”

A tear rolled down his face and fell onto Leona’s forehead. She was relieved that his actions were in self-defense—and he clearly felt remorse. She felt a little less dizzy. “How did you do it? How did he die?”

“I used to keep a folding knife on me. I was able to get it out and stab him in the chest.”

Leona took a long, deep breath, trying to steady herself. She knew how protective he had been of his sister. Even though it sounded like it had been Roemell’s only option, it didn’t change the fact that someone had died by his hands. “Why did you leave?”

“I was the only other person in the tent when it happened. I didn’t think people would believe my set of events—I knew they’d assume I went in there with the intentions of killing Jimmy.”

Lying down for a while had helped, and Leona was feeling much better. She sat up and pulled her legs under her. “Why did you bring us to this particular settlement, then, if they already assume you’re a murderer?”

He looked at her and shook his head. “It’s been a while, so I had hoped they had forgotten. It’s also the closest settlement to your estate. And then there’s, well…”

“What?”

“It’s a large settlement. I have an idea that requires quite a few people, but I need your help.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why you’d need me. I can’t even run away properly.”

He chuckled. “It’s a crazy plan, so just hear my out, okay? Try not to make a decision until I lay out all the details.”

Crossing her arms, she said, “Fine. But I only promise to listen.”

•   •   •

Roemell was overjoyed when Leona agreed to his plan, even after she’d learned about one of the darkest moments in his past. But she did insist on one condition: they find the woman who had killed her father. He knew capturing a member of the lurch would be difficult, but at least she hadn’t asked him to take down the whole organization.

They discussed how they’d present the plan to the settlement. Leona assumed every member would jump on the opportunity Roemell proposed, but he knew the community would be much more receptive if the pair only told Alisa and let her present it to the group.

Of course, the first priority when they returned was to get Leona some water and check on Ivan.

Roemell lifted the door to Tammy’s tent just a little bit. “Hey.”

“I can’t believe it,” she said from inside. He pushed the fabric aside and stepped in to find Tammy laying down on the bed with Ivan cradled next to her, nursing. “You actually came back. Did you give up on finding your new friend?”

“No, she’s here.” He looked around the interior. The tent felt a little stuffy. “Where’s Archy?”

“He’s with my mom.”

“You should really tie the doorway up and get some fresh air in here.”

She shook her head. “No. Ivan is so little, he can’t handle the dust and germs in the air. And I don’t want him to come in contact with too many other people. We’ll stay in here until he’s bigger and stronger and his immune system is up to snuff.”

He felt an immense relief. Tammy clearly knew much more about babies than he did. “Thanks so much for caring for him.”

Tammy let out a sigh. “It’s not like I had much choice.”

A confused expression crossed his face. “You could have said no.”

Looking down at the infant, she stroked her fingertips through his fine, dark hair. “Ivan is a defenseless little baby. He didn’t get to choose the circumstances he was born in. At the very least, he deserves a chance at life, and I’m in a position to help.”

“How altruistic of you.”

She laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far.” Smiling down at the baby, she added, “It’s also nice to have a little one again.”

Roemell didn’t understand her desire to care for something so helpless. Maybe it was some sort of natural mothering instincts. Personally, he wasn’t ready to have a child of his own and didn’t want to bring a new life into this harsh world.

A thought suddenly intruded his mind. Although Jovelyn had always insisted that her pregnancy was an accident, he realized it could have been intentional. She had never seemed overly fond of the man she claimed was the father. In fact, she hadn’t had a romantic relationship with any of the men they’d known at the San Jose shelter. Anger rose up to his throat, and he clenched his fists. Would he have fled with her if he’d known having a baby had been her choice and not an unforeseen consequence?

“Roemell, are you all right?”

Her words snapped him back to the present. “I’m fine. Thanks again for all your help.” He slipped out of the tent and into the bright sun.

After a brief search, he found Leona talking with Alisa at the outskirts of the settlement. They were standing next to a large basin of soapy water with three other people, scrubbing clothing. Leona had a cluster of soap bubbles amidst her frizzy mass of hair. The juxtaposition of rogue suds along with her expression of sheer determination broke through his sour mood, and he couldn’t help but smile as he approached the group.

Alisa placed a hand on her hip. “A bit different than giving your soiled things to a robot, isn’t it?”

Leona responded with a frown as she continued to scrub. “Yeah, different.”

Neither woman seemed to notice Roemell. “I take it you have already discussed my idea without me.” Leona glanced up at him and gave him a look he couldn’t quite decipher.

“I thought the princess should get some first-hand experience of what exactly this plan she’s so thrilled about would entail,” Alisa said. Leona’s face flushed, and she looked like she was about to cry.

One of the other ladies threw the article she had been cleaning into the soapy water. “Give the poor girl a break. She’s lost everything and just learned how unsavory her beau is.”

Now it was Roemell’s turn to redden with anger. He knew coming here had been a mistake. Even after offering these people an opportunity to make their lives better, they would never forgive him.

“Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch, microchip,” Alisa said as she stepped away from the wash basin. “Leona, dear, why don’t you go take a nap or something?” Leona dropped the worn pants she had been scrubbing—which were somehow still filthy—back into the water and stomped off.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Alisa grabbed Roemell’s arm with surprising strength and nearly dragged him away from the group of people working. “You’ve got some serious balls coming back here years after you ran away, but bringing a miser? You’re straight up crazy. What the hell were you thinking?”

Roemell had forgotten how brusque the leader of the settlement could be and was surprised by her use of the derogatory term which referred to wealthy people. Of course, she had to be in order to keep the whole community in line. “I was thinking about Ivan.”

Her features softened a little. “Guess I can’t be mad at a baby. Poor kid deserves better than the two of you.” The way she said it, he knew she meant to express her compassion for the infant, but the slight still stung. “I want you and you girlfriend gone by this time tomorrow.”

He wanted nothing more than to strangle this woman. “Yes, ma’am,” he said through clenched teeth.

“And I’ll put together a team to go with you.” His jaw dropped. “Oh, don’t give me that look, microchip. Sometimes I have to put my personal feelings aside to do what’s best for the settlement. I honestly don’t think your asinine plan will work, but it would be foolish to dismiss it without a go.”

“Thank you!” Roemell wrapped his arms around her and gave her a firm hug, ignoring her grunts of protest.

Once free from his embrace, she smoothed her tunic with her hands. “Yes, yes. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.”

He pressed his palms together and briefly bowed his head before rushing off to find Leona and tell her the news.
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Only six people from the settlement volunteered to travel with Leona and Roemell to the Poole Estate. Naturally, there was no possibility of bringing Ivan. Leona found that she actually missed the baby, and her mind frequently went to him, wondering if he was all right.

Leona recognized the landscape leading up to her family’s fields, but Roemell stopped short. He waited until everyone was gathered together on the dusty road before he spoke. “Maybe a few of us should scout out the estate first and make sure everything is safe. We’re not sure what condition it was left in after the fire.”

“Sure,” Leona agreed. “I’ll go.”

Roemell bit his lip and scanned over the group of travelers who had come with them. “Actually, I think it would be better if you stayed behind.”

Leona put her fists on her hips. “This is my estate, and I know it better than anyone else. I should be the first to look around.”

Kelly, the middle-aged man with light blond hair, who kept leering at her, cut in. “I thought the estate was supposed to belong to all of us.”

Leona dropped her fist and hung her head. “Yes, I misspoke. But I did grow up here. I know the most about the land.”

Roemell placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered, “It might be hard to see your childhood home in ruin.”

“I’ll have to see it at some point,” she said, loud enough for the entire group to hear. “And I’ll be able to notice if anything is out of place. It makes the most sense to have me go first.”

There was a general mummer of consent. “Fine,” Roemell said, raising his hands in the air. “Leona and I will scout the area and make sure it’s safe. If we don’t return in an hour, assume the worst. Leave us behind and head back to the settlement. Got it?”

The others said, “Got it,” in unison, and Roemell and Leona continued down the road and turned left onto a field.

The first few plots were intact. Leona knew that would be useful, but was slightly embarrassed that she couldn’t identify what was growing here. They were some sort of vine, but didn’t have any fruit yet, and the leaves looked parched and yellow.

The fields stretched on and on, and she started to think that they would need way more people to make this commune idea work. Her family had owned hundreds and hundreds of robots, and she recalled that one android could do as much physical work in a day as three men.

Within a few minutes of walking, they came to the first burnt plot. Skeletal black branches poked out of the ground, all that was left of the once healthy crop.

After that, they came across even more charred land before the first few buildings—the group of houses—came into view. What had been four majestic dwellings were now blackened cement frames surrounded by rubble.

“We should check the emergency shelter first. It would have been protected from the fire and could still have some provisions,” Roemell said.

Leona stopped short.

He turned back and grabbed her hand. “I knew this would be hard on you. Why don’t you stay up here while I go down and check it out? I’ll let you know when it’s clear.”

She nodded. She was still trying to process the large blackened building which had been her home for her entire life.

Roemell disappeared into the shelter and was gone for what felt like an eternity. Eventually, his voice called out from the depths, “It’s all clear. You can come down now.”

Carefully placing a foot on each step and gripping tightly to the handrail, she descended into the shelter.

“Looks like it’s been picked clean,” he said, gesturing at the empty shelves, then opening a cabinet which had nothing inside.

She looked around. To her right, a control panel still had a few lights flickering. She approached it and examined the console closely. “I think the computer systems might still work.” She turned to Roemell and smiled broadly.

“Don’t turn it on!”

She had her hand poised over the large red reboot button. Once the system restarted, she’s be able to get a count of how many operational bots there were left. On top of that, the computer controlled the irrigation systems and automated the harvest. “Why not? The robots would help us get the estate back in order. There are too many fields for eight people to tend by hand.”

“Then we’ll start by working only a couple. We don’t need any help from machines.”

“Why not? They were designed to make life easier. It’s foolish not to use them.”

Roemell raised his voice. “They’re the reason people like me can’t get jobs. Believe me, none of the team who volunteered to come with us will want to stay if we’re just going to rely on bots. We want to earn a living, and this is our chance. These bots will take it away from us, just like they have in the past.”

She thought he was being unreasonably stubborn. The settlement had never lived with the assistance of computers, but she knew in the end they would appreciate the help. Instead of listening to Roemell, she jammed down the reboot button with her finger. “Oops.”

“Dammit, Leona!” He pushed her aside and frantically looked over the control panel. There was a shutdown switch, but it was underneath the controls on the bottom side of the panel, and she knew he probably wouldn’t find it.

She pushed past him and started walking up the stairs. “I’m going to check the main house.” He remained in the shelter, desperately looking for some way to undo what she had just done. She couldn’t help but smile at herself. The others would be grateful, she was sure of it.

The inside of the house looked very much like the outside. The checkered pattern on the floor of the entrance was gone, replace with a layer of soot. She followed the main stairway up and went to her old bedroom. There were no fabrics—all of them had burnt away. The pillows and curtains were now piles of ash. Her once pale-pink room was now black. The roof had collapsed in, beams of wood leaning against the bed and other furniture. When she looked up, the ceiling was now open to the sky.

She thought she would be able to keep her emotions under control until she saw the remains of Bellabot. The pristine white plastic had softened and dripped down like candle wax. The bot was still white, but covered in a dusting of ash. A single blue light flickered above her cracked optics.

“Bellabot?” she said, her voice wavering.

The robot made a mechanical whirring sound, but didn’t move. “Fatal error. Rebooting in 5… 4… 3… 2… 1…” The blue light turned off for a moment. Then a red light flashed a few times, and the blue light turned back on. “An exception has occurred. Boot-up scan terminated. Fatal error.” The robot continued the reboot countdown, then did the entire routine again.

Leona watched, tears rolling down her face. She cursed herself for getting so worked up over an inanimate object. What she needed to do was find anything that could be useful. There might still be food in the kitchen, so she decided to check there next.

Apparently Roemell had thought the same thing. When she entered the kitchen, he was already there, rooting through the pantry. She walked over to the refrigerator and opened it. The little light inside turned on as she opened the door, and she saw all the cheese, meats, and produce inside were intact.

“Yes,” she said, pleased with her discovery. She waited for a reaction from him, but he didn’t say anything. “I thought for sure the lurch would have raided the food.”

He slammed the pantry doors, which made her jump. “Of course they didn’t. All they do is destroy.”

Carefully closing the fridge door, she turned her attention to Roemell. “Why are you so upset? This is a major win for us. We’ll have food for our commune until we’re able to actually grow something.”

He threw his hands up. “You just don’t get it. You’ll never truly get it, what it’s like for those of us who have nothing.”

“I can’t believe you’d say that. I’ve lost everything.”

“You still have the perspective of a miser: that you deserve to have everything given to you—that you don’t have to work. I’m excited I’ll finally be able to grow my own food and work the land. But all you care about is what can be given to you.”

His words stung, but more than that, she was confused about where they were coming from. Shouldn’t he be happy that there was something to eat, no matter where it came from?

He stormed out of the kitchen. “I’m going to go back and tell the others it’s all clear, then help set up camp in the courtyard.”

She nodded, but he didn’t look back to see the gesture before he left the house. She decided to peek into the pantry to see if there was something in there that could have incited his anger. Most of the packaged food was singed and probably inedible. In the corner flickered the light from a small cleaning bot. She couldn’t tell if it was charging or reaching out to the house system to verify if the floors needed cleaning. It didn’t matter what the robot was doing, apparently just its presence was enough to make Roemell mad.

•   •   •

Roemell fumed as he stomped through charred fields toward the road where the others waited. Turning on the computer systems had totally undermined what he was trying to do. And Leona was so entrenched in her elitist mindset, she couldn’t comprehend how she had sabotaged the commune.

He felt foolish for momentarily falling for her. After his sister died, he had been vulnerable and had looked to Leona for comfort. Now, he could see that had been a mistake. They were too fundamentally different for there to ever be something between them. Once he got the commune up and running, he planned on helping relocate everyone at the settlement. He would raise Ivan with Tammy. He had loved her once and would be able to love her again.

He was so lost in thought, he almost missed the security android as it zipped by. When he realized what the blur of motion in his periphery was, a feeling of dread permeated his gut. The androids would use any means necessary to remove the other settlers from the estate.

Panic filled his limbs as he began to run. The burnt fields gave way to the sickly grape vines. He hoped that the others were safe where he had left them, but deep down, he knew that wouldn’t be the case. When he came to the road, his legs buckled under him.

The only person still waiting was Kelly, whose lifeless body laid supine at the edge of the estate. His eyes were open wide, staring into the cloudless blue sky, and a trail of dried blood leaked from his ear and stained his blond hair.

Roemell balled his fist and yelled. He had no idea what had happened to the others. If Leona hadn’t rebooted the system, the security androids would have stayed disabled, and this wouldn’t have happened. Kelly’s blood was on her hands. He crept over to the man’s body and carefully closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” Roemell whispered.

He knew that the lurch were misguided, but they weren’t the true enemy like Leona believed. The real enemy was people like her who suppressed most of the human population into a disgraceful level of poverty. If anything, the lurch’s terrorism was only a way to bring attention to the need for social change. If Leona got her way and somehow defeated the lurch, she would only be solidifying the power of the wealthy over the poor.

Although he knew his anger should have been directed at all of the wealthy people in the United States, Leona was the only one he personally knew, and the only person he could point his finger at.

Even though they were misguided, the lurch clearly had the resources to make the progress he wanted to see happen. He knew he could be persuasive—he had convinced Alisa to welcome him back. If he was going to change the world, he needed to convince the lurch to let him join.

He pulled out the contents of his pockets. There were two pieces of paper. One was the drawing of Ivan. The other was something he had found in the shelter and hidden before Leona came down. He unfolded the handwritten note. It was a list of estates. The first three had been crossed off: Patel, Newton, and Poole. The fourth and final entry was Evanko. He knew where to find them next.
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It was eerily quiet in the rubble that was left of Leona’s childhood home. She went through all the rooms as she waited for Roemell and the others to return and set up camp.

Since her father’s office had been furnished completely in wood, everything in the room had burned away, leaving only a concrete shell. The bedrooms all looked the same as hers had—some cement furniture remained, all coated in a layer of ash.

Other than some of the food in the kitchen, the only part of the house that had survived was the club room. Life-like androids sat at pub tables just waiting for her command to get up and start dancing.

“Play trance,” she said. After a few moments of silence, a heavy beat started thumping through the speakers. She missed the carefree feeling of partying late into the night, back before there had been any fires.

It would take some time for Roemell to go get the others, bring them back, and set up the camp. They wouldn’t need her, at least not for a while. “House lights down, party lights on.” She was ready to party. All she needed was a drink. “Party crew, activate.” The androids all rose from their seats and started playing their roles as party guests. Some immediately took to the dance floor and moved to the music, while others congregated in groups to chat. A few went up to the bar and pretended to order drinks while the bartender dressed in all black rushed around looking busy.

Leona walked up to the bar, and the bartender, a handsome bot with short brown hair and chiseled features, stopped whatever it had been doing and went right over to her. “Good evening, miss. What can I get for you?”

“You still have a full bar?”

“Of course. What’s your pleasure?”

She would have to keep this place a secret. “Tequila sunrise.”

“Coming right up.” She watched the bartender fill a glass with ice, pour a few different liquids in, plop a cherry on top, and set the glass on a napkin in front of her. “Enjoy!”

She smiled at the bartender and lifted her drink to her lips. “I will.” She took a sip. It tasted divine. The last time she had consumed even a drop of alcohol had been her birthday. That now felt like a lifetime ago. It was also before she had met Roemell.

The desire to forget the past week overcame her as she downed the rest of her drink. She waved a hand in the air to summon the bartender. “Another. Actually, make it two.” The android nodded, made her drinks, then set them on the bar. She chugged the first, then picked up the second and brought it to the dance floor.

“Chad, is that you?” she said to a tall blond android.

“Leona!” The robot gave her a hug and kissed her cheek. “It’s so good to see you. Would you like to dance?”

“I’d love to.” She sipped on her drink and bobbed to the music while the robot danced around her. As she kept drinking, she became less sturdy on her feet. Chad wrapped its arms around her and helped her stay balanced as she continued to dance.

When she finished her drink, her robot companion whispered in her ear, “Would you like another, love?” She wanted to melt in his arms as an overwhelming desire for companionship came over her.

“Sure. Could you ask Jon to come down here?”

Chad stopped dancing for a moment. “I’m sorry, I can’t locate Jon. I’ll go get you that drink.”

The android went to the bar and took the waiting drink and brought it back to her. She remembered that she had sent Jon to storage, so he had probably gotten destroyed in the fire. “Thank you,” she said as she removed the glass from the robot’s hand.

She continued to dance and drink until the music, lights, and robotic faces blurred into a mess in her mind. She was used to blacking out during her club room parties and wasn’t particularly worried about her quickly diminishing capacities. The evening quickly faded from her memory.

•   •   •

Previously, whenever she had passed out, she always woke up in her bed. As she stirred, even through her hungover fog, she could tell something was off. Her room normally had a lavender scent, which was missing, and she was lying on something hard and solid.

“Bellabot! Water!” She waited for a moment, her stomach churning. Her head throbbed with a splitting headache. When nothing happened, she sat up. The realities of her situation slammed her in the face. Looking down at herself, she saw her hacked-up nightgown and ill-fitting pants were now covered in soot. Although she sat on her bed in her room, there was no mattress left, and Bellabot wasn’t there to serve her.

Once she fully processed the realities of her estate’s current condition, she realized that Roemell would soon return with the others from the settlement. She swore under her breath as she got up and stumbled out of her room and through the hall.

Taking her time, she wobbled down the stairs. Roemell had said they would set up camp in the courtyard, so she went to the back of the entrance hall and out the door. There was nothing there. The ground was just dirt with ash from the burnt grass. She didn’t see any people or signs that anyone had even been there. Where else could they be?

She went inside the kitchen and opened the fridge. There was a some orange juice, so she pulled it out and drank straight from the carton. Her stomach was still queasy, but she knew eating something would help. Extracting a wheel of cheese from the fridge, she took a few bites before putting the remainder back.

Her only idea for finding the others was to retrace her steps. She checked the club room, the bedrooms, and her father’s office. Outside, she found the entrance to the shelter and shouted, “Is anyone in there?” She was still afraid to go inside by herself.

When no one answered, she took a deep breath to steady herself before stepping inside. The control panel was lit up, and the light from it was enough to see that she was alone. She looked at the displays above the panel which showed security feeds from around the estate. Most of the cameras were down, but a few were still operational.

She watched one screen in particular, which was a motion camera zipping around the burnt fields. It was probably a video recorder mounted to one of the security androids. A sinking feeling gripped her gut. She couldn’t peel her eyes away from the feed as it navigated through a few more burnt field before coming to a field of vines. A moment later, it caught a glance of the road at the edge of the estate. Lying next to the vines, flat on his back, was Kelly’s lifeless body.

Rushing up the stairs, she barely made it outside before her stomach heaved and she threw up. If Kelly was dead, what had happened to the others? And where was Roemell?

•   •   •

The mid-afternoon sun finally peeked through the fog. This was good for Roemell; he couldn’t see through the mist as well as he knew security androids could.

Considering the timing of the previous attacks, he predicted that at least one lurch member was already at the Evanko Estate, hiding in their emergency shelter. He was already deep into their land and just needed to get all the way to the residences. There, he would search around for the shelter’s entrance. If it was as carefully hidden as the Poole’s, he would have a hard time finding it while also avoiding all the security androids.

He crouched as he crept between rows of crops. Usually the interior fields weren’t as heavily patrolled as the roadways, but he still wanted to be cautious. He could see the carnival rides in the distance, the Ferris wheel standing higher than all the other attractions. It reminded him of his fight with Ava, which made him clench his fists and storm forward, even more determined. If anyone didn’t deserve all of the wealth they had inherited, it was Ava.

As he trudged ahead, he wondered what his life would have been like if he had been born to a wealthy family. He had entertained the notion several times as a kid, but now he had gotten a first-hand glimpse of how they really lived. The disparity between Leona’s way of life and his was so infuriating, it made torching estates almost seem like a reasonable thing to do.

He could clearly remember the grand houses Ava’s family lived in. From the highest point on the Ferris wheel, he had gotten a clear view of the entire estate. He continued slinking around the field, getting closer and closer to the quartet of mansions. Unfortunately, there was a spacious lawn around them which would be easy for the androids to patrol, making it impossible for Roemell to hide. He cursed under his breath, trying to come up with his next move.

A security bot whizzed by, making his heart stall for a moment. He waited, motionless, to see if another android would patrol in front of him. About thirty seconds after the first android passed, it came back around. Straight ahead, he could see the courtyard to the main house. It seemed like a logical place for an emergency shelter.

He waited for the robot to pass a third time, and as soon as it was out of sight, he sprinted to the courtyard. There wasn’t any light coming from the windows, which could mean that no one was home. Checking all around the perimeter of the patio, he didn’t see any sort of door.

There was a wall of hedges lining the back side of the house which could easily hide a secret entrance. He squeezed between the cool cement exterior wall and the first hedge, then shimmied sideways. The bushes had pointy little leaves which kept poking him and grabbing at his clothes. He couldn’t imagine Ava ever trying to squeeze through here, emergency or not. But it was possible the space had been adequate in the past, and the bushes had just grown.

He was so distracted by the hedges assaulting him, he hadn’t noticed that he had reached the end of the wall. When he tried to lean his back against it as he slid sideways, he instead fell backward into a flowerbed. He was so shocked, he yelled out, “Ow!” Realizing his mistake, he scrambled to get back behind the hedges, but it was too late.

“Trespasser!” Two metallic probes slammed into the hedge, making the prickly green leaves smoke. Roemell didn’t have time to take out the robot, but even if he could disable this one bot, they all knew exactly where he was.

He ran across the lawn, zig-zagging left and right to try and throw off the robot. It seemed to be working, since the android’s shots kept falling into the grass around him—and, more importantly, missing him. He dove between two rows of tall plants in the closest field. After scrambling to get his feet back under him, he raced through the field. He tried his best not to disturb the plants since the motion would give away his location.

His goal now was just to get off of the Evanko Estate and to the public road where security androids generally didn’t shoot to kill. He could barely hear over his pounding heart and ragged breathing and couldn’t tell if the androids were chasing him or if he had already evaded them. As he rushed through the last field between him and freedom, he chanced a look back. There were four bots searching the rows of plants for him. Behind them loomed the Ferris wheel.

It suddenly hit him. There had been a set of doors underneath the Ferris wheel. He had assumed they led to some sort of mechanical controls for the carnival, but it would also make an excellent place for the main computer systems for the estate.

But for now, he needed to get to safety. He rushed forward the last hundred yards and stumbled out of the field and onto the street. He bent forward and placed his hands on his knees as he tried to regain his breath. One of the androids came right to the edge of the road and said, “Threat departed. Monitor perimeter.” The android stood there, staring at Roemell, like it was challenging him to come back to the estate. He knew the android would stay there watching him for as long as he was in view. He’d have to get some distance away from the Evanko Estate before sneaking in again and checking the carnival for the emergency shelter.

He walked slowly to the other side of the road. There was a shade tree ahead, and he could sit behind it for a minute to rest. From here, he could see the ocean. There was no beach on this stretch, just a cliff into the churning, dark blue waves. He lowered himself to the ground next to the shady tree and breathed a sigh of relief.

But before he could fully relax, a hand gripping a knife pressed against his neck. “If you want to live, you’ll follow my directions very closely.”
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Leona spent the entire day trying to figure out what to do next. Her killer hangover wasn’t helping. She tried to piece together what resources she still had. There was some food in the fridge, and the bots from the party crew were unharmed. Using seeds from the remaining fruits and veggies, they could start growing a new crop. She could repurpose a couple of the party bots to clean up the house. None of the livestock had survived, and all of the supply facilities had been burnt to a crisp.

However, she didn’t actually need to work out these details herself. The main computer which delegated everything seemed to still operate. It would do a better job of calculating the best way to optimize what little was left of the estate. Once it was up and running, she could go back to the settlement, see Ivan, and invite everyone to come live with her.

But first, she had to take care of herself. She went back down to the club room and found the bartender. Wearing simple black slacks and a collared shirt, it was the only member of the party crew that was dressed in something remotely comfortable and practical. She told the robot to give her its clothes, and she put on the all-black ensemble. Then she removed the cushions from a few of the booths and brought them up to her bedroom to use as a mattress.

As the sun began to set, she finally started to feel like herself again. She decided to check in the shelter and tell the computer to start calculating the best steps forward.

She watched the security monitors for a moment as they surveyed the carnage of her home. Kelly’s body was no longer on the road, and she wondered what had happened to it. One of the other members of the settlement probably came back for him. Maybe.

“Uh, computer?” Her voice cracked, although she really had no reason to be nervous. “I need a plan to get the estate to support a community of people.” She paused, not sure if she should quantify that. “Twenty hard-working people, who would help with the fields and stuff.” She covered her face with her hand, embarrassed that she had no idea how to give commands to this computer.

“Negative.”

She was surprised it responded so quickly. “What do you mean, negative?”

“Without utilizing outside resources, your request cannot be achieved.”

She bit her lip, wondering what they were lacking. “What about just me? If it were just me, could the estate support me?”

“Currently, the resources at your disposal would last you one month.”

“But…” She could feel herself getting desperate. “The fruit in the fridge. If you just plant the seeds—”

“A crop takes several months to bear fruit, and the fruits in the kitchen are genetically modified and can only be grown using grafting.”

“Shit,” she said, punching her fist against the hard surface of the control panel. Pain shot through her knuckles, and she whimpered and clutched her other hand over the hurt one. “Is there anything that can be done?”

“Without significant outside resources, no. There is enough food and water to sustain you for a month and enough charge in the battery cells to power the remaining robots for four days.”

Leona slid down to the floor. “What am I supposed to do?”

“You can leave the estate, or you can procure the resources needed to rebuild. Would you like a list?”

She perked up a little. “Sure.” The computer made a soft whining sound as a narrow piece of paper started snaking out of a slot. It kept coming, getting longer and longer. She buried her face between her knees and groaned.

The only real option left was to leave. She wondered if the settlement would take her back after what had happened to Kelly. They had ultimately allowed Roemell to return, even though he was a murderer. But she didn’t have to go right now. She could stay for a bit while there was still power and food.

For the moment, she just wanted to forget. Forget her dire situation and all she had lost. She picked herself up and climbed out of the shelter, crossed the courtyard, and entered the main house, making her way back down to the club room.

“Music and party light on. House lights off.” She walked up to the bar, where the handsome android stood, wearing nothing over his rubbery skin. “Bourbon, on the rocks. Actually, make it a double.”

•   •   •

“Stand up, slowly.”

Roemell had a hard time getting to his feet while also trying to avoid the blade poised at his throat.

“Put your hands together behind your back.” The assailant slipped a loop of plastic around his wrists and tightened it to the point of painfully digging into his skin.

His captor stepped in front of him and put her knife away. It was a woman with long, curly brown hair dressed in all black. She looked exactly how Leona had described the woman who had killed her father. He was almost relieved that his attacker was a member of the lurch, but still on edge since he knew this woman in particular was a cold-blooded killer.

“You messed everything up, alerting those security androids,” she said. “What am I going to do with you?” She licked her lips.

“I’m sorry.” He hung his head, hoping she would forgive his mistake.

“Sorry?” She laughed for a moment before pulling her knife back out and touching the point to the middle of his chest. “You have no idea what you just stepped into.”

He could feel the pressure of the blade pierce through the thin fabric of his shirt, but did his best not to back away. “Actually, I do. And... maybe I could help you.”

“You just don’t want to die.”

Sweat clung to his hairline, and his hands were uncomfortably moist. “I’ve seen how the wealthy live. It’s not right.” The woman pulled her knife away, but still glared in his eyes. “They need to be put in their place.”

The woman touched a gloved hand to her chin. “You’ve got it all wrong, kid. Do yourself a favor and stay out of my way.” She started to walk away, leaving Roemell with his hands still bound.

“Wait!” he yelled. She paused and turned to face him. “I know how you get past the security bots. You disable the computer systems from the estate’s emergency shelter, and I happen to know where the emergency shelter is for that estate.” He nodded his head in the direction of the Evanko’s land.

“Sure looked like you didn’t by the way you were running away from there.”

He shook his head. “I had a misstep. But I swear, I could get you in.”

“No. How about you tell me where it is, and I let you live?” She stroked a gloved finger down his cheek.

He clenched his jaw. He wasn’t in a particularly good position to negotiate, and this bit of knowledge was the only thing he had to offer. “Let me join your operation, and I’ll tell you.”

She stood still, like she was actually considering his proposal, then began to laugh. “I’m not exactly recruiting, but sure, why not?”

“Great. Release me and I’ll explain where it is.”

She shook her head. “That’s not the deal. You’re staying tied up until I verify the location.”

“How do I know you’ll come back to untie me?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

Not sure he could rely on a terrorist, he also couldn’t think of another way out. “Fine. There’s a carnival. It’s under the Ferris wheel.”

“A Ferris wheel? You’re just making shit up.”

“It’s the tallest ride.”

She nodded as she backed away. “Good to know. Well, thanks to you, the security androids will be on high alert for at least a few more hours. I’ll be back tomorrow. If your info pans out, I’ll untie you.”

He couldn’t hide his anger from his face. “You’re just going to leave me here?”

“Yes.” A wicked smile spread across her face. “You’ll have to stay put if you want those restraints off. I’m not going to go looking for you if you wander off.”

She turned and sauntered away, walking toward the ocean. Once she got to the cliff she dove over the side and out of sight. He thought about how cold the water was and shuddered.

Not wanting to just stay still with his hands tied behind his back, he tried to wiggle around and loosen the plastic band. It seemed to work a little, but not enough to get the restraints to slip off. Squatting down, he was able to get his tied wrists under his feet. Already, having his hands in front of him was a lot more comfortable. He looked around to see if there was anything nearby that could help him. For the only time in his life, he wished the field facing the road had razor wire.

He tried to shear the plastic tie with a rock, but all that did was leave scratches on his skin. Using a stick, he jammed it in between his hands and the restraints, then tried to somehow leverage it with his feet. This only caused the plastic to dig painfully into his wrists. The plastic just would not stretch.

Frustrated, he tried to simply yank his hands apart. It didn’t work, but it did give him an idea. He gripped the end of the tie in his teeth and tightened it as much as he could. Then he raised his hand up and brought them down quickly. When his wrist slammed into his stomach, the plastic snapped and fell to the ground.

His wrists were bruised and raw, but at least he was free. He thought about sneaking back into the Evanko Estate, but even if he made it past the robots and to the emergency shelter, he had no idea how to get inside or deactivate the computer systems. For now, his best option was to wait. He wanted to make sure he encountered the woman wearing black, and she would be looking for him here.

Leona’s description of her father’s death played through his mind. He now had a face to place on the unknown assassin. The idea of the woman killing in cold blood made him nauseous. Why was he so desperate to connect with these people? Spencer had only been kind to him and hadn’t deserved that end. But when he reminded himself of Kelly’s fate, his resolve returned. The lurch were the only people with the balls to stand up for themselves and make a statement.

His stomach rumbled, so he did sneak some fruit from the closest field to eat for dinner, then found a comfortable spot to lay down next to the tree. 

•   •   •

Roemell woke up suddenly. It was dark, but the quarter moon shed enough light to see the slightest outlines of objects nearby. His senses were on high alert as he looked around, trying to identify what had roused him. The sound of footfalls came from the distance, and it was getting louder. Someone was coming toward him. He saw a woman’s figure in the distance moseying up to the road.

He ducked down and waited. Even though he couldn’t discern any details in the low light, he was sure she was the woman from earlier, the one in the lurch. He wanted to surprise her, but not so much that she’d pull the knife on him again, or worse, a taser gun.

“Psst,” he called when she got within a few paces of him. She stopped immediately and crouched low to the ground while silently turning her head to look for the source of the sound. Roemell stepped out from behind the tree, and her eyes locked on him. 

She stood up and let out an annoyed sigh. “Seriously, you’re still here?”

He walked closer to her, stopping only five feet away. “Your restraints didn’t work too well.”

She tilted her head, but he couldn’t make out the expression on her face. “Of course not. They were flimsy plastic. But you weren’t supposed to stick around. You must be a special kind of stupid.”

Roemell crossed his arms and leaned back against the rough bark. “No. I was serious about joining the lurch.”

Placing her hands on her hips, she glared at him, half circles reflecting off her dark eyes. “You have some misconceptions about this group that you call ‘the lurch.’ First of all, it doesn’t exist. Not like you think.”

“What do you mean?” He dropped his arms to his sides, no longer feeling particularly confident.

She outstretched a hand. “I am the lurch. Although my friends call me Tina.”

Cautiously, he shook her hand before backing up against the tree. “Roemell.” She stood with her feet planted apart and fists on her waist, like she was daring him to ask more. Finally, his curiosity overcame any fear he had of this woman. “You’ve destroyed all these estates, all on your own?”

She relaxed and flipped her hair. “I don’t claim to be responsible for all the destruction, though I’ve certainly gotten quite good at it.”

“Why?”

She took a step forward, getting right in his face. “What do you mean, ‘Why?’ You were just asking to join me. Clearly, you want these snobs taken down a notch just as much as I do.”

“I do.” He nodded. “And I know my reasons, but I want to hear yours.”

Turning away, she walked toward the Evanko fields. “Look, as much as I love this get-to-know-you chatter, I’ve got a pretty tight schedule. Do me a favor and stay out of my way. I would hate to restrain you again, but I will if I have to. And I have much better handcuffs than the ones I used yesterday.”

Roemell had no intentions of avoiding her, but nodded in agreement.

“Thanks, doll,” she said before disappearing into the fields. He would give her a few minutes of a head start before following after her.

There was no way the lurch’s path of destruction had been accomplished by just one woman. When he had gone to the medical facility to get Ivan, he had definitely seen a man tossing firebombs into buildings. Tina had help, there was no doubt in his mind. After waiting a while, he looked around to make sure no security androids were watching before sneaking onto the estate.
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By the time Leona woke up, the sun was high in the sky. Yet again, she found herself in the pile of ash which had once been her mattress. Her head was pounding. “Bellabot, I need coffee.” Her companion robot was slumped on the floor. It no longer went endlessly through the boot-up routine, and now none of its lights flashed. The robot’s batteries must have finally given out.

Leona sat up, disturbing a cloud of soot which lifted into the air, making her cough. She looked down at her hands. They were stained black. At least her clothing was supposed to be that color. Raking a hand through her hair, another dark cloud came from her tangled tresses, sending her into a coughing fit.

She needed some fresh air. As she got up, her legs wobbled underneath her. She hadn’t been taking particularly good care of herself, and it was showing. Her muscles ached from overuse and undernourishment.

Carefully taking one step at a time, she made her way downstairs and out the front door. She stumbled down the patio stairs and caught herself on her hands before throwing up the contents of her stomach. Wiping a stained hand over her mouth, she sat back and took in a deep breath.

The morning clouds were gone, and the afternoon sun beat down on what was left of her home. All of the green plants were charred, black gnarled branches replacing the once healthy shrubs. The lush fields were all a sickly gray, and the buzzing activity of robots tending the estate had been replaced with an eerie quiet.

Her father had worked hard to keep the estate performing well. She still had a hard time wrapping her brain around the fact that a lifetime of work had been demolished in a single day. Hate boiled in her gut, and she clenched her fist and let out a frustrated groan. After her embittered moan, she looked around. Nothing was different. Infuriated, she stood up and yelled, this time screaming at the top of her lungs. She yelled until she had nothing left, then crumpled down into a sobbing heap on the ground.

She knew feeling sorry for herself didn’t alleviate her current situation, but she couldn’t help it. Her life had been pretty easy up until the attack, and now she had no idea what to do. She wasn’t sure where she’d go or how she’d survive.

This must be what life was like for Roemell every single day. The thought was so profound, she had to sit up and concentrate on it. This utter despair was his normal.

She finally got it—what life was like for most people, those who weren’t born into incredible wealth. This incredible struggle was an integral part of their day-to-day lives. She wept again, this time with remorse for the rest of humanity, the people she had grown up despising.

When she was able to calm down a little bit, she knew what she needed to do. She needed to find Roemell and tell him that she finally understood. She would do everything within her power to contribute to a community, working to build other people up and not just herself.

She stood and brushed away her tears. Her face was smudged with soot, but at that moment, she didn’t care. After she took care of more important matters and got back to the settlement, she could take a moment to clean herself.

Following the path around the house to the emergency shelter, she went inside to talk to the computer system. “Hey, are there any cars left?” A moment later, one of the security monitors flipped to a screen showing a Jeep parked outside of the remains of a storage facility. “Great. Send Chad to fetch it and meet me outside the kitchen.” She rushed out of the shelter and dashed back to the main house.

Once in the kitchen, she threw open the fridge and grabbed as much food as she could carry. She brought an armful of goods outside to the courtyard and set them down on the bench before going back in to grab more. As she brought the second load out, the Jeep came up to the side of the house and parked just outside the hedges lining the patio.

“Help me load this food into the car,” she called to Chad. The robot hopped out of the driver seat and took a few packages, then put them in the back seat of the car as she went inside to fetch more. Once she had cleared all the food from the fridge, she took everything from the pantry that still looked somewhat edible.

With help from the android, she had the Jeep packed with all the available food items within fifteen minutes. When she hopped in the driver seat, Chad stood beside her door. “Miss Leona, please let me drive you.”

She smiled down at the cautious bot. “I figured out how to use one of these the last time I had to drive. I’ll be fine. And this is something I really need to do on my own.”

The android nodded, then stepped aside to let the Jeep pass. “I’ll be back soon,” she added. “While I’m gone, all the robots and computers need to deactivate. I don’t want the security androids to reboot for any reason.” She wouldn’t take the risk of having another fatal accident. It was also a step to show Roemell that she was on his side.

“Shut down will begin in thirty seconds. Twenty-nine, twenty-eight…” She could hear the robot continue to count down as she shifted the Jeep into gear and drove away.

•   •   •

Roemell tried to silently stalk through the fields. His heart hammered in his chest, his nerves on edge even more so than normal. He was hyper aware of how one false move would signal the security androids, and he wasn’t the only person they’d find trespassing. No matter what had happened in the past, he didn’t like putting other people in danger. He paused a moment to take a deep breath before continuing on, but it didn’t really help.

He ducked down as an android whizzed ahead of him, scanning the fields. It was gone so quickly, he wasn’t sure if he had evaded the bot, or if it had seen him, but didn’t register his presence as a threat. Surely the security bots remembered him from the previous day.

Keeping low to the ground, he traveled forward to the edge of the current field and into the next. This one was a grid of avocado trees. His stomach growled, and he didn’t hesitate to pull a ripe fruit from the tree. He tore away the skin using his teeth, then took a bite of the soft, green flesh. He closed his eyes for a moment as he savored the flavor, but focused again on his surrounds a few seconds later. He discarded the rest of the half-eaten snack before looking around for other robots and advancing forward.

When he made it to the end of the rows of trees, he grabbed an avocado that was almost ripe and slipped it into his pocket before moving through the next field. He was getting close to the carnival and needed to keep his wits about him.

After weaving through a few more rows of plants, he came to the fence which circled around all the rides. Everything was dark and still. All of this infrastructure for the pleasure of only a handful of people. He shook his head and muttered, “What a waste.” If they had something like this at the settlement, the rides would never get a rest.

He tried to push the excesses of the wealthy out of his mind as he checked to make sure no security bots were in sight. Fairly confident that he was in the clear, he climbed the fence, threw his feet over the top, and dropped down on the other side. He crouched to the ground and looked around him, making sure he hadn’t landed in a trap. Everything was quiet. He was good.

This was the west end of the carnival, but he needed to be at the north corner where the Ferris wheel was located. His stomach turned as he passed the eggbeater ride on his way to the emergency shelter. The feeling stopped him in his tracks. He looked around once more to make sure no robots were watching, then crept along the path to the Ferris wheel. Dropping to his knees, he crawled up to the double doors which were set at an angle on the ground, directly below the platform for getting into the ride.

He paused. Why was he doing this? What had happened to Leona was horrible. She and her father had done nothing wrong to merit such an attack. On the other hand, he had been born into the position she was left with. There was no good reason why her station in life should have been so much better than his, but that didn’t mean she should lose everything.

But if anyone deserved to be taken down a notch, it was Ava. Just the thought of his fight with her the last time he had been here at this carnival made his blood boil.

Gripping the large handle on the door, he strained, trying to pull it open, but it didn’t budge. When he let go, a red light on the face of the door flashed, and an alarm blared.

“Shit,” Roemell swore under his breath. “Stop!” he yelled. To his amazement, the buzzing alarm stopped, although the light kept flashing. “What’s going on?” he asked, mostly to himself.

He was shocked when the alarm answered. “Companion of Miss Leona Poole identified.” He sat back and sighed. If only the security android had recognized him yesterday.

“Open emergency shelter doors,” he commanded.

“Please stand back.” The doors made a hissing noise as they slowly opened. He took the stairs down and looked around. The interior was dimly lit with computer control panels located to his immediate right and the rest of the shelter straight ahead. It was similar to the one at Leona’s estate and even had a small sitting area. The main difference was that the storage lockers and shelving here were still stocked with all the supplies one would ever need.

His first thought was to bring all of this stuff back to the settlement. It would easily feed the entire community for the next few months. But all these supplies wouldn’t provide a long-term solution. What they really needed was fertile land where they could grow food. If Leona hadn’t been so selfish, his original plan could have worked. But at that moment, he never wanted to see her again.

His priority now was to make contact with Tina. The Evanko Estate would be her fifth target. Surely destroying that many estates was enough of a statement. He wanted to discuss the ultimate goals for this movement and strategies for inspiring real, lasting change.

He grabbed a meal bar from the shelf, the kind he used to share with Jovelyn, and took a seat on the firm sofa. Settling into the uncomfortable seat, he tried to relax as he ate the chewy bar, waiting for Tina to show up.

As more and more time passed, he started to wonder what was taking her so long. He had given her a head start and the location to the shelter. Waiting for over an hour, he got lost in his thoughts.

A noise broke him out of his spell. Footfalls came from the stairs, and he slowly turned to the entrance to find Tina creeping in, her knife raised in front of her.

“I was wondering when you’d finally make it,” he said.

Initially, a look of shock crossed her face, but she recovered quickly, dropped down her hands, and tucked the knife back in her pocket. “You. I should have guessed.”

“I told you where to go. What took you so long?” He gave her a smug smile, proud that he finally had the upper hand over the woman, and he wanted to prolong the feeling.

She casually walked in and plopped down into a seat. “I know better than to trust urchins like you.” Stretching out her legs, she propped her feet up on the arm of another chair and shot him a challenging look. He could feel his advantage quickly slipping away.

“What do you mean, people like me? We’re the same.”

“Right.” She stood and strolled up to the computer control panel. “I’ve got a job to do, so please try to stay out of my way.” Even though his gut told him he should stop her, he remained planted in his spot at the bottom of the stairs. “Send three androids to the emergency shelter,” she said to the control panel.

Roemell watched, half in horror, half in awe, as Tina instructed the androids when they arrived. She had them change into the black clothing stocked in the shelter, explained how to make the fire bombs, then sent them out to do their damage. There should have been some sort of fail-safe to prevent the robots from destroying their own estate, but these bots appeared more than happy to follow Tina’s orders. Were they always this compliant? He tried to think of some of the ridiculous tasks Leona had requested of her androids, but was too distracted by Tina.

She commanded the computer systems to feed gasoline through the irrigation pipes and sprinkler systems, then disabled the alarm systems and remaining security bots. “All right, I think that just about does it,” she said before turning to Roemell. “As you can see, I’ve got this all handled on my own. I don’t need an assistant.” Then, she addressed the computer, saying, “Shut down all power except for my helper androids.”

The computer gave a countdown as the lights flickered off. When it got down to zero, the control panel went dark, and within a few seconds, all the electrical humming faded into silence. Tina walked back to her seat and sat back down. “Now we just wait and watch the estate implode. Exciting, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” he said reluctantly, not actually agreeing.

“You know, most people would try to stop me. You’re the first person who’s asked to join.”

He gripped the handrail next to the steps, embarrassed that he had tried to help this woman. She wasn’t trying to incite change—she appeared to relish the carnage which she had caused. Now that he was here, he was disgusted with himself, even though he wasn’t a part of the destruction. However, he hadn’t done anything to stop it, making him just as guilty. “I wanted to be a part of something. I didn’t realize the lurch was just you.”

She smiled—a wicked smile. “Amazing what one woman can do.”

“Why do you do it?”

She settled back and frowned. “Isn’t it clear?”

He finally took a seat, then shook his head. “Humor me.”

She leaned forward, gripping her knees with her hands. “The misers need to be sent a message. The only thing that separates them from people like you is all their stuff. Without their robots and land, they’re not special. I’m just reminding them that without all their crap, they’re nothing.”

His stomach churned, and for a moment he thought he’d be sick. He wanted to provoke thought and inspire a discourse, not instill chaos. He stood up. “I’ve changed my mind. I thought you were trying to do something good, but I can’t be a part of this.”

As he started ascending the steps out of the shelter, Tina called out, “You should probably wait. Everything is on fire right now. Give it a few hours to die down.”

He shook his head. “You know, I’ve had a couple run-ins with fire recently and survived both. I’ll take my chances.”

When he stepped outside the shelter, he paused for a moment to look around. All the plants immediately surrounding the carnival were ablaze. He got his bearings and started walking west. He hoped there would be a break in the flames somewhere to get through.

Watching the growing fires for a third time, he finally decided that destruction wasn’t part of the answer. He needed to foster life and growth, and Ivan was the only thing he had left worth living for. His nephew was still at the settlement, so that was where Roemell needed to be.
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The trip back to the settlement was much faster in the Jeep. Leona had finally figured out how to smoothly switch gears, and she already saw the lines of tents in the distance. As she slowed down to a stop, two people rushed toward her. She recognized Alisa and the man next to her. He was tall and strong with dark-colored skin, and he had been one of the people who had came to her estate.

Alisa’s hard face set in a frown when she recognized Leona.

Leona gestured at the supplies in the back of the car. “I brought food, some first aid stuff—”

“You’re not welcome back here,” Alisa interrupted in a stern voice.

Leona hung her head. She slowly opened the car door and climbed down so that she was on the same level as the pair accosting her. “I’m very sorry about Kelly.”

“Sorry doesn’t cut it.”

Tears came to Leona’s eyes. “I know. I didn’t think. I’m so used to robots and computers being helpful, and I forgot that they aren’t that way for everyone. But I don’t need machines. I shut them down—permanently. What I need is to be part of a community and work together with good people like you all. And, I came with all the food left from my house.”

Alisa crossed her arms. “That’s not going to bring Kelly back.” Even though she was trying to make a stand, the man beside her was curiously looking at the Jeep, craning his neck to see what all was inside.

“I know. All I can do is ask for your forgiveness. But I want to offer my land to the settlement. I don’t have the resources to farm it, but the community can find a better use for it than I can by myself.”

Alisa sighed. “We could use the medical supplies and fresh food.”

“You can have the Jeep, too,” Leona said, gesturing at the vehicle. The man smiled at Alisa, taking Leona’s words as an invitation. He jumped into the driver seat and examined all the levers and buttons.

Alisa gave her a brief, firm hug. “Tammy could use some relief from that little baby. He’s been crying and eating constantly, and she needs some real sleep. You best wash up first, though, microchip.”

“Thank you,” Leona gushed. She dashed down the line of tents to the supply tent at the end, grabbed a block of soap and fresh clothes, then ran over to the water’s edge. Stripping off her black clothes, she stepped into the ocean and splashed water on herself. The cold water gave her goosebumps but was also refreshing. She rubbed the bar of soap on her skin until some of the soot washed off and a few bubbles appeared. Once her body and face were clean, she raked her fingers through the tangled mess of her hair. She didn’t want to take the time to comb through her curls, so she twisted her locks into a messy bun instead.

With new clothes on, she went back to the center of the settlement and found Tammy’s green tent. She could already hear Ivan’s cries from outside. “Knock, knock,” she said before opening the door. When Leona went in, she saw Tammy sitting on her cot. The woman’s shirt was off as she tried to press the crying baby to her breast. Her face was red and puffy like she’d been crying. “Hey. Can I help you with anything?”

First confusion, then relief came over Tammy’s face. “He’s hungry, but he’s too worked up to eat. I can’t get him to calm down.” Her eyes watered, and her voice wavered.

“Let me take him. I haven’t had much chance to bond with the little guy.”

“Please,” Tammy said, passing the wiggly bundle at Leona. 

Leona smiled as she scooped up the infant. “Come on, little man. Let’s give Miss Tammy a break.” Before Tammy could protest, Leona slipped out of the tent with the baby. She held him close as she rocked and danced around, hoping the constant motion would help soothe him. He kept wailing for a bit before his cries became less intense and, finally, he fell asleep.

She examined his tiny little face. He only had a few wisps of black hair on his head. His complexion was fair, much lighter than hers. Even though his features were round and soft like every baby’s, he had the same heart-shaped face as his uncle. She knew most infants were born with light-colored eyes, but she hoped his would stay their beautiful, almost amber, color—the same shade as Roemell’s.

For a moment, she yearned to look into Roemell’s face and get lost in his green eyes. She let her mind linger on the feeling of his lips against hers before shaking her head and pushing out the thought. After what had happened, she had no idea if he would ever forgive her. There was no point torturing herself with romantic thoughts. Plus, she had to focus on survival and her new community. There wasn’t time for that kind of relationship.

She smiled and cooed at the baby as she continued to sway and walk around. A glance back at the Jeep confirmed that all the supplies had been removed. Now, a group of children were playing in it, climbing all over the seats and jumping atop the hood. Watching them gave her a sense of peace, like she was finally doing something worthwhile. For the first time, she felt like she mattered.

•   •   •

Roemell had no trouble finding a break in the fire line to slip through. He hadn’t considered, however, that the freshly brunt brush would still be incredibly hot. The rubber soles of his shoes started to melt and stick to the ground underneath him as he walked. By the time he realized what had happened, the treads of his sneakers had sloughed away, leaving a sticky mass of rubberized grass and ash. It was a shame. Those were the nicest shoes he had ever owned. He’d have to find a way to repair the bottoms once he got back.

After traveling for a while, his body was on the brink of exhaustion, so he found a grassy spot to take a nap. Once he was rested and refreshed, it took him a few more hours to get back to the settlement. By the time he returned, the sun was low in the sky. From afar, it looked like they were having a celebration. The beach bonfire was built up to a healthy blaze, and he could see the silhouettes of people dancing as the sun dipped low in the sky. When he got closer, he noticed a Jeep parked behind the tent line. That was new.

He was emotionally spent after his interaction with Tina, and was actually looking forward to joining in with the celebration. Alisa used to keep a stash of some potent fermented juice which she made herself, and he hoped she still did. He could already taste it on his tongue.

But then he recognized one of the dancing figures. As she twirled, her mess of dark, curly hair bounced along. Something about the smile on her face made something inside of him snap.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he bellowed. Leona stopped dancing and turned to face him as he stormed closer. “How dare you show your face here again after what you did!”

Her jaw dropped. “Roemell…”

He continued stomping toward her. “Haven’t you done enough damage? You need to leave.” He pointed behind him to the closest entrance for the settlement.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I wasn’t thinking. But I came back to help.”

“Help? You want to help?” He threw his hands up. “We don’t need your help. You’re a murderer!” Her eyes teared up, but he didn’t care. She deserved much more than simply having her feelings hurt after what she did.

“Well, so are you!” she yelled back.

Roemell stepped back, stung by her words. When he looked around, everyone who had been celebrating and dancing was now staring at them. He was embarrassed, but more than that, he was angry. He grabbed Leona by the arm and led her away. Beyond the settlement at the ocean’s edge, there was a hill that dipped down before the sand met the water, and they would have some privacy away from everyone behind the hill.

Leona scampered, trying to keep up with him. He took heaving breaths through his clenched teeth. Once they had gone far enough, he let go of her arm. She grasped the place where he had gripped her, and looked at him with a face of worry and shock. Good. He wanted her to be scared.

In a low voice, he said, “How dare you compare what you did to what I went through. I was defending myself. You were just being selfish.”

“It was an accident,” she pleaded.

“That doesn’t make it any better. You’re so careless. All you think about it yourself.”

“That’s not true! I was so worried about you after you just disappeared. And Ivan, I couldn’t stop thinking about him, either. I wanted to help the settlement in any way I could, so I came back. I did it for them, not myself.”

He crossed his arms. “You don’t have anything worthwhile to offer them.”

She balled her hands into fists and made a horrible, gut-wrenching yell. Roemell was so shocked, he stumbled back. She continued yelling, saying, “You think you’re somehow better than me. That because I was born wealthy, I’m a less able person. We’ve both lost everything! I’m no better than you, and you’re certainly no better than me.” She started sobbing. Her face and neck were covered in red blotches, and she couldn’t wipe away all of the tears before more poured down to cover her face.

He wasn’t sure what to say. He never said he was better than her—at least he didn’t think he had. He was more resourceful and had superior survival skills, things that had taken him a lifetime to learn.

She continued sobbing between words. “I felt so awful when I saw Kelly’s body. I never meant for that to happen. I was ready to drink myself into a coma, but then I thought about you and Ivan. The two of you gave me a reason to keep going.”

It felt like the ground under his feet gave way. He had been so angry at her, he hadn’t tried to look at things from her point of view. He had despaired after Jovelyn’s death, and Leona had been there for him. But when she needed him, he wasn’t there for her.

He closed the space between them and wrapped his arms around her as she continued to sob. She let him hold her for a second before pushing him away. Taking a couple steps back, she hunched down to the ground and covered her face with her hands as she continued to cry.

He tried to get down to her level, kneeling on the sand next to her. “I’m so sorry.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, and this time she didn’t back away. “I’ve been so angry after Jovelyn’s death. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I know what happened was an accident.”

Her sobs slowed to a stop, and she wiped the tears from her face before meeting his eyes. The sun had begun to set beyond the ocean, and the shades of orange reflected in her eyes. “I just want to help people. I never did anything to deserve the privilege I had. I could have done so much more to help others before the fire. I had the tools to really make a difference, and now it’s all gone.”

Roemell sat down on the cool wet sand and pulled Leona into an embrace. She leaned her head against his shoulder and took deep, ragged breaths.

“Sometimes it takes something big happening to help us realize our place in life,” he said.

“I guess. What’s your place?”

“Next to you.” He kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled like a mixture of salt and flowers. They sat there in silence, listening to the waves crash against the sand as the last rays of sun dipped below the ocean.

•   •   •

Even though it was now fully dark out, the bonfire was still lit. It wasn’t as big as it had been when they were roasting all the meats from Leona’s refrigerator for their feast, but it was still going. Leona sat with Alisa on one log while Roemell sat on the adjacent log with Bennet, the tall man who had greeted her when she’d first arrived. During the main feast, they all drank a fresh ginger soda, but now that most of the settlement including all of the children had turned in for the night, Alisa brought how her special punch. She called it jungle juice, but it tasted like sour cherries and smelled like nail polish remover. Still, Leona appreciated the strong drink. It had been a tense and emotional day, and the juice helped calm her nerves enough to relax.

Alisa leaned forward, staring intently at the fire. She turned to Roemell and asked, “Did you get a chance to check in with Ivan?”

He took a swig before nodding his head. “Yeah, I did. I swear he’s gotten bigger already.”

She chuckled. “Little ones grow like weeds.”

“Tammy said thank you, by the way, for taking him all afternoon,” Roemell said. Leona looked away from the fire and saw that he was talking to her and not Alisa.

Leona shrugged. “Oh. It was my pleasure, really, I was glad to get some one-on-one time with the little guy.”

“She said you were able to get him to really calm down.” He smiled at her before taking another swig of punch and staring back into the fire.

She nodded. Her mind and body were both incredibly tired. Although she enjoyed staying up and chatting with real human beings, she needed to get some sleep. As she stood up, she said, “I’m going to turn in. I’m exhausted.”

Roemell bit his lip. “So, uh, Tammy also said that she needed the tent to herself tonight. The babies wake her enough already, and she said she can’t handle any guests.”

She wasn’t sure how slipping into the tent and sleeping on the floor could possibly disturb anyone. “Then where should I sleep?” She looked from Roemell to Alisa, who just raised her eyebrows before taking a swig from her cup.

Bennet was the one who answered, saying, “There’s an extra tent that was in the vehicle you brought. I could help you assemble it.”

“Yes,” she said. “That would be great.”

Roemell gripped Bennet’s shoulder and stood up. “No, I’ll help put it up. You stay here and enjoy the jungle juice. You can even take the rest of mine.” He passed his cup to Bennet and walked over to Leona. She downed the rest of her drink and set her cup back on the log.

They went to the Jeep and opened the back door to find the tent among the leftover supplies which weren’t immediately useful. “I’ve got it,” he said as he grabbed the canvas bag.

“Where should we set it up?”

“How about over there?” He pointed away from the cluster of other tents to an open area close to the ocean.

“Wouldn’t it be safer to be closer to everyone else?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “There’s no real danger out here.”

She glared at him and crossed her arms. “And how are we supposed to find our way that far from the fire?”

“Aha! I’m prepared.” He pulled a flashlight from his pocket, clicking it on and off a few times, before replacing it.

“Fine.” She smiled. “But I don’t want to be too far away from everything, just in case.”

“Yes, ma’am.” They found a place where there was soft grass underfoot within a hundred feet of the rows of tents. He placed the canvas bag on the ground, unzipped it, and started pulling pieces out. Leona had never assembled a tent before and had no idea what any of the parts were for. “Here, can you unfold this?” he asked. He handed her a mass of material that was rolled up tightly. As she tried to spread it out, he took a collection of sticks and put them together to make a few long rods.

She stepped back and let him finish assembling the tent. As he fed the rods through the crumpled mass of canvas, she held the flashlight and tried to illuminate the correct areas. It took some fussing, but within ten minutes, he had the structure erected. It wasn’t as big as Tammy’s—in fact, it was probably smaller than all the other dwellings in the settlement. But it would fit her comfortably.

She suddenly realized that Roemell would probably sleep in the tent with her. Although they had slept together in her room and Tammy’s tent, Bellabot and then Tammy had been there. Now, they would be completely alone, far removed from the rest of the settlement.

Before she could decide how she felt about this, he interrupted her thoughts. “Huh. I wonder what this is for.”

“I thought you knew everything about rugged camping.” She laughed as he looked at the cylindrical tool.

“Oh, I know what it is. It’s an air pump. I just don’t know what it’s for. Unless…” He examined the bottom of the tent outside the zippered door, then opened it and checked the floor inside. “Aha! I knew it.”

“Knew what?” She craned her neck to see what he was looking at while trying to light up the interior with the flashlight.

“It has an inflatable mattress.” He hooked a tube from the air pump to a piece on the floor and began pumping air into it.

“Only the best from the Poole Estate.” She sat down on the ground and kept the flashlight trained on Roemell so he could see. Pumping up the mattress ended up taking a lot longer than assembling the tent. Leona had a hard time staying awake, and every once in a while found herself jerking back up and having to retrain the flashlight on Roemell.

“Holy shit, my arms hurt.”

She popped her eyes open after drifting off yet again. “Sorry. Can I help?”

“No, I think I’m about finished. Check it out.” He held the door open, and she ducked into the small interior. The bottom was soft, and it gave a little under her feet as she stepped in.

“Thank you for setting it up.” She sat down and pulled off her shoes and then pants before laying down and stretching out.

“No problem.” He stepped in and zipped up the door, then took off his own shoes and laid down. He fit comfortably next to her side, but there wasn’t room for anything else.

Yet again, they didn’t have any blankets, but it wasn’t overly cold out. Leona curled up on her side. Before she could worry about anything else, she drifted off to sleep.
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Roemell stirred early in the morning as the sun was just beginning to rise, the first rays filtering through the canvas of the tent. It was still too dark to see much detail, but there was enough light to make out Leona as she breathed silently, still asleep. She was facing away from him, and he could make out the curves of her body. Her legs were bare and covered in goosebumps.

He rolled toward her and draped his arm over her waist, tucking his knees behind hers and burying his face in her wild curls. Just a day ago, he had been furious with her. He was surprised how quickly his feelings had changed. When they’d first met, he had found her fascinating and beautiful, yet alien. He still found her beautiful.

As he breathed in deeply, taking in her feminine scent, he was reminded of how long it had been since he’d known the touch of a woman. He could almost taste the saltiness of her skin. Letting out a shaky breath, he savored her presence. Then he did his best to push the thought of exploring her body out of his mind. He couldn’t let his carnal desires take over him.

Leona let out a soft groan as she started to stir. “Roemell, are you spooning me?”

“You looked cold. Do you not want me to?”

“I am cold.” She hugged against his arms, letting him know his touch was welcomed. “My dad’s the only person who’s ever really cuddled with me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Well, my mom’s not really the affectionate type.” He recalled meeting the harsh woman and couldn’t imagine her even hugging another person. “I didn’t really have any other relatives other than Grandpa.”

“You’ve never had a touchy-feely friend or a boyfriend or anything?”

Her hair tickled his nose as she shook her head. “I don’t get along with too many people. It’s always kind of been just me and my dad.”

He guessed her friendship with Ava hadn’t been that deep. “You’re such a caring person. I can’t believe that you don’t get along with people.”

“I managed to piss you off.” She sounded gloomy.

“I got over it. But I still don’t believe you didn’t get along with others.”

She hugged her arms in tighter. “Most wealthy people can be pretty selfish, myself included. I didn’t have much patience for others and spent a lot of time in my own little world with my androids.”

“Surely they weren’t enough to substitute for real human contact.”

“They came pretty close.” She sighed, then turned over to face him.

“But this is better, right?” He leaned in and briefly kissed her. She smiled and giggled in response.

Even though they were far away from the rest of the tents, he could hear the clattering of pans as others prepared to cook breakfast. As much as he wanted to spend all morning chatting with Leona, they needed to get up and help out. He sat up and slipped his shoes on. “I told Alisa I’d build the fire this morning.”

She gave him an odd look as he just sat there. “What are you waiting for?”

“When I open the door, someone else might be able to look in. I thought I’d give you a chance to put on pants first.”

She flushed before sitting up and groping around the floor until she found her slacks. After she slipped them on, he opened the door and ventured out.

Bennet was already at the fire pit lighting some kindling. “Damn, man,” Roemell said as he sat on a log to watch, “Do you even sleep?”

“Nope,” Bennet said as he added shreds of paper to the little fire, encouraging it to grow. “Sleep is for the weary. I only need around five hours each night.”

Roemell shook his head. Bennet had grown into an incredibly hard worker. He used to party hard, too, and Roemell had never been able to keep up with him.

After adding some small sticks, and then a larger log to the fire, Bennet wiped his hands off on his pants then took a seat next to Roemell. “You know, I didn’t think I’d ever see you back here after how you left two years ago.”

“I truly didn’t think I would ever come back.”

Bennet peered at Roemell. “So what changed?”

Roemell pushed a hand through his hair. “Honestly? I had nowhere else to go.”

“Sheesh. I feel the love.” After they both had a good laugh, Bennet continued, “So what’s the story with the girl?”

“Who, Leona?” Bennet nodded, waiting for Roemell to continue. “It’s kind of a long story.”

Bennet looked around, then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t have anywhere I need to be. Humor me.”

Roemell briefly explained how he and his sister had ended up on the road, the first fire, his deal with Spencer, Jovylen’s death, and then the fire at the Poole Estate.

“So, you’re saying the two of you came here because none of her rich friends would help you all out?”

“Of course they wouldn’t help me out. But yeah, they didn’t want to have anything to do with her after she lost everything.”

Bennet nodded. “Well, she still got you.” He punched Roemell in the shoulder.

“And a crispy plot of land.”

“You know, beggars can’t be choosers. I’ll take it.”

Roemell smiled. He appreciated Bennet’s upbeat attitude. “I do have a question though...”

Bennet raised his brows.

“Who’s the father of Tammy’s kid?”

Bennet burst out laughing. It took him a minute to regain his composure. “I knew it. I knew it was only a matter of time. I take it you didn’t ask her?”

Roemell shook his head. “She said he’s not mine. But the timing’s a bit too close for comfort.”

“Are you asking me if she was sleeping around while you two were together?”

Roemell began to stand. “Look, forget I asked.”

Bennet grasped his arm and pulled him back to his seat. “Roemmel, I get it. Archy is exactly the age you’d expect if you had knocked Tammy up right before you left. Look, don’t tell anyone you heard from me, but he’s not hers, either.”

Roemell had to grip the log below him to keep his body from falling backward. “He’s not? Then who are his parents?”

“Some drifters left him behind.”

“But isn’t she nursing him? How does that work?”

Bennet shook his head. “Man, I don’t know. I have no idea how women do half the shit they do.”

Roemell smiled. “Too true.”

Bennet gave him another friendly shove. “You’re doing a crappy job of tending this fire. I’m going to go wash up.” He got up and walked off.

Roemell looked back at the fire pit. The little flame had petered out before the larger log had been able to start burning. Looking around, he grabbed a stack of papers and started feeding them to the fire, encouraging it to grow once more.

•   •   •

Leona looked nervously over the group of people seated in front of her. When she had asked Alisa to gather everyone for a meeting of sorts, she hadn’t completely thought it through. Now, she realized that she would be scrutinized by all the people who were currently staring her down, waiting for her to speak. Roemell had offered to help, but she felt like she needed to do this on her own.

“I, uh—” she looked around at the countless eyes staring at her. She took a deep breath and started again. “I wanted to make an offer to everyone here at the settlement. Some of you are already aware that I grew up with means and own a large estate.”

“Then what the hell are you doing here?” someone called from the back of the crowd. A few others grunted in agreement.

“My home was recently targeted by a terrorist group who call themselves the lurch. The fields are burnt, and all the resources which were in storage were destroyed.”

There were general murmurs from the group, and the overall tone wasn’t particularly sympathetic. She knew she couldn’t expect much compassion from people who had been poor their entire lives. Still, they didn’t need to be rude.

“First of all, I wanted to thank all of you for being so welcoming to me. After I lost everything, you were the only ones willing to help me out. And now, I’d like to offer my help.”

She stepped forward, feeling more confident. “I want to be a part of a community, so I’d like to grant my land to this settlement. Instead of being hidden off the side of the road like you currently are, I want to offer the fields and structures of the Poole Estate for your use. If we work together, we can produce food and goods. In time, this community can support itself instead of relying on charity or theft for the things you need.”

There was another general murmuring, except this time she could make out someone saying, “Miser bitch thinks she’s saving us,” and, “How dare she call us thieves.” She could feel her confidence slipping away and glanced at Roemell, who was sitting in the front. He smiled at her and gave a thumbs up.

“I also wanted to ask for everyone’s assistance in another matter. I need your help to stop the lurch.”

This time, Bennet was the one to make a snide remark. “I’d rather help them than stop them.”

Before she could say something more, Roemell leapt up and came to her side to speak. “But first, we’re going to seize those fields and get to work. Who here is ready to use the sweat of your brow to make your own food?”

Roemell was met with cheers of agreement. While everyone spoke in approval, he whispered to Leona, “I need to talk to you about something before you pursue your witch-hunt.”

She shot him a confused look before glancing back at the crowd. “We’ll need to gather supplies, things like seeds and tools, and then we can travel to the estate as early as tomorrow morning.”

At that point, Alisa stood up to address everyone. “I know we sent a group of six last time, most of who returned. Leona has assured me that all bots and machines have been permanently deactivated. I want to gauge everyone’s interest in this endeavor before committing anyone to traveling to the Poole Estate. I also want to remind everyone that this isn’t all or nothing. We can have a group go or have individuals head over in stages. I want to open the floor to anyone who would like to say anything. Let’s hear your opinions.”

Leona wanted to listen to what the group decided, but Roemell tugged on her hand and whispered, “We need to talk.” By the look on his face, she knew it was something important, so she followed him away from the gathering area to behind the lines of tents.

“I want to hear what everyone decides,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I know, but this is important.” His normally smooth features were tense and hard. She couldn’t imagine what was worth missing the discussion, but she decided to hear him out. “It’s about the lurch.”

She uncrossed her arms and raised her brows, curious now to hear what he wanted to say.

“It’s not a group. It’s just a single person.”

“What? How is that even possible?”

“I suspected that it took only one person to sneak into the emergency shelter and disarm the security bots. What I didn’t realize was that the people who came later to burn everything down aren’t people. They’re robots.”

Leona couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I saw the woman who killed my father. Are you saying she destroyed everything by herself?”

He nodded. “Basically.”

She pushed her hands into her hair and shook her head. “How did you find this out?”

Instead of immediately answering, he bit his lip and looked down at the ground, pushing dirt around with his foot. “I, uh... I found her.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh my God! What happened? Did she try to hurt you or—” She reached out to touch his arm, but he stepped away and wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“I’m fine.”

He kept looking down at his feet. She knew he was hiding something. “How did you learn the lurch is just one woman? I want the truth. I deserve the truth.”

He cleared his throat before looking at her, his green eyes pleading. “I was going to join her.”

“What?” she yelled. She backed up, not wanting to even be near him. “How could you? She killed my father! She destroyed everything!”

“I’m sorry, please.” He took a step forward, and as she stepped back, she stumbled and fell, landing on her butt.

He extended a hand to help her up, but instead, she shuffled back some more. “Stay away!”

Covering his face with his hands, he lowered himself to the ground. “Please, forgive me. I was so angry and upset. I ran into her when she infiltrated the Evanko Estate, and well, you know how amazingly I got along with Ava.”

She started piecing together all the events in her mind. After he had stormed away from her estate, he must have sought out this lurch person out. And then he came back, and… “You were furious at me when you returned, after you tried to join the person who destroyed my life.” She slouched forward and rested her head against her knees, beginning to cry. He had gotten the perfect opportunity to get back at the woman who had killed her father, and instead offered to help. Her heart hurt, and she felt profoundly betrayed.

“I didn’t think it through. And as soon as I met Tina, I changed my mind. She’s pure evil.”

Leona quieted when she heard the name. “Did you say Tina?”

“Yes, Tina. I know, I should have done something to stop her, but—”

Leona interrupted his thought. “It all makes sense! I can’t believe I didn’t recognize her.” The woman’s hair had gotten longer and darker, and Leona hadn’t been able to see the lower half of her face, but now that she had a name, she knew exactly who the terrorist was.

He sat up a little straighter. “Wait, you know her?”

“I did. Tina is short for Antonia.” Antonia Patel was the second child of Leon and Isabel Patel, who lived in an estate about twenty miles south of Leona’s home. Her older brother was going to inherit the family’s land. When he’d married a wealthy woman he’d moved to her estate, which she owned outright.

Antonia had assumed that since her brother was totally supported by his wife’s property, her family’s land would go to her instead. At least, she assumed her parents would bequeath the estate to her when she’d fallen in love with a vagrant. But instead of embracing her new love, her parents had forbidden her from seeing the impoverished man.

She figured that love was all she really needed to be happy, so she had run away from home to be with her boyfriend. Leona never heard what happened to Tina after that beyond rumors saying the Patel family no longer acknowledged they had a daughter. She didn’t know if Tina had ever tried to go back home or not. But all of the young people Leona knew used Antonia as a cautionary tale of why you shouldn’t make friends with the destitute.

Leona’s best guess for what had happened between then and now was that Antonia had tried to reconnect with her wealthy friends only to get turned away like Leona had. It also explained why the Cooper Estate, the one Tina’s brother lived at, was the first one hit. Leona wished Tina could have stopped her run of destruction at the Patel Estate, but assumed the woman had gotten hooked on her new life of terrorism.

Leona briefly explained Tina’s story to Roemell.

“Wow.” He stood up and helped Leona to her feet as well. “I wonder if the security bots recognized her. That would make breaking in much easier.” He dusted the dirt from the ground off his pants, then looked back up at Leona. “So, you’re not mad at me?”

“I’m fucking furious,” she said in a cold tone. “You should have killed her when you had a chance.”

Roemell frowned. “I don’t just seek out people with the intentions of killing them. I really hope you don’t decide to, either.”

She scoffed and turned away. “I need some space. Just, stay away from me.” She stormed off to the end of the tent line, then wound around to where her small dome was on the other side of the settlement. Even though she wanted to know what the community decided to do moving forward, she needed to be alone. She didn’t want to deal with anyone for a while.

•   •   •

When Leona finally emerged from her tent, she was dying to find out what agreement the others at the settlement had come to about her proposal. The crowd had dispersed, and only a few people were hanging around.

She saw Bennet at the beach, his tall figure unmistakable. As she drew closer, she could also make out the fishing pole in his hands. He flicked the pole, sending the line out into the ocean before turning to greet her.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey yourself.”

She watched him as he slowly reeled in the line before casting it out again. She wondered how frequently he actually caught anything. Probably not too often since they hadn’t had fish with any of their meals while she’d been at the camp.

“So, what did everyone decide to do about my offer?”

He glanced at her, raising a single brow, before focusing back on pulling in his line. “That’s right, you didn’t stick around. Keaghan wants to go. I assume Roemell’s going.”

Leona crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t count on that.”

Bennet gave her a curious look before casting his hook again. “Trouble in paradise, eh?”

She ignored his remark. “Was there really only one person who wants to come?” She felt sorely disappointed; she had hoped everyone would want to come. Keaghan was new to the settlement, and something about him rubbed her the wrong way. There was no way she would go with him alone.

“I feel like I’d be more useful here,” he gestured to the ocean, “than on a field. I don’t know the first thing about farming. At least the ocean has an endless supply of fish.”

Leona watched the thin fishing line as it glided slowly through the water. “There’s waterfront at the estate. Please come with us. I don’t want to go with just Keaghan.”

“Yeah, that guy gives me the creeps. I imagine it’s worse for a woman. All right, I’ll go with you. But only because you forced my hand.”

“Thank you!” she said, giving him a quick hug before skipping back to the tent line. She had some preparing to do to get ready for the trip home.

The rest of the day, she gathered supplies she might need while doing her best to avoid Roemell. By the evening, she was exhausted, but also excited. Her mind was racing, going over all the things she’d do to make her—now their—estate productive. But she also had a secret mission in mind. She was going to find Tina and stop her, no matter what it took.
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Roemell knew Leona needed some space, but he wondered how much exactly that would be. She had avoided him all afternoon and evening. As he ate dinner with Cole, one of the founders of the settlement, he kept glancing her way to see what she was doing.

As he picked at his food, he noticed her excuse herself and wander off toward her tent. He was about to get up and follow her when Cole said, “Can you believe that bitch?”

He glanced at the middle-aged man. “What do you mean?”

Cole let out a laugh. “People like her don’t change. She’s used to everything being handed to her. Now that her precious robots are machine dust, she expects us serfs to take over the labor. She even specifically sought out Bennet to go. She wants us to be her slaves.”

Roemell shook his head. “It’s not like that. And this was my idea. I was the one who suggested setting up a commune—”

“She really does have you under her thumb. Remind me, how did you two meet?”

Roemell looked down at his plate of uneaten food. He wasn’t hungry anymore. “I was hired to be her bodyguard.”

Cole sat back in his seat. “Oh, so you were paid?”

“Well, no. It was in exchange for medical care for Jovelyn.”

He shook his head. “See, now that’s what they told you. But who actually turns away a pregnant woman? Your sister would have received care no matter what you did. They took advantage of your situation to essentially force you into slavery.”

Roemell couldn’t think of anything to say that might change Cole’s opinion. It wasn’t worth arguing—the man’s mind was clearly made up. 

Cole stood up and yelled for Bennet and some of the other men to join them. He began telling everyone his theory of how wealthy people viewed the settlement as a pool of potential slaves, warning them against joining Leona. He added, “We need to stop tyrants like her. Let’s make an example out of her—kick the bitch out. Ban misers from our settlement.”

“I don’t know about that,” Keaghan said, turning around to join in the discussion. “She’s awful pretty. I’m sure we could find some use for the lady instead of just getting rid of her.”

Cole laughed as he slapped his thigh. “I think you’re onto something there.”

“I’ll drink to that,” someone else added.

Before Roemell could do anything to mitigate the situation, the group of rowdy men rolled out a barrel of jungle juice and started pouring cups for everyone. He knew they would just get more boisterous, and he didn’t want to wait and see what Cole might try to do once intoxicated. After making a show of getting himself a cup and toasting their plans of debauchery, he slipped away from the rambunctious men.

Trying to make as little noise as possible, Roemell crept behind the grouping of tents over to Leona’s. Instead of announcing himself, he silently pulled open the zippered door and slipped inside.

Leona was still awake and sat up quickly. “What are you doing here?”

He placed a finger over his lips, not wanting her to attract the attention of the mob. “We need to get you away from here. It’s not safe to stay.”

“No,” she said firmly. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m staying here until tomorrow morning. Now get out of my tent.”

“I know you’re mad at me,” he said, “but the settlement has decided that you’re a tyrant, and they want to punish you while they have a chance.”

“A tyrant? But I talked with everyone earlier today about working together. I’m not looking to take over anyone’s lives.”

“And we left before they finished the meeting. Who knows what they talked about while you were gone. But right now, they’re talking about passing you around like some sort of sex slave.”

As if on cue, a roar of yells came from the settlers still gathered around the fire pit.

“I just wanted to help,” she said, her voice weak like a child’s.

“People with nothing have a long history of hating the wealthy.”

She grabbed her pants and slipped them on, followed by her shoes. “Will you help me pack up the tent?”

“There’s no time. We’ll be fine without it. Come on, we need to hurry.” He held out a hand, and to his surprise she took it and followed him out, both of them dashing to the water’s edge. “We won’t be seen if we follow the coast.” She nodded, and walked quickly to keep up with his pace.

Their flight reminded him of the night Jovelyn had woken him from a dead sleep and told him she was pregnant. When she had insisted she wanted to keep her baby, they’d decided to sneak out that very moment. In her ill-fitting clothing from the settlement’s surplus, Leona even looked a little like his sister. Out of nowhere, his feelings of loss overwhelmed him. His eyes teared up as he imagined he was fleeing with Jo once again.

•   •   •

Leona could tell something was bothering Roemell, certainly more than he would admit. But she was still angry at him. She hadn’t been able to verify whether or not the settlers actually hated her, but somehow, she knew it wasn’t something he’d lie about. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what was eating away at Roemell and if it had anything to do with her.

They walked all night until they got as far as the Kapoor Estate. She was tired, her feet were sore, and she really needed something to drink.

“Let’s stop here,” Roemell said. They were still following the coastline instead of the road. Cliffs loomed above them, and there was a recess in the side which provided shelter and was out of view if anyone came looking for them.

Leona collapsed onto the sand and laid on her back. She knew she’d get sand in her hair, but she didn’t care. She would rinse it out in the water later. It felt like it had been forever since she’s used special soaps and conditioners to keep her hair soft and styled it daily in loose waves. Her exhaustion overcame her, and she nodded off in the sand.

She woke up still tired with Roemell sitting next to her and tapping her shoulder. She sat up, then shook her head to get some of the sand to fall from her hair. “How long was I asleep?”

“Not too long.”

“Then why are you waking me?” Rubbing her fists over her eyes, she tried to make herself a little more alert.

“We need to keep going.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why? Do you think the angry mob is chasing us?”

His brows pulled together as he frowned. “I don’t want to take any chances. I know you want to get back to your land, but that’s the first place they’ll look. There’s an abandoned town not too far from here where we could lay low for a while. I hope you ate well last night because it’s going to be a while before we get another proper meal.”

“Roemell!” she said, raising her voice. “You’re acting like the settlement is full of thieves and crooks. Sure, they may talk big, but they aren’t going to hunt me down.”

“You don’t know them nearly as well as I do!” he shouted. “You may not know this, having grown up with every convenience you could desire, but people who are desperate will do some pretty awful stuff to survive.”

“They aren’t desperate,” she retorted.

He stood up, then threw his hands in the air and paced away from her. “Didn’t it seem odd to you that you were invited back after what happened to Kelly?”

“That was an accident. Alisa understood after I explained everything.”

“The only reason you were allowed to stay was because you brought a vehicle filled with food.”

She crossed her arms. “But there’s already plenty of food in their storage tent.”

“Which has to be split among thirty people. Leona, I know you’re fond of Alisa and the rest of the settlers, but when push comes to shove, they’ll turn on someone in the blink of an eye.” He turned to her and sat in front of her, continuing in a gentle voice. “You didn’t hear them talking about you.”

“I refuse to believe they’re as awful as you say they are.”

He gave an exasperated sigh before getting back to his feet. “I know you don’t want to believe this, but those who are destitute will do whatever it takes to survive. I’ve spent most of my life squatting in abandoned buildings that didn’t have running water or power. Jo and I had to sleep out in the open for years. Almost every bite I’ve eaten was stolen. When I was a kid, my mother would trade her body for things my sister and I needed. The world is incredibly cruel to the poor, so yes, I completely believe that the settlers will chase you down and strip you of every shred of dignity.”

She didn’t respond, and instead stared down at her knees. Perhaps he had a point. Although she was thirsty, hungry, and tired, she hadn’t passed the point of desperation. But if she did, what would she do to take care of herself? She had already rebooted her estate’s computer system without a thought to what that meant for other people. If she wasn’t careful, she could end up like Tina, who had turned her position of desperation into a string of terrorism.

But even framing it like that didn’t excuse what she had done. In fact, Leona was wasting her time running away from an imaginary threat. What was more important was stopping Tina.

“You don’t need to protect me,” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “I know you miss your sister, but I’m not her. Keeping me safe isn’t going to bring her back.”

He crossed his arms. “I made a promise to your father—”

“And now he’s dead. You’re not responsible for me. I don’t need you.”

“Yes, you do. You don’t know how to survive on your own—”

“I don’t need you,” she repeated, her voice firm. “You should go back. Be with Ivan. If anyone needs your protection, it’s him.”

He gave her a pained look, like her words had stabbed him in the chest.

She stood up and continued, “The last thing I need is you telling me what to do. Instead, let me tell you what’s going to happen. I’m going to find Tina and stop her—by any means necessary—and then I’ll rebuild the Poole Estate. I’ll welcome anyone willing to work, and if no one comes, I’ll find a way to support myself.” She wanted to stomp away, but there wasn’t really anywhere to go. Instead, she turned toward the cliffs and walked up to the rocky wall. Tears stung at her eyes, but she didn’t want Roemell to see her cry, not while she was finally making a stand.

“At least let me help you find Tina.”

“Fine,” she said, trying her best to keep her voice from cracking. “But right now, I’m going to go back to sleep.” Making sure to avoid looking at him or even letting him see her face, she laid back down in the indentation her body had made in the sand. She closed her eyes and covered her face with her arm, effectively closing herself off from the world, at least for the moment.

•   •   •

There was nothing quite like taking a swim in the Pacific Ocean to temper an angry mood. The cold water sucked every sour thought from his mind, essentially washing them from his brain.

After his swim, he walked back to the beach and along the sand, his water-laden clothes dripping salty water onto the damp ground. There was kelp and little black hopping bugs all along the beach. With each step, bugs scattered away, afraid of getting crushed. He made his way to the dry patch of sand where he had left his shoes and picked them up, but didn’t put them on. They would just get soaked while his clothes were still sopping wet.

It wasn’t cool out, but there was a strong breeze, which made him shiver. He took off his shirt and wrung out as much of the water as he could before putting it back on. Checking first to make sure Leona wasn’t watching, he removed his pants and squeezed the moisture out of them. After slipping them back on, he checked again to make sure she hadn’t noticed. Whatever she was doing as she sat on the ground had her full attention.

Curiosity overwhelmed him, and he decided to see what she was up to. As he got closer, he could make out something she was drawing with her finger in the sand. “What’cha doing?” he asked casually.

She glanced up, squinting her eyes in the sun. “I’m making a map.” He squatted down to get a closer view, but still couldn’t discern anything from her diagram. “This,” she pointed at a smooth stone, “is the Cooper Estate—the first one Tina attacked. Then she moved on to the Patel Estate over here, Newton, and then here’s my estate.” She pointed at different stones, which denoted the approximate locations.

“Immediately after that, she moved on to the Evanko Estate.”

Leona nodded. “Yeah, I’ve marked it right there. What I’m trying to deduce is where she’ll go next.”

“From here, it looks like she’s just moving north.”

“Generally, yes. But she skipped the Grimmesey Estate which is between mine and the Newton’s, and she seems to skip from inland estates to coastal estates without any discernible pattern.”

Roemell stood back up and hugged his arms around him, trying to stay warm. “Maybe she’s targeting the people she doesn’t like.”

She shook her head. “I never met her or any of her family. Stella Newton got along with her pretty well and was pretty upset when Tina ran away.”

“Was there anything that the places targeted all had in common?”

“There must be something.” She glanced at him, this time holding her hand up to shield the sun from her eyes. “Why are you wet?”

“I, uh, took a swim.”

She shook her head like she should have expected him to do something that stupid. “I can’t remember if my mom was ever friends with Mrs. Patel. I think Ava’s dad got along with Tina’s older brother. Maybe that’s why her estate was targeted.”

“It could something other than her specific relationship with each family. She said she was trying to send a message—that the elite and the poor aren’t so different. How does destroying these families in particular help convey that point?” He wished he knew more about the local wealthy population so he could be a little more helpful.

She sat quietly, scratching her chin. Slowly, she traced the line which connected the burnt estates with her finger.

Shrugging his shoulders, Rommel said, “Maybe they all have a particular type of security robot, or they aren’t sympathetic to the unfortunate.”

“They all have daughters.”

“Half of children are daughters. I don’t think—”

“That’s it.” She stood and wiped the sand from her hands onto her shirt. “All the families which were targeted, including her own, have unmarried daughter. The ones that were skipped either don’t have children, only have sons, or their daughters have already married and moved away.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Sure it does. She’s taking away what she can’t have from exactly the people who could make the same choices she did. Generally, men inherit their family’s estate. Women don’t always have that security.”

He shook his head. “But you inherited the Poole Estate.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t say her logic was perfect.”

“Okay, so let’s say that is the case. Where would she go next?”

Squatting down, she added another connecting line to her map. “The VanStraten Estate. They have three girls.”

“I take it you want to go there.”

“Yes. But first, we need a plan.”
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Although she had no idea what exactly they were doing, Leona did have a vague idea of how to handle things when they arrived at the VanStraten Estate. If it had already been terrorized, there wasn’t anything to do except move on. She hoped they’d get there before Tina, but deep down, she really wanted to catch the woman in the act.

They had already walked more than a dozen miles north of the settlement, but their new destination was a bit south of the settlement, so they were in for a few days of traveling. Leona suggested stopping by the community to grab some provisions, but Roemell insisted it was best to avoid returning for a while. Since Ivan was still there, she knew they would be going back eventually.

Although she had already picked the kitchen at her house clean, she recalled that the club room had still been stocked. Even though she wanted to hurry up and catch Tina, the delay of taking a detour of an extra few miles to get supplies would keep her from starving to death.

After booting up power just for the house, she led the way inside, through the charred doors, and down the stairs to the basement.

“What is this place?” Roemell asked.

She realized that she never brought him to this particular room before. While he worked at the house, she hadn’t had a reason to go down here. “My dad called it the club room. It used to be for family entertainment, but I updated it to a bar of sorts since Dad never used it.”

He got in the face of an android standing motionless at the bar. “What’s a bar?”

She smiled, then started rattling off commands. “House lights off, dance lights and music on.”

As the techno music started thumping, a few of the androids that still had power came to life as they danced along. Roemell stumbled back, trying to avoid a robot that was now attempting to dance with him.

“Is this supposed to be fun?” he shouted over the loud music.

She suppressed a laugh. “Yes. I used to come down here all the time to let off steam.”

“These lights are making me dizzy. Remind me why we’re here.”

“Provisions,” she said, smiling. She walked up to the bar and waited for the bartender bot to come to her.

“Hey, beautiful. What can I get for you?”

Roemell’s eyes widened as he looked from Leona to the robot and back. “Why is that robot naked?”

“Oh, I needed some clothes, so I took his.” She pulled the hem of her black shirt to indicate it had belonged to the bot. Then she turned her attention back to the android. “No drinks tonight. I need every food-like substance you have. All the olives, cherries, juice concentrates. All of it.”

It nodded, then disappeared through the door to where all the extras were stored.

“I wouldn’t mind a handle of something strong for the road,” Roemell said. Instead of waiting for the robot to return, he jumped over the bar and grabbed a bottle of clear liquid. He climbed back to the other side and held up his prize for Leona to inspect. “Is this any good?”

“Everclear?” She raised a brow. “It’s certainly strong.”

“Is there anything else here that might be useful?” he asked as he looked around the room. 

She crossed her arms. “Unless you want to bring along one of the robots, not really.”

The naked robot returned with a box containing all sorts of edible odds and ends used to garnish drinks. “Here you are. Anything else I can help you with?”

“This is all,” she said as she lifted the box.

“Isn’t there something else we could carry it in other than a plastic carton?” he asked

She bit her lip as she thought, then recalled that one of the androids had a large handbag with straps that went over the shoulders. “Barkeep, tell Samantha to come over here. I need her bag.”

The bot nodded, and within a few seconds, a tall blond robot with sparkling blue eyes approached them and held out a handbag with its delicate, mechanical hand.

“Holy shit,” Roemell said as he took the bag. “This is the fanciest backpack I’ve ever seen. What is it made out of? Snake skin?”

“Alligator,” the bot corrected before sauntering off to join the dance floor.

Roemell exhaled sharply as he watched it walk away. He opened the bag and held it up while Leona dumped the contents of the box inside.

“I need to go grab one more thing,” she said as she set the box on the bar. “Meet me at the road on the northwest corner, all right?”

He nodded as he slipped the bottle of liquor in with the assortment of food and cinched the bag shut. “Don’t take too long.”

They left the club room and walked out of the house. “I’ll be just a minute,” she called as she broke off to go in another direction. Checking over her shoulder to make sure Roemell wasn’t watching, she slipped around to the side of the house. She followed the hedges, being careful to stay out of sight, all the way to the courtyard.

She crept inside the emergency shelter and spoke just above a whisper. “I need to send out a communication.” Only a single red light flashed on the otherwise dark computer panel. She hoped it would carry out her instructions.

“Send out a warning to all the other California estates. Antonia Patel is behind the recent terror attacks. Security should be on high alert, and any access she has should be revoked. She targets the emergency shelters, so tell everyone to make sure their shelters are guarded.”

She just needed one more thing. At the very back of the shelter, under the empty shelves, was a lock box. She pulled it out and examined it. There was a keypad on the top. After putting in her birthday—her father’s passcode for everything—it made a soft click and opened. Inside was a pistol, a weapon which could both knock out a person and disable a robot. She examined it for a moment. It was smaller than she had expected. Slipping it into her front pocket, she shoved the now empty box back under the shelf, then quickly left the emergency shelter and jogged away to go meet back up with Roemell.

•   •   •

“You got whatever it was you needed?” Roemell asked.

Leona’s face and neck were flushed already, but even more color came to her cheeks at the question. “Yeah, let’s go.”

He wasn’t sure what she’d needed to go back for, but he guessed from her apparent embarrassment, it must have been some sort of feminine hygiene product. Jovelyn used to go into gross detail about her cycle whenever he gave her a hard time for stopping for frequent toilet breaks. He knew better than to ask.

“I ate a couple of those yellow oranges while waiting.”

“Lemons?” She laughed at his mistaken fruit name. “You ate a straight lemon?”

“Yeah…” Honestly, it had been disgustingly sour. He had tried to wash out the taste with the bottle of liquor, but that was even stronger than Alisa’s jungle juice and made his throat burn much more than the fruit had. But after another swig of alcohol, he found the second lemon much more palatable. After drinking only a few ounces, he already felt off balance and a bit tipsy. “What was I supposed to eat, then?”

She shrugged as she took the bag from his outstretched hand. “Something other than a lemon.” She pulled out the bottle of liquor and twisted off the cap, then took a long drink. Her features twisted in a disgusted face before taking another swig and replacing the bottle. Then she removed the jar of olives and handed the bag back. She popped a couple olives in her mouth as they continued to walk along.

“If you’re not too tired, I thought we could keep traveling through the night.” He turned his head and nodded toward the setting sun.

She plopped another olive in her mouth. “Sure. Let me know when you need a break.” She gave him a sly smile before eating another olive.

He smiled back. He was so glad she was finally being friendly with him again. Agreeing to help catch Tina certainly helped Leona forgive him.

The moon was just a sliver, only the stars lighting the pair’s path as the sun disappeared under the horizon. They decided to follow the road almost all the way to the settlement and cut through the adjacent fields when they got closer. He was concerned about trespassing, especially at night, but Leona assured him it would be fine. Sure enough, when a bot android saw them walking between two tall rows of corn, it paused once it identified Leona. “I’m just passing through with my companion,” she said. That was enough for the android to leave them alone. He realized Tina must have infiltrated all of the estates simply by being recognized. With such sophisticated technology, he was surprised every estate’s security had such a huge vulnerability.

Only once they had traveled a mile past the settlement did he recommend they take a break. While Leona had slept on the beach the previous afternoon, he hadn’t gotten any rest. His body became so weary, he kept stumbling over his own feet.

They found a cluster of trees which provided some shade. “I’ll keep a look out while you sleep,” she said as they took a seat next to one of the larger trees.

“If you want,” he said. He leaned back against the trunk and within moments had drifted off.

•   •   •

It was midday by the time Roemell woke back up. He was slumped over with his head resting in Leona’s lap. When he sat up to stretch, he saw that she was leaning against the tree, fast asleep. He swept a lock of hair away from her face with his fingertips, the motion making her stir.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She shook her head, then rubbed her fists against her eyes. “I must have nodded off for just a minute there.”

He smiled. “It’s okay.”

She picked up the bag and rifled through the contents. “Do we have anything to eat other than olives and limes?”

“What about those cherries?”

She kept her face down like she was still searching for more in the almost empty bag. “I ate them last night.” He grabbed the bag from her and pulled out a jar. Not sure what was inside, he opened the glass container only to be assaulted by a noxious smell. She frowned slightly, and said, “I was hungry. I still am. I hadn’t eaten for an entire day.”

Even though the human body could last quite a while without food, he needed to eat something to keep his mind alert. He took another sniff of the jar before looking at the label. Onions. Who put onions in their drinks? Still, he knew it could be a while before he would have another meal, so he did his best not to smell as he held the jar up to his lips and tipped a few of the potent vegetables into his mouth.

“Ew!” she squealed. “How can you eat those?”

He did his best not to make a face, but his eyes were already beginning to water. Holding up the jar again, he ate another mouthful before recapping the container and putting it back in the bag. “Eight days.”

“What?”

He looked her in the eyes. “Eight days. That’s the longest I’ve gone without food.”

She looked down at the ground. “Oh.”

Getting up from his spot under the tree, he walked over to the road and Leona followed close behind. He was about to ask her how far she thought they were from the VanStraten Estate, when suddenly she pushed him away.

“Oh my God, you smell terrible. Do me a favor and stay on the other side of the road.”

He sighed. Of course she had to eat all the good food first and still somehow get mad at him for consuming what she wouldn’t. “How about this. Next time, you eat the onions and let me have all the cherries.”

“Whatever. Just, don’t breathe on me.”
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Although Leona had never actually visited the VanStraten Estate, she had driven past it several times with her mother. Donelle Poole loved visiting the historic bay. There were rows of Victorian-style homes which had been converted into businesses. Mrs. Poole owned one which she had re-purposed into a tea house. She’d bring friends or just her daughter there for an afternoon of shopping followed by sugary tea and delicate cookies. After the fire, Leona hadn’t heard anything from her mother, and hoped that she was all right.

Leona recognized the white fence surrounding the lush green hills. Gerald VanStraten enjoyed playing a game called golf, and her mom always voiced her disapproval of the sport each time they drove by.

She turned to Roemell. “This is it.”

“All right. What’s the plan?”

Everything looked as it should, which meant Tina hadn’t done her thing yet. “We sneak in, then check to make sure Tina’s not already stationed in the emergency shelter.”

“And if she’s not, we’ll be able to waltz in there and take over before she can.”

She stopped at the edge of the fence. “It’s not that simple. We can hide somewhere near the shelter entrance, but we won’t be able to get inside.”

“Why not? The one at Ava’s was easy to unlock.”

She shook her head, her messy curls bobbing up and down. “That can’t be right. You saw Tina go directly to the emergency shelter and then, what, it just opened for her?”

He leaned casually against the fence. “Well, I got there first. When I came up to the door, the computer recognized me and opened when I asked.”

Biting her lip, she said, “Weird. That’s not supposed to happen—shelters only unlock for the family and no one else.” Her father had skipped adding Roemell to their security’s authorized persons list. Apparently adding him would have been a lot of work, and Roemell was supposed to be with Leona at all times, so it would have been redundant. She decided not to share that detail with him.

“They don’t ever make an exception?”

“Maybe if there’s imminent danger? But usually, the programs are pretty strict. I’ve never seen one make an exception.”

He shrugged in response.

Since they didn’t know what to expect, she figured there was no point worrying, and started climbing over the fence.

“Whoa, what are you doing?” Roemell rushed over to her and grabbed her arm, preventing her from getting to the other side.

“We’re here. Let’s go find their emergency shelter.” She wiggled her arm, but he wasn’t letting go.

“We shouldn’t enter here. Wide-open spaces are easy to patrol. And I know from experience that security androids shoot before trying to verify identity.”

She stepped back down on the ground, and he released her arm. “They’ve never tried to shoot me.” She pouted, upset that Roemell kept contradicting everything she said.

“You’ve always used the main road and gone through the gates.”

She nodded. All the gates at her estate had had security checkpoints, but she never really thought too much about them. Since they were breaking in, taking the VanStraten driveway was out of the question.

“This way,” he said as he led the pair along the fence. “We’ll find a field or orchard to sneak through. The taller the plants, the better.”

The golf course stretched on for quite a while before they came to the first field. As far as she could see, vines grew on tresses which were low to the ground. They kept going past another field with small plants covered in arches of milky plastic, then short little trees.

After an hour of walking, they finally came to a field of tall plants. “This should do,” Roemell said. There was no longer an attractive white fence. Instead, a six-foot chain-link fence separated them from the VanStaten Estate.

Leona threaded her fingers high into the fence and tried to pull herself up, but wasn’t able to get herself high enough to swing her legs over the top. “How are we supposed to get in?”

She looked at Roemell, who was half smiling, half grimacing as he tried not to laugh. “Need some help?” He stood next to her and laced his fingers together into a foothold. “I’ll give you a boost.”

Placing her foot in his hands, she leapt up and gripped the top bar of the fence and swung her other foot over. Then, she lifted the first leg over the top and jumped down with a soft thud.

She turned to look at Roemell through the fence and was about to ask him how he planned on getting over. But before she could say a word, he took a few steps back then ran toward the fence. He stuck the front of his shoe high into the chain links, hoisted himself up, gripped the top bar with both hands, then effortlessly swung his lower body over the top, landing solidly on the ground next to her.

“Show off,” she said, crossing her arms.

He smiled and gave her a playful punch on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go this way.” He led her through the tall plants, keeping a look out for any androids as he whispered instructions. “If a security bot comes at us, I want you to duck. They target the tallest intruder first, so you should be safe.” She was about to point out that they were the same height, but he kept talking. “However, once one finds us, it alerts the rest, and we won’t stand a chance. It’s best to stay undetected.”

“What if we’re caught?” she asked, suddenly feeling her previous confidence completely slip away.

He stopped walking and turned to face her. “We get the hell out of here.”

She swallowed hard, and tried to stay close as they continued creeping along between rows of crops. Once they cleared the field, she saw the storage facilities ahead. Some of the buildings would be abandoned while others were crawling with all sorts of robots. It was best to stay away from all structures since it was hard to tell which were in use.

They came to an orchard of large fruit trees. Without warning, Roemell climbed the branches of one of the trees, all the way to the top about fifteen feet up.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“Getting a better view.” All she could see through the thick foliage were his feet dangling down. After a moment, he came back down, taking a seat on one of the lower branches. “The houses are that way.” He pointed behind him. Then, he pulled a piece of fruit off the tree and tossed it to Leona before grabbing a second one and taking a big bite. Spewing bits from his mouth as he talked, he added, “Might as well eat while we’re surrounded by food.”

She examined the apple in her hands before taking a tentative bite. Usually produce was inspected, sorted, and washed before she ate it. Since the apple came straight from the tree and had never fallen on the ground, she guessed it didn’t need to get washed first.

When he finished his snack, he threw the core onto the ground and grabbed a second apple and ate it as well. “Have you ever climbed a tree before?”

“No.” She hadn’t even known people could climb them. The lowest branches weren’t too high, and Roemell had made it look easy. Grasping a limb which was chest height, she pulled herself up, climbing the branches like rungs on a ladder. It was almost like playing on the jungle gym she had as a child. She sat on a branch a bit higher than Roemell before ripping another apple off the tree and taking a big bite.

He chuckled. “Looks like you’ll adapt nicely to living off the land.”

“This is fun,” she admitted.

He jumped down, then used the bottom of his shirt to wipe off his face. “We should get moving. If we stay in one place for long, I guarantee the security bots on patrol will find us.”

She carefully climbed down, then wiped off her hands on her pants. “All right. Let’s go.”

They continued walking toward the houses. Although her estate had the emergency shelter in the courtyard, she knew not every residence was the same. But, it was a good place to start.

As they came to the end of the orchard where it bordered the lawn surrounding the houses, Roemell stuck his arm out to stop her from proceeding onto the grass. She shot him a dirty look, and he responded by slowly shaking his head. “Once we step onto the grass, we’re out in the open,” he whispered. “We need to see what sort of pattern the security bots make as they patrol so that we can avoid them.”

He barely breathed as they stood at the edge, watching for androids. A minute passed, and then another.

“Let’s just go,” she suggested.

“No. We wait.”

It felt like forever as they watched the green lawn, looking for any signs from the security system. “Maybe they just don’t have a patrol around the residences,” she said.

“Fuck. We’re too late.”

She placed a hand on his shoulder. “You think Tina’s already here?” She tried to sound serious and hide her excitement. This was it, her chance to take vengeance on the woman who had murdered her father.

“It has to be.”

“Then let’s go find her!” She tried to walk onto the lawn, but yet again Roemell held out an arm and blocked her.

“And what exactly do you plan to do when you find her?”

Leona stepped back and gave him a stern look. “Stop her, even if that means I have to do something untowered.”

“And how are we supposed to do that? She’ll have the robots and systems working for her now. She’s also incredibly sneaky and carries a knife.”

“I’ll figure out something.” Without thinking, she reached a hand to her pocket and felt for the pistol. Unfortunately, his eyes followed her hand.

Before she could react, he wrapped an arm around her waist and dug the gun out of her pocket. He held the weapon up in the air and took a step back from her. She gave him an angry look, but didn’t try to grab the weapon back.

“You weren’t going to try to stop her, were you,” he said. “You intend to go in there and kill her. There was no plan to negotiate or hand her over to the authorities. You were just going to take justice into your own hands.”

She balled her hands into tight fists. “She didn’t even think about it before killing my dad and coming after me. Who knows how many deaths she’s responsible for. She deserves to die.”

“Maybe, but she also deserves a fair trial.”

“A fair trial? Who are you?” She was raising her voice now, but if the androids weren’t on patrol, there wasn’t any danger of them being discovered. “You’re going to trust the government?” The federal government did little to protect the wealthy population and even less for the hordes of poor people. Disputes between wealthy people were commonly handled by mediators, while issues between those with means and those without were handled quietly, the landowners deciding the outcome.

“Maybe not the government, but some third party who isn’t so emotionally involved.”

“Just like you let a  not-emotionally-involved party take care of the man who attacked your sister?”

He raised his voice as well as he said, “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t regret what happened. I want to save you from making the same mistake I did.”

“Stop trying to save me!”

They were both so consumed by their argument, they didn’t notice the black-clothed figure until it was too late.

“Having a little lover’s spat?” The pair turned quickly to see Tina standing on the green lawn just ten feet away with her hands on her hips. Her wavy hair hung loose, and her black bandanna draped around her neck instead of covering her face.

“Antonia Patel,” Leona said, her anger boiling over.

Roemell trained the gun at Tina’s chest. She shook her head, saying, “Tsk tsk tsk. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Two security bots stepped out from behind trees with their own taser guns aimed at the pair.

“Drop it,” Tina commanded. Roemell let go of his weapon, and it made a soft thunk as it hit the ground. “Kick it to me.” He did as she said, pushing it a couple feet away using his foot. He raised his hands in the air, and Leona copied the gesture. “Take them.”

The androids leapt forward. Leona screamed as one of the androids grasped her wrists and wrenched them down and behind her back. It produced a plastic circle, which it then tightened painfully around her wrists. Then the bot grasped her arm and led her toward the house. She kicked and screamed, but there was no escaping the machine’s metal grasp. “Let go of me!” she yelled. The two androids dragged the trespassers away as Tina stood and watched, laughing.
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The security android that handled Roemell hadn’t been nearly as humane as the one that captured Leona. Roemell had tried to kick at the robot’s legs to get it off balance, and the bot had reacted by punching him solidly in the head, knocking him out cold.

He came to, lying on a cold concrete surface. The world around him was dark and blurry, and it took a minute for his eyes to focus. Mold and stale air greeted his nose while the metallic taste of blood lingered in his mouth. He was in an enclosed area made of iron bars contained in a large, otherwise empty room. There were several cells like his in a line, and the one adjacent to him held Leona. She sat on the floor with her back against the metal bars. Her clothes, skin, and hair were covered in dirt, and dried blood streaked her face from a gash on her forehead to her nose.

When he tried to move, he noticed the loops of metal around each of his ankles and wrists, all of which were connected by chains. He had to shimmy against the floor to move, and slowly made his way to the wall of bars which separated him from Leona.

“Are you okay?” he whispered.

She barely moved her neck to look at him. Tears welled up and leaked from her eyes. “I thought for sure you were dead.”

He was sore all over and was sure he had a nasty welt on his head. “Nah, I’m fine.”

She choked out what sounded like something between a laugh and a sob. “My plan didn’t really work.”

His chest ached. He figured he had broken a rib or two in his capture. “Then we make a new plan.”

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

“We’ll have plenty of time later to apologize for all the dumb shit we’ve done. Let’s focus on how were going to get out of here.” He wasn’t even sure where they were. “Do all rich people have dungeons?”

She made another half laugh, half sob. “Just the really kinky ones.”

He pulled at his bindings to see if there were any weak points. There was a bit of chain between his feet and wrists, but not enough that he’d be able to stand up straight. The steel cuffs had a mechanism holding them tight. If he could find some way to get them to unclasp…

He knocked his wrists hard against the floor, hoping the impact would break the cuffs open. They made a solid crack against the surface, and the force transferred to his wrists, cutting into his flesh. He yelled out, holding his hands against his chest. Only after a minute did he look down to see the damage he had done. There were a few scratches and would probably be a bruise later.

Pulling again at the chain, he examined the shackles around his feet. They had enough slack for him to take small steps, unlike the lack of room between his wrists.

As he continued to struggle, the sound of footfalls echoing through the cavernous room made him stop. Leona’s breathing sped up as someone came closer. Looking up, he saw the source of her anxiety walking slowly down the aisle between rows of cells.

“Well, hello, my darlings,” Tina said as she approached. Roemell scooted to the wall, trying to get as far away as he could from her. “Don’t be scared. I won’t bite.”

“You’re a monster,” he spat. His voice sounded weaker and less menacing than he’d intended.

She laughed. “Funny from the man who was begging to join me just a few days ago.” She leaned against the bars to the cells across the hall and made a show of picking dirt from under her fingernails using her knife. “You know he wanted to team up with me, right, Leona?” She stared down Leona, who slouched down even further. “I heard about the arrangement you had. That your daddy hired a piece of street scum to be your protector.” She glanced back at Roemell. “Didn’t do a very good job, though, did he?”

She smiled, then began pacing up and down the hall. “As you can clearly see, I don’t need any help—I’m doing fine all by myself. So, there’s really no reason I would keep him around. And you,” she looked at Leona who was breathing even heavier, “I just really don’t like you. In fact, I’m so apathetic about what happens to both of you, that I’m not going to do anything. You can just stay here and burn with the rest of the estate.”

Roemell’s mind was racing. He couldn’t think of anything to do. There was no way to get his hands and feet free, but even if he could, he wasn’t sure how to get out of the cell.

“Why?” Leona asked, her voice loud and clear.

“Excuse me?”

“Why are you doing this? Why are you terrorizing everyone?”

Tina shrugged her shoulders, then came right up to Leona’s cell, gripping the bars and pressing her face between them. “Because you’re soft.”

Leona shot a look at Roemell briefly before glancing back at Tina.

Tina took a step back and crossed her arms. “I thought that I was a strong woman. And part of that was loving whomever I pleased. Even a piece of scum like you.” She sneered at Roemell. “But I wasn’t. Only after I left the comforts of my parents’ home was I forced to build strength of character. So when my lousy street-scum ex crawled back into the hole he came from, I didn’t need him or anyone else. I can rely completely on myself. See, I actually did you a favor. I freed you from the restrictions of your cushy life. It’s too bad you wasted the opportunity. And now, you’ll burn.” She turned and walked off.

Both Leona and Roemell watched Tina as she crossed the large room and left. When she opened the door, the smell of smoke rolled into the building.

“What should we do?” Leona asked, an edge of panic in her voice.

“Are your hands free?”

She turned to show him that the circle of plastic still bound her wrists behind her back.

“Good, that’s okay. Those aren’t foolproof. They can break. Try to get your hands in front of you.”

She rolled onto her side and struggled to get her arms around her legs and bring her wrists under her feet. After a moment, she sat back up, her hands now in front.

“Great. Now raise your hands above your head.” She followed his directions. “And bring them down as hard as you can. The sharp motion will tear apart the plastic.” She brought her hands down, but hesitated at the very end. “Try it again.” She raised her hands back up, then brought them down in a large arcing motion. The tie made a satisfying snap as it broke off.

“It worked,” she said. She stretched out her arms before scrambling to her feet and shuffling up to the set of bars separating the two. “Now for your cuffs.”

She ran her hands through her hair, poking her fingers through her curls. “Aha!” She pulled out a hair pin and held it in front of her like it was the answer to everything. “I used to dabble in magic tricks when I was younger. Here, come closer and hold up your wrists.”

He scooted along the floor up to Leona and lifted his hands.

“My dad was a fan of Houdini, and I wanted to be just like him.” She unfolded the hairpin and stuck one of the ends into a small hole in one of the cuffs. It instantly yielded and popped open, freeing his hand. He pulled himself to standing and stuck one of his feet through the bars. A moment later and all of his chains were off.

“I’m not sure who Houdini is, but did he bust out of jail cells too?”

“Sure,” Leona said, a smile spreading across her face. She swept her hair behind her shoulder and strode to her door. Each cell had a heavy iron door with a large iron lock. She took the hairpin and slid one end into the keyhole.

A loud crash came from above them, and they both jumped. “What was that?” Roemell asked. He looked up to the concrete ceiling to see a large crack traversing the entire space. There was another loud rumble, and the entire building shook.

“Shit,” Leona said. “I dropped it.” She sunk down to the floor and reached her hands around the ground, feeling for her hairpin.

Another loud groan came from above. He grasped his hands tightly around the bars of his cell and looked up. “I think it’s going to cave in.” The house shook even more, and pebbles of concrete started raining around them.

“I’ve almost got it,” she said, straining to touch the pin, which had landed outside the bars of her cell, with her fingertips.

“Forget about it. Take cover!” There wasn’t a cot or any other piece of furniture in the cell, so he just dropped to the ground and threw his hands on his head.

More crashing came from above, and then the ceiling sheared into several pieces. Large boulders of concrete struck the floor all around him, throwing his body in the air from the force of impact. He balled up into the fetal position, keeping his hands behind his neck to protect it.

Leona screamed out, but he could see her and didn’t dare move around. The air filled with dust, and soon smoke. Curtains and pillows and wooden planks fell through the gaping hole in the ceiling, every piece of debris lit in flames. Thick black smoke permeated the air. He started coughing from all the pollutants, and he couldn’t see anything around him. The rumbling quieted, and then the crackling of fire filled his ears.

“Leona!” he shouted. He stood up and surveyed the damage around him, at least what he could see. Flames billowed all around him, and piles of cement rocks littered the floor. Some of the iron bars had been knocked out of the way, and he climbed over to where Leona’s cell had been. “Leona!”

He couldn’t hear or see her. He thought he caught a glimpse of dark curly hair and rushed over to it, but it was just the charred filling from a pillow. “Leona! Can you hear me?” He began to dig through the rubble, trying to find any sign on her.

A faint coughing caught his attention. “Over here,” she said weakly.

He dashed over to her voice about ten yards away, ignoring the pain slicing through his body. He dug through the rocks until he uncovered her under the pile.

“I got it,” she said, feebly holding up her hand to show him the hair pin.

He looked around quickly. “I don’t think that’s going to do us much good now.” Another rumble started gaining volume. “We need to get away from the middle. I bet the stairs are over there.” He pointed in the direction where Tina had exited. Grabbing Leona’s hand, he pulled her along as they stumbled across the room. When more debris started coming down, he yelled, “Take cover.” This time he leapt on top of her, using his body to shield hers.

After a few seconds, the tremors subsided, and he stood back up and helped Leona to her feet. They dashed over to the edge of the room.

“It’s blocked,” she said, looking at the pile of rocks where there had once been a staircase.

A loud crack split the air, and Roemell instinctively ducked, pulling her down with him. Large blocks and pieces of furniture fell through a new hole. This time when he looked up, he could see a bit of sky through the ceiling.

“Let’s climb over it,” he said. “Remember how I gave you a boost over the fence?” She nodded. “Grab that ledge and pull yourself up. You ready?”

She nodded again, and he held out his hands. When she placed her foot in his grasp, she jumped up and he gave her a swift push. The floor was about ten feet above them, but she was just able to hold onto the edge. She pulled up, grunting with the effort, until she was on the floor of the story above.

Roemell wasn’t able to climb high enough using just the blocks on the ground. “I need a hand!”

She lay down on her belly and reached her arms out toward him. He jumped, but was still a few feet short. A low grinding sound started growing in intensity. She looked behind her briefly and yelled, “Hurry!”

He took a few steps back, then ran at full speed toward the wall. Kicking his feet against the cement surface, he vaulted upward, and his body slammed into the side. Before he could fall back to the floor, he felt Leona’s hands grasp onto his wrists. She pulled up as he stepped against the wall to ascend. Once at the top, he flopped onto the floor, then crawled away from the hole.

The mansion that had been above them was now engulfed in flames. “Which way is out?” he asked.

Leona looked around her before pointing. “That way.”

Every direction looked the same, so he followed her through the destruction toward a barrier of fire. “There’s no way through!” he shouted, barely able to hear himself over the roar of the flames.

“Just run!” she shouted. She grabbed his hand and they raced forward. He pushed himself and the pair broke through the flames and kept running until they were outside the house. It was dark out with no moon in the sky. The usual cool night breeze had been replaced with hot dry air from the blaze.

Both of them were on fire, and Leona dove to the ground and started rolling. Roemell copied the movement and, sure enough, was able to squelch the flames that had scorched his clothing.

“Your hair,” he gasped. Her mass of curls was much less now, and smoke rose from behind her ears.

She slid a hand through her hair. “This is better than staying in that basement.”

But it wasn’t just her hair that was singed. Her left shoulder was charred and oozing blood. One of her shoes was so torn up, he could see her toes peeking out the ends. Her clothes had been torn apart, and her skin was covered in scrapes and cuts. He wondered how bad he must look and glanced down at his hands. They were still there, just covered in soot.

“We need to get away from here,” he said.

“No,” she said forcefully. “I’m going to finish this. I don’t care if you want to help or not, but I am stopping Tina.”

He shook his head, but knew there was no way to change Leona’s mind. “All right,” he said. “Let’s do this.”
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Leona looked back at the remains of the mansion that had housed the VanStraten family. The entire structure was engulfed in flames, lighting up the night. She hoped the three daughters had been able to get out safely. Visions of her own house burning flashed in her mind. The memory was particularly potent since it also brought back the feelings from that kiss. She glanced back at Roemell. After everything, she was glad she had him by her side.

“This way,” she said as they walked across the lawn. The orchards surrounding the group of houses were all consumed with fire, and the air above them was thick with black oily smoke.

Although the security androids had dragged her and Roemell straight to the main house and into the depths of the basement, she had been able to look around and watch Tina take a path around the back of the smallest house. That had to be where the emergency shelter was located.

The crispy black grass crunched under her feet as she marched forward. She could hear Roemell walking behind her, his breathing loud and heavy, punctuated with coughs. They wound around the smallest house and under a fiery hedge. She could see that the heavy door to the shelter laid open. Leona broke into a run and quickly descended into the dark underground room.

No one was here. She looked at the security screens which flashed through live feed of the destruction. Roemell came barreling down the stairs and stopped quickly behind her.

“She’s gone,” Leona said as she banged her fist into the computer panel.

“What do you want to do?” he asked, gently placing a hand on her back.

She spoke to the computer instead of answering him. “Set all sprinkler systems to max. Invoke emergency fire protocols. Reset all security androids to patrol.” She leaned back and glanced at Roemell. “If she’s still somewhere on the grounds, this should tease her out.”

“Is there any first aid down here?”

“There should be back there.” She pointed to the depths of the shelter.

He went over to the cabinets and open shelving and rummaged through them before returning with a couple white boxes emblazoned with large red plus symbols. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

She walked over to the sitting area. Instead of plush furniture like they had at the Poole Estate, there was only a metal bench seat. Clearly the VanStratens had never intended to actually use this shelter.

Once she sat down, Roemell opened the first box and pulled out a pair of blunt-tipped scissors. “You’ve got a nasty burn on your shoulder. I want to bandage it while we’ve got a moment.”

She looked down at the area he indicated, and a wave of nausea overcame her. She hadn’t realized the wound was that bad. Now all she could smell was her own scorched flesh. She looked away as he cut along the sleeve of her shirt and gently pulled it aside to expose the entire burn. Then he tore open a packet of sanitation wipes and said, “Brace yourself. This might sting.”

Sting was an understatement. She inhaled sharply, making a hissing noise as he pressed the wipe against her skin. “Sorry,” he whispered. Once the area was clean, he held some gauze against the burn, then secured it in place using a generous amount of medical tape. “That should do for now.” She looked at her shoulder. The sleeve of her shirt hung limply against her side, and red was already starting to show through the bandage.

They sat in silence for a minute, waiting for something to happen. “I don’t think she’s coming back,” he said.

“I disagree. She’ll want to finish what she started. Look at the security feed.” He looked up at the screens above the computer controls. “The residences are pretty destroyed, along with the apple orchard, but most of the storage facilities and fields are fine. If she gave up now, the VanStratens would be able to rebuild easily.”

“I’m not sure just waiting here is the best strategy. We’re basically sitting ducks.”

She shrugged only her good shoulder. “We could hide behind the hedges. Then we could catch her off guard.” She got up and led the way out of the shelter, then stepped behind the closest shrub.

Roemell hid behind her. “What will you do when you see her?”

“I don’t know.” She looked around the grounds. The houses were still on fire, but the orchard had been extinguished. In the distance, a security android whizzed by on its patrol. “There are the VanStraten girls.” She pointed to a trio of figures wearing nightgowns and holding hands as they ran away from the main house. A vehicle came up the drive and stopped just long enough for them to jump in before speeding back off.

Leona kept visually searching the area, looking for any sign of Tina. The minutes dragged on, and as the adrenaline wore off, her battered body began to hurt. Her shoulder ached, and the cuts on her skin stung. As she stood, trying to remain still, the world around her started to stretch and skew. She didn’t feel steady, and her knees began to shake.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Before she could respond, everything melted away.

•   •   •

Roemell was positive that Tina had already left the VanStraten Estate. When they were at the Evanko Estate, she hadn’t stayed around to verify total destruction. Likely, she was long gone.

He knew he should voice these concerns to Leona. She looked awful. But instead of insisting that she take a break, here he was, hiding in the bushes, looking for an enemy who would never come.

Leona started swaying, and he noticed her limbs were trembling. He was about to grasp her shoulder, but remembered the burn and decided not to touch her, at least not there. “Hey, are you okay?”

She leaned back against him, and he instinctively wrapped a hand around her waist. He thought she was just tired and looking for support, but then her head lolled to the side. “Leona?” Her eyes rolled back, and her knees buckled under her. He lifted her carefully and carried her limp body back into the emergency shelter.

There weren’t any cots or soft furniture. He was about to set her on the bench, but didn’t want to take the chance of her rolling off. Instead, he carefully placed her on the floor, then touched his fingers to her cheek. “Leona? Can you hear me.”

He thought he heard a commotion outside, and sprang up to see what was going on. As soon as he stood he saw dark eyes staring back at him. Tina had returned.

“I should have known you’d somehow get out and fuck everything up.”

He stared her down. “You need to stop.”

She casually descended the stairs, and he rushed to get between her and the computer controls. He was leaving Leona exposed, but was confident Tina hadn’t seen her yet.

“You know,” Tina said, “maybe I should have taken you up on that offer to join me. You’ve proved yourself quite resourceful. Now get out of my way.”

She sidestepped, attempting to get around him, but he quickly shifted as well to keep her blocked. “No.”

“Step away, and no one gets hurt.”

“I’ve killed a man with my bare hands. I’ll do it again.”

She chuckled. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to hit a woman?”

“You’re a monster!” he hissed.

When she tried to step around him again, he leapt forward and tackled her. They both fell to the floor, and he scrambled to hold her down. He pressed his forearm against her airway, and she struggled underneath him as the color began to drain from her face. She tried to push him off, but he was stronger and kept her down.

A sudden pressure sliced into his abdomen, and he jumped up and stepped back. In her hand was her knife, his blood staining the blade. He looked down and saw a crimson stain quickly growing on his shirt. Pressing both hands against the wound, he tried to stem the bleeding. His head began to feel light and woozy.

Tina quickly caught her breath, pulled herself up, and got in his face. She held the blade up against his throat. “Now, do I slit your throat and end your life quickly, or leave you to slowly bleed out and suffer?”

He stumbled back against the computer panels. The center of his vision grew dark, and he concentrated on remaining conscious. Now was not the time to give up.

“Stop emergency protocol and disable security,” she commanded.

His thoughts were racing, trying to come up with his next move. He glanced down and saw dark red leaking through between his fingers. He pressed his hands down harder on the wound, struggling to think. She had the upper hand—and a knife.

“This is for killing my father!” He turned quickly to see Leona standing with a firearm clasped in both hands, trained at Tina’s chest. Her hands shook as her finger slowly squeezed the trigger. Before he could react, a shot rang out, the sound deafeningly loud.

Tina crumpled to the floor. Leona dropped the gun, her entire body shaking. Roemell dropped to his knees, his own blood loss making his body weak. He watched as a puddle of bright red liquid spread along the floor from underneath Tina.

“Computer,” Leona said, her voice shaky, “get help.” She rushed up to Roemell. He wasn’t able to stay up and longer, and collapsed onto the floor. She pressed her hand over his, adding pressure to his wound. When he looked up at her, tears were flowing down her face. “Don’t you dare leave me.”
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The next few days passed in a blur. Leona remembered a fleet of androids rushing into the emergency shelter and removing all three injured people. She recalled waking up in a dark medical facility surrounded by temporary walls of plastic sheeting and seeing a body bag, but not knowing if it was for Tina or Roemell.

At some point, an android questioned her on why exactly she had been at the VanStraten Estate, and later, Mr. VanStraten sat next to her asking the same questions.

Days and nights melted together as her body recovered from extreme fatigue, dehydration, and extensive burns. Most of the skin on her legs had burned away without her even noticing.

The first thing she could remember clearly was waking up in a room with large windows, the sunlight pouring in between white, gauzy curtains. She laid on a soft mattress in what looked like a typical bedroom. When she tried to sit up, a robot positioned in the corner of the room instructed her to lay back down.

She turned her head to see the robot, which resembled a woman and wore all white. “I’ll let them know you’re awake,” the android said before getting up and leaving the room.

Leona glanced down at her shoulder. Her olive skin was patched with pearly white synthetic grafts. She lifted the comforter to look down at the rest of her body, but heard someone approaching and quickly smoothed the blanket back down.

“I hear that you’re responsible for saving my estate,” a slender young woman said as she entered the room. Her pale skin was covered in specks of glitter. She had long, strawberry-blond hair and wore an elegant light pink dress. Leona figured the woman was the oldest VanStraten daughter. She took a seat at the foot of Leona’s bed. “So, thank you.”

“What happened?” Leona asked.

She leaned forward a bit, her stare making Leona slightly uncomfortable. “I should be asking you that.”

Leona swallowed hard. What she really wanted to know was how Roemell was doing.

“The bullet wound on the other woman went clean through her shoulder, causing minimal damage. She’s already recovered and doing well, although to be honest, I kind of wish she hadn’t made it. She actually claimed that you were the terrorist, but the security feed told a different story. Since we no longer have a place where we could hold her, she’s being transported to the detention facility at the capital.”

Leona’s heart squeezed in her chest. If Tina had made it, then the body bag must have been for…

“My sisters and I were in the main house when it caught fire. We wouldn’t have gotten out alive if the sprinklers hadn’t kicked it. One more minute and I don’t think any of us would have made it.”

A hot tear rolled down Leona’s cheek, followed by another. She felt like she had nothing left to live for. Maybe she should have died in the fire.

The other woman was teary eyed as well. “My grandmother didn’t make it. She died of smoke inhalation.” She wiped away a tear with a delicate hand.

Perhaps the body bag Leona had seen was for the grandmother. Her heart beat faster at the shred of hope. “How is Roemell? Is he alive?”

“Is that your companion’s name?”

Leona nodded.

“He’s recovering. He lost a lot of blood. I guess the cut perforated his bowel, which required emergency surgery.”

“Can I see him?”

She gave Leona a half smile. “I guess. My father wanted me to tell you thank you, and that you’re welcome to stay until your injuries heal.” Next, she addressed the robot which had returned to the seat in the corner. “Help Leona visit the young man in the next room.” She stood up and gave a brief curtsy before exiting the room.

The android stood and pushed the chair it had been sitting on next to the bed. “Take a seat here and I’ll wheel you into the next room. Slowly, now. You may find your body feels weaker than usual.”

Leona carefully sat up and pulled the comforter aside. Her legs looked alarming, resembling milky plastic. They also felt surprisingly heavy as she scooted them over the side of the bed. The bot held an arm around her torso and helped her slide from the bed onto the chair.

Instead of legs, the chair had large wheels. The android began pushing the chair. “Wait,” she said. “Can I have a blanket or something to cover my legs?”

“Of course.” The robot grabbed an extra blanket from underneath the bed and handed it to Leona. She carefully spread the fabric over her legs. The look of the new skin was jarring, and she didn’t want her appearance upsetting Roemell.

“Where are we?” she asked as the machine wheeled her across the room and out the door into a hallway.

“This is the hotel facility for the family’s guests. Mr. VanStraten wanted to provide a more comfortable place to recover than the medical facility.” Leona’s family had never had enough visitors to warrant having a hotel facility. Occasionally, a man interested in courting her would visit overnight, but there had been the guest room next to hers where they could stay. She figured with three daughters, the family probably entertained many more guests.

The robot opened the door to the next room and pushed Leona inside. This room was also decked out in white fabrics. Her eyes went immediately to the bed. Roemell’s black hair was combed neatly to the side, but his face was unnaturally pale. Next to the bed was a small framed picture, the drawing she had made of Ivan. It was a little crumpled and dirty, but the image was still clear.

She could feel her heart leap out of her chest and wished she could jump up from her chair and run over to him. The best she could do was sit up a little straighter. The bot rolled her right up to the side of his bed.

“Roemell,” she said softly.

His eyes opened, and he blinked a few times. Relief flooded through her body as his green eyes focused on her face. “Hey.”

She wanted to be strong for him, to show him that she was all right. Instead, tears poured from her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

With the bot’s help, she lifted herself from the chair and climbed onto the bed. She no longer cared about how strange her legs looked. All that mattered was feeling his arms wrapped around her.

He nuzzled his nose into her short hair while she breathed in slowly, taking in his scent. There was nowhere else she would rather be.

•   •   •

Roemell looked back at the enormous building one last time. He had enjoyed the comfortable setting for the week they were there, knowing that his plush surroundings would be temporary.

Even though the eldest daughter, Giovanna, had expressed gratitude to the pair for literally saving her family’s lives and livelihood, it was clear she wanted to quickly settle whatever debt Roemell and Leona were owed, then get rid of them.

Initially, Mr. VanStraten had offered the pair a vehicle and multipurpose android as a thank you. Before Leona was able to accept, Roemell insisted on different terms if the wealthy man actually wanted to help.

Instead of a vehicle which relied on regular access to fuel or electrical charging stations, he asked for a pair of bicycles, enough food for the journey, a couple chickens, and a variety of seeds. He wanted enough supplies to start over at the Poole Estate, but not so much that they wouldn’t be able to tow it all with their new bikes.

No one would talk to Roemell about the details of the aftermath from the attack, but Leona had been able to get one of the daughters to open up about it. Antonia Patel had made it to the East Coast, where she awaited trial for her crimes. She was looking at a possible long prison sentence for the destruction of the two estates which could be definitively linked to her.

Leona pedaled ahead of Roemell, following the winding drive through the fields and past the sprawling golf course. Even though it was warm out, she wore long sleeves and long pants. She seemed self-conscious about the pale skin grafts. The fair color would have matched any of the VanStraten clan, but stood out on Leona’s darker complexion. He didn’t care how they looked—he was just thrilled she was alive, had made a full recovery, and was healthy.

He strained to keep up. The cart carrying their supplies was attached to the back of his bike. There was also a child seat attached directly behind his own. Mr. Vanstraten had raised his eyebrows at that particular request, but had ultimately acquiesced. Roemell was itching to go back for Ivan.

The trip south was easy, with mostly flat terrain. They took the main road which followed the coast. Since the bikes were much faster than walking, the journey which normally took almost all day on foot was complete before the sun set.

He followed Leona to the main entrance. “We can camp in the shelter or the larger courtyard,” she said. “I’ll let you pick.”

“I never want to see the inside of an emergency shelter ever again.”

She chuckled and continued to the front of what was left of the main house. The sun was low in the sky, making the wispy clouds glow a warm orange. Propping her bike up against the side of the house, she walked to the front door. There, a white rectangle of paper was stuck to the door frame next to where the large wooden doors had been. She grabbed the letter and tore it open, reading over the contents.

Roemell left his bike along with the cart of supplies on the walkway and jogged up the steps to the covered porch. He came up right behind her and asked, “What is that?”

Her hands were clenched in tight fists as she held the letter. “We’re fucked. That’s what.”

Before he could ask what she meant, she shoved the letter into his hands. As he looked down at the page, she walked away from the door and onto the lawn.

The letter stated:





To Miss Leona Poole:




As the current benefactor of Estate Plot 192, you are responsible for payment of estate property taxes. (Tax code 32.1.3) Since previous attempts to settle the balance of taxes owed have been ignored, your land has been seized by the federal government. Please vacate Estate Plot 192 by May 1st or else you will be forcibly removed.






“Shit,” he said under his breath. He set the note down on her bicycle seat before walking over to her and wrapping his arms around her in a tight hug.

She began to cry, hiding her face against his chest. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. But we’ll figure something out.” He kissed the top of her head. “If I’ve learned anything about you, it’s that you’re tough. Nothing can keep Leona Poole down.”

She actually laughed for a second. “I’ll need your help.” The sun dipped below the horizon, making the sky a rainbow of reds and yellows. When she looked up at his face, her tears glistened in the low light.

He placed a hand on her cheek and guided her face to his, kissing her softly. “I’m all yours.”


Although this is the end of In the Lurch,

Roemell and Leona’s story continues

in the next installment


IN THE MIDST
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