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A Note from Phil

 

 

Dear Reader,

If you’re interested in receiving my novel Against the Grain for free and/or reading many of my other titles for free or discounted, go to the following link: http://www.PhilWBooks.com.

You’re probably thinking, What’s the catch? There is no catch.

 

Sincerely,

Phil M. Williams
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Summer and the New Dust Bowl

 

 

“We’re not gonna make it!” Summer said, watching a massive dust storm approach from their right.

Tony the smuggler held tight to the steering wheel, his foot heavy on the accelerator. “I’m doin’ my best.”

Patrick gripped the armrests, the electric SUV speeding along Highway 3 in the Oklahoma Panhandle at over one hundred miles per hour. The headlights and the nearly full moon cast the desolate landscape in an eerie glow. Abandoned farms dotted the roadside, fence posts partially buried in the sand, not a tree in sight.

Byron started to cry in his car seat.

Summer leaned toward her three-month-old, her seat belt still attached. She forced a smile and said, “It’s okay, sweet pea.” Summer placed Byron’s pacifier in his mouth and the wailing ceased. Summer peered out the passenger window, watching the billowing dust storm—a dark black cloud that extended upward and horizontally as far as the eye could see.

“An overpass is up ahead,” Patrick said, pointing.

“I see it,” Tony said.

The wind whistled and pushed against the SUV. Tiny rocks peppered the windows. Summer covered Byron with a blanket and leaned over her son, shielding him, unsure if the windows would hold. Visibility went from miles to mere feet. Byron started to cry again.

Tony squinted into the swirling sand, slowing the SUV. “I can’t see a thing.”

The overpass appeared like a mirage in the desert. Tony drove underneath the concrete overpass and parked the SUV on the shoulder. The whoosh of the wind was faint now, the sand and pebbles no longer battering the vehicle.

Summer uncovered Byron and replaced his pacifier in his mouth. The crying ceased.

“We’ll have to wait it out. Sleep in the truck tonight,” Tony said.

“I didn’t know they had dust storms in Oklahoma,” Summer said.

“Decades of drought and the farmers pumped the Ogallala Aquifer dry,” Patrick said. “Well, not entirely dry, but dry here. Plants shriveled up, and the topsoil blew away. It was marginal grassland two hundred years ago. Those deep-rooted prairie grasses held the ecosystem together. Then people plowed it under and essentially strip-mined the soil. Now the desert takes more and more land every year.”
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Naomi and Molon Labe

 

 

Naomi sat in her car. Her finger hovered over the Start button, shaky. She pressed the button, and the car exploded. A fireball of shrapnel consumed her body. Naomi thrashed and woke in her bed, breathless, covered in a sheen of sweat. She sat up and turned on her bedside lamp, her chest still heaving.

She padded to the bathroom, wearing only panties and an oversize T-shirt. Naomi grabbed a towel and blotted her forehead, face, and neck. Water dripped from the faucet. She tightened the handle, eliminating the drip. She avoided the mirror over the sink. She knew exactly what she looked like.

Without her glass eye, her empty eye socket was a pink gash, punctuated by a scar surrounding the socket. It was a constant reminder of the shrapnel from the explosion that had taken her right eye and her husband. The laser cosmetic surgery had helped the scarring on the right side of her face, neck, and chest, but the skin tone still didn’t match. She was still too white in those areas, as if the black had been burned from her skin. Makeup and the glass eye made her look mostly normal to the public, but she knew the truth. Vernon knew the truth.

She walked back to her room. Wide awake now, she turned on her tablet and scanned the headlines for Saturday, 10-26-2051. She read an article about an enhanced sixteen-year-old boy who was arrested for murdering three female classmates. The boy had made sexual advances toward the girls and reportedly had been rebuffed on each occasion.

The genetic engineering company responsible for the boy’s enhancement, Head Start, made the following statement.

 

Nothing in our enhancement process increases the likelihood of violent behavior. We enhance positive attributes and diminish negative attributes, but we do not control individual behavior, choices, or the enhanced person’s environment.

 

Naomi read about the first human connected to the cloud using DNA strands called nanobots. The man instantly became the greatest trivia game player of all time. Googleplex had plans to ultimately connect every person on the planet.

Progun activists continued to protest the Sensible Firearms Act signed into law last Tuesday. Approximately two million Americans had participated in nationwide protests. The protests were named Molon Labe, an ancient Greek saying that translated to come and take them. The Molon Labe protests were sponsored by the NRA, Patriots for Freedom, and several right-wing militias and hate groups.

Naomi tapped a video. Footage of a protest in Richmond, Virginia, showed thousands of mostly white male protestors marching on the Virginia capitol. Some held various signs that read NO Gun Registration, Molon Labe, and Shall Not Be Infringed. Much of the crowd openly carried rifles, carbines, shotguns, and handguns. Many of those weapons had large-capacity magazines, in direct violation of the Sensible Firearms Act. Police in riot gear watched the march, but no arrests were made.

A few protestors taunted the police.

“Y’all took an oath to the Constitution.”

“Don’t be an oath breaker.”

One protestor held up an ammo magazine, the shiny bullets visible from the top. He said, “This is a thirty-round mag. Come and take it, pig.” He loaded the magazine in front of a line of stoic police officers and walked away, merging with the marchers.

Another protestor spoke to a CNN reporter. “The Second Amendment isn’t about personal protection. It’s about protecting ourselves from a tyrannical government. When the government fears the people, there’s liberty. When the people fear the government, there’s tyranny.”
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Derek and Protection

 

 

“I don’t have any condoms,” Derek said, panting and naked atop Kyra. “I didn’t think we would …”

“It’s okay. I can’t get pregnant,” Kyra replied, also breathless.

Moonlight filtered in long slivers into the bedroom from between the blinds. Derek propped his upper body with his arms, staring at Kyra. He stared at her swollen lips. Her pale skin glowed in the moonlight like an apparition. Her strawberry-blond hair fanned loosely on his pillow.

“What’s wrong?” Kyra asked.

“Why can’t you have children?” Derek asked.

She shook her head, her blue eyes glassy. “It’s a medical issue. I’d rather not discuss it right now.”

“Sorry. I didn’t know.”

A tear slipped from her eyes. Then another.

Derek kissed the corner of her eyes, tasting the salt. “We can do this another time.” He started to move away from her, but she grabbed his wrist.

“No. I want you now,” she said, spreading her legs a little wider and lifting her pelvis.

He hesitated for a beat.

She sucked in a sharp breath as he entered her.

They moved in a slow rhythm, their lips locked together, tongues twirling. Her lips were parted, her gaze locked on his. Over several minutes they edged to their climax, the rhythm and depth increasing, their movements more and more urgent. She moaned and let out a long, ragged breath, her vagina contracting. This pushed him over the edge, his climax coming immediately after hers.

He rolled off her, on his back, his chest heaving. She rolled on him, wrapping her arm and leg across him. Kyra kissed him on the cheek, her lips lingering. They lay like that for a moment, catching their breath.

Derek broke the silence. “I have to work the farmers’ market in the mornin’, but I was thinkin’ that we could have dinner in Silver City tomorrow. Maybe you could show me your apartment.”

She made a pouty face. “That sounds nice, but I’m having dinner with some friends tomorrow. I can come here afterward though.”

“I’d like that. We can go out another night.”

Kyra nodded.

“You worried about these assassinations in Panama City?” Derek asked.

“Are you?”

Derek sighed. “I’m worried that Steven’s worried. He said that the president, the vice president, and the rest of those politicians were killed in a coordinated attack because they all supported Silver City’s right to exist as a free zone. Steven knows a lot more about the politics of this place than I do.”

“Hopefully, nothing will change.”

“Change is the only constant.” Derek lifted his head and kissed her forehead. A dark ring on the back of her shoulder caught his eye.

“What happened to your shoulder?” Derek asked, craning his neck to get a better look. “Is that a bruise? It almost looks like a—”

“It’s a bruise.” Kyra rolled onto her back, concealing the bruise. “I had a deep tissue massage the other day. I bruise easily. It’s fine.”

“You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”
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Jacob and Man Overboard

 

 

Jacob was in the parking lot, sitting in the front passenger seat of the cruiser. A stocky female FBI agent sat next to him in the driver’s seat. Beyond the front windshield, the dock and the ships glowed in the dark from the light posts.

“He and I were talking business on the back deck,” Jacob said.

“What time was that?” Agent Robles asked.

Jacob glanced at the time on his phone, 1:48 a.m. “Around ten.”

“Did you two argue?”

“No. We were strategizing. Nothing that important.”

“Can you be more specific?”

Jacob hesitated for an instant. “That information is proprietary to my family’s business.”

“What kind of business are you in?”

“Banking and finance.”

The agent nodded. “Then what happened?”

“I went back inside, to the bar.”

“When you left the back deck, where was Eric exactly?”

Jacob swallowed, his throat feeling dry. “He was leaning over the railing, looking out at the water. He seemed fine.”

Agent Robles stared at Jacob for a few seconds. “What did you do when you went to the bar? Did you talk to anyone?”

“No. Just the bartender to order a water. We had been drinking. I wanted to sober up. I didn’t want to have a hangover today.”

“How much did you have to drink?” Robles asked this casually, as if it weren’t important.

“Four or five glasses of scotch.”

She let out a low whistle. “How big were those glasses?”

Jacob frowned at that. “They were small and on the rocks.”

“How much did Eric have to drink?”

Jacob dipped his head, his eyes downcast. “I’m not sure. I didn’t watch him all night.”

“Do you think he had more to drink than you?”

“Yes.”

“How long were you at the bar?”

Jacob had rehearsed this question and answer in his mind, but he hesitated again, as if he had to think about it. “About thirty minutes.”

“What happened next?”

“I hadn’t seen Eric come back in, so I went outside to check on him, but he was gone. That’s when I started searching the ship and asking the staff if they’d seen him. Nobody had, so they called the Coast Guard. We turned the boat around to look for him, but we didn’t …” Jacob shook his head. His eyes were red and heavy from lack of sleep.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Roth. The Coast Guard’s still searching.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “What are the chances that they’ll find him alive?”

“I don’t know. That’s a question for the Coast Guard.”

“Are we done?”

Agent Robles nodded. “For now.”

Jacob removed a business card from his wallet and handed it to the agent. “If you need to talk to me again, call my attorney.”

 

* * *

 

On the way home, Jacob sat in the back of his autonomous Mercedes and made the phone call he was dreading.

A raspy voice answered. “Jacob?”

“I’m sorry to call you at this hour,” Jacob said. “There’s been an accident. Eric fell overboard on a boat.”

“What?” Paige asked. “Is he okay?”

“The Coast Guard’s still looking for him.”

Her voice went up an octave. “What do you mean, they’re still looking for him?”

“Nobody saw him go overboard, so they’re not sure where he is.”

“My God.” Paige paused for a moment. “What was he doing on a boat?”

“We were doing business—”

“Was he drinking?”

“I’m sorry, Paige.”

“What did the Coast Guard say? Do you think they’ll find him?” Her tone was rapid and insistent.

“It’s possible …”

“But?”

“I’m not sure how well he can swim, being intoxicated.”

Paige sobbed into the phone.

Jacob was quiet, listening to his brother’s wife cry for a long minute. When she finally stopped, he said, “I’m so sorry. I’ll call you when I hear from the Coast Guard.”

“Thank you, Jacob. You’ve always been a good brother.”

Her response hurt like a punch to the gut. “You’re welcome.” Jacob disconnected the call.

Jacob peered from his passenger window at the northern Virginia beltway. Eight lanes each way, including an HOV lane. At that hour, traffic was light, the autonomous vehicles perfectly spaced, using only one lane. He thought about Eric. He thought about Rebecca. She pushed me over the edge. Eric would still be alive if I never would’ve helped Derek. A lump developed in his throat. He wept for his brother, his marriage, and himself.

Jacob’s autonomous Mercedes parked in his garage. He wiped his face with his handkerchief. He exited the car and staggered into his kitchen. Spike, the robotic guard dog, scanned his face, then loped back to the charging station. Jacob poured himself a glass of water from the refrigerator door. He chugged the water, left the glass on the counter, and trudged upstairs. He crept into his bedroom, hoping not to wake his wife.

Rebecca’s bedside lamp flicked on.

Shit.

“Jacob?” She rubbed her eyes and sat up in bed. Despite the early hour, the lamp light didn’t expose a single wrinkle on her oval face. Her facial features were perfectly proportioned, with collagen-enhanced lips and a thin nose.

“Go back to sleep,” Jacob replied.

She glanced at the bedside clock. The OLED screen was nearly invisible; the time appeared to hover in the air. “Why are you so late?”

“I told you that I’d be late.”

She searched his face with those doe eyes. “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve been crying.”

Jacob rubbed his eyes with his thumb and index finger.

Rebecca exited their king-size bed and padded to her husband, wearing pajama pants and a T-shirt. Her thin build was enhanced by a breast augmentation. “What’s wrong?” She took his hand.

“Eric fell overboard. He was drunk. The Coast Guard’s looking for his body.”

Rebecca’s mouth was an O. “Jesus. What happened?”

Jacob shook his head. “I don’t know. He went out to the deck. I went to check on him, but he was gone.”

“Why were you on a boat?”

Jacob cocked his head in confusion. “What?”

“Why were you on a boat? I thought it was a business meeting.”

He stepped back. “Are you fucking serious? My brother’s probably dead, and you’re interrogating me?”

Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest. “The fact that you’re so defensive tells me that you’re not telling me something.”

“They had some stripper bots on the boat. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Did you have sex tonight?”

Jacob’s face felt hot. The directness of the question caught him off guard. “No. I didn’t. I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

“It’s written all over your fucking face. I know your brother likes sex bots.”

“I’m done talking to you.” Jacob brushed past his wife toward the bathroom.

She trailed, hot on his heels. “Be a man. Admit it. You fucked a sex bot.”

Jacob turned and grabbed her upper arms. “Go back to bed.”

She wriggled from his grip and glared at Jacob. “Real men are honest with their wives.”

“You want me to be honest, huh?” He shook his head and cackled. “Yes, I fucked a sex bot tonight. What difference does it make now? You fucked Derek on that boat.”

Her eyes were like saucers. “I did not.”

“You’re a hypocrite and a liar. You must think I’m a fucking idiot. You left our room in the middle of the night and came back smelling like another man. Then you lied about it, said you were in the lounge, reading.”

She shut her eyes. When she opened them, tears slipped down her cheeks.

“Don’t. This is your own fault.”

“I went to see him that night.” She spoke barely above a whisper.

Jacob clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.

“I kissed him, but we didn’t have sex. I was overcome with emotion. I thought he was dead. Then we rescued him. What I did was wrong. I’m sorry. But what you did is unforgiveable. I don’t care if it was a bot. They might as well be human. I can hardly tell the difference.”

Jacob cleared his throat and stared at his wife, speechless. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

She held up her hand. “Don’t bother. I don’t even give a shit anymore.” Rebecca marched away.
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Summer and What Happens in Vegas

 

 

Tony drove Summer, Patrick, and Byron through the Mojave Desert of Arizona on US Route 93. The air-conditioning was off, and the windows were down to conserve battery power. The nearest charging station was in Las Vegas. It was in the mid-eighties with low humidity. Summer sat in the back, her arm out the window, her hand surfing the air. Byron napped in the car seat next to her, his head lolled to the side, his mouth open.

The desert landscape was dotted with creosote bushes, punctuated by the odd Joshua tree. As they turned gently to the left with the highway, Summer glimpsed a small piece of Lake Mead, or what was left of it. The rocky shoreline was light tan, with a water mark at the top, clearly delineating the decline in water depth over the years.

In 2027, the water level at Hoover Dam had fallen below 950 feet. Under that level, the dam could no longer generate power. Since 2039, due to continuing drought, Lake Mead no longer supplied any water to Las Vegas, leaving the city 100 percent reliant on imported water.

Tony slowed his SUV, as they approached a composite steel and concrete arch bridge, the Mike O’Callaghan–Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge, some 1,500 feet downstream from Hoover Dam. Everyone gazed upstream at the arched dam that stood over seven hundred feet tall.

“Wow. That’s amazing,” Summer said.

“They used enough concrete in that dam to pave a road from New York to San Francisco,” Patrick replied.

Once over the bridge and the Colorado River, they were officially in Nevada and closing in on Las Vegas. They stopped at a charging station on the outskirts of Las Vegas. Summer, Byron, and Patrick stayed in the car, as Tony swiped his chip card and connected the SUV. The adults all wore IR reflective glasses to disrupt any facial recognition cameras they might encounter.

Patrick scoured the paper map, trying to precisely locate the GPS coordinates he had been given. The wind blew through the open window, the edge of the map flapping in the breeze.

Tony entered the vehicle, sitting in the driver’s seat. “You find the place?”

“I think so,” Patrick said, looking up from the map. “Hopefully, it’s actually there.”

After the SUV had charged, Tony said, “I gotta make a stop at a club on the strip.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Patrick said.

“Sorry. I gotta special delivery to make. Youse guys can wait in the truck.”

Summer arched her eyebrows.

Tony caught her expression in the rearview mirror. “Don’t worry. I’ll only be a minute.”

Tony drove them toward the famous Las Vegas strip. Much of Las Vegas was a wasteland of abandoned and dilapidated homes, strip malls, fast-food joints, motels, and gas stations. Casino employees were mostly robotic and didn’t need homes and fast food. The Las Vegas strip was another story. Ferraris, Lamborghinis, and Porsches patrolled the strip, nearly as ubiquitous as Toyotas. The famous high-rise casinos and hotels stood in all their glory. Sex bots and wealthy tourists walked on the sidewalks, the bots shopping for customers, the tourists shopping for the Vegas experience.

Tony drove them past the iconic replicas of the Eiffel Tower, the Statue of Liberty, and the Egyptian pyramid.

Despite the lack of water from Lake Mead and the lack of electricity from Hoover Dam, the profitability of the Vegas strip made it possible to import both, albeit at a high cost. The famous casinos were still a playground for the wealthy and a place for the common man to make dumb decisions in style.

Tony parked in the mostly empty lot of Fantasy Island. A large fountain spit valuable water into the air. Mature palm trees framed the three-story club. The Roman style building had thick white columns and a dome. Tony reached over the front seat and opened the glove box. He struggled with the box, eventually retrieving a plastic bag filled with little blue pills. Tony shoved the pills into a duffel bag and said, “I’ll be right back.”

For the next few minutes, Summer and Patrick watched as beautiful young ladies parked their sports cars and walked into the club.

Tony returned to the SUV. “All done. Let’s get outta here.”

As he drove them away, Summer asked, “Was that a strip club?”

“And a brothel,” Tony said, a smirk on his face. “It used to be illegal for brothels to operate within the Las Vegas city limits, but they have a loophole now by usin’ bots as prostitutes.”

“What about the dancers? Are they bots too?”

“A few, but most of the dancers are human. It’s a great business model. The dancers get the men goin’, and the bots finish ’em off.”

Summer cringed at the thought. “Gross.”

Tony chuckled.

After the strip club, Tony drove them south, away from Las Vegas. Patrick navigated them off the highway and onto a dirt road, deep into the Nevada desert.

“Is this right?” Tony asked, the dirt road bumpy.

“I see it,” Patrick said, pointing.

Windows sparkled in the sun. A one-story home was integrated into the landscape. Tony parked his SUV in the concrete driveway. They exited the vehicle and surveyed the home. Most of it was buried under a small hill, with creosote bushes growing on the roof. The front of the house was all glass, the windows embedded with solar cells. The wind picked up. Summer shielded Byron from the sand.

An elderly couple approached them from the house, wearing matching tie-dyed shirts. The man dwarfed the petite woman. They both had leathery skin and long white hair. The man’s beard would make Santa jealous.

“Welcome,” the man said, grinning from ear to ear. “You must be Raymond and Stacy.”

“And Tony,” Tony said.

They shook hands and made their introductions to Conrad and Lilly Babcock.

A gust of wind made everyone dip their heads.

“Let’s get outta this wind,” Conrad said.

The Babcocks led them inside their home. They had fruits and vegetables growing along the front windows. Fish swam in large square tanks, with plumbing connected to the planting beds.

“That’s our aquaponics setup. Fish feed the plants, and the plants clean the water. We grow most of our own food,” Conrad said.

Summer cradled Byron, looking at the fish. Byron grinned and pointed at the water, mesmerized by the fish.

Lilly touched one of the walls. “We made the house out of old tires. It’s an earth ship.”

Summer wondered if the old woman was senile.

“Well, not really a ship,” Conrad said with a wink. “We can’t fly the thing, but we are completely off-grid here. We even collect rainwater, what little we get.”

“I’ve heard about these houses,” Patrick said. “They can withstand earthquakes too.”

“That’s right. We’ve had a few quakes, and this house just bends with it. Never had any damage. I’m more bothered by the dust storms. In fact, we gotta big one comin’. Y’all might be stuck here for a day or two.”
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Naomi and Randal

 

 

On Monday morning, Naomi sat at her desk, across from Randal Montgomery. The South Carolina congressman was tall, blond, middle-aged, and wearing a pinstriped suit. He could’ve passed for a plantation owner in 1800.

“I’m not a socialist,” Randal said. “I believe in a well-regulated free market.”

“You also believe in universal health care, housing, and education,” Naomi said, her hands clasped and resting on her desktop. “I think our interests align more than they conflict. I also have the support of the teachers’ unions. I know that unions are important to you.”

Randal adjusted his round glasses. “As you probably know, I worked for the NEA many years ago.”

Naomi nodded. “I also know that Corrinne has no intention of offering you a cabinet position if she wins.”

Randal cocked his head. “I’m not sure how you could know that.”

“Your base is too similar to hers. Old white liberals. Too much overlap. Not much incentive for her to work with you. She needs young people and people of color. She actually needs to partner with someone more like—”

“You.”

“But I have standards. I’d rather work with you. Someone with ethics. Someone who actually cares about working-class people.”

“I appreciate that. It’s not easy to have ethics in this town.” Randal straightened his tie. “What did you have in mind?”

“We fight fair. I don’t take any shots at you. You don’t take any shots at me. If I win the nomination, you’ll be my running mate. If you win, I’ll be yours.”

Randal nodded, stroking his blond mustache. After a long moment, he stood up and held out his hand. “I look forward to working with you.”

Naomi stood, shook his hand, and said, “So do I.”
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Derek and Good News, Bad News

 

 

The sun was high overhead, the air heavy and humid. Derek planted a banana tree. Marcos planted cassavas nearby. The Panamanian wore ratty pants, with no shoes or shirt. Derek wasn’t sure how old he was. His face was wrinkled and weathered, but his body was thin and wiry.

They were finishing a pit garden, a circular pit twenty feet in diameter, filled with organic material. The soil from the pit was placed around the pit, forming a berm. They planted the berm with a mixture of tropical trees and herbs that grew well together.

Derek thought about Kyra as he worked. He hadn’t seen her since Sunday night. It had only been two days, but it felt like an eternity. She had said that she had a consulting job and wouldn’t be available for a few days. Some solar company.

Their boss parked his pickup in the driveway, the white truck visible between the fruit trees. Steven walked across the orchard to the jobsite, his old body hunched.

“I have good news,” Steven said in lieu of a greeting.

Derek stood from his knees and brushed the soil from his pants. Marcos turned to their boss, a shovel in hand.

“Truman Bradshaw spoke with the new president this morning. He plans to honor the original agreement and has no plans to interfere with Silver City,” Steven said, smiling.

“That’s a relief,” Derek said, also smiling.

“They no tell the truth every time,” Marcos said in broken English.

“Well, let’s hope President Madrid is telling the truth,” Steven said, before turning his attention to Derek. “May I speak to you in private for a minute?”

Derek’s eyes widened. “Yeah, sure.”

Derek and Steven walked away from the jobsite. Steven stopped under a mango tree about fifty meters from Marcos.

“What’s goin’ on?” Derek asked.

“I noticed a young lady at your door Sunday evening. She had on a big hat,” Steven said.

Derek tilted his head. “Am I not allowed visitors?”

“What you do in your house is your business. I’m glad you’re meeting people. I wouldn’t even mention it, but, when I went out for my card game, I saw a car parked around the corner that worried me.”

Derek furrowed his brows. “I don’t understand.”

“Would this woman happen to be named Kyra?”

“Yeah. Kyra Talbot.”

Steven shook his head, his mouth turned down. “No. Kyra Talbot-Bradshaw. Truman’s wife.”
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Jacob’s Opportunity

 

 

Jacob stared at the framed photo of Eric in front of the closed casket. The body was inside, too bloated for an open casket. Eric had been in the Atlantic Ocean for eleven hours before the Coast Guard found his body. Fresh flowers adorned the dark mahogany casket. Rebecca was a few paces behind, holding hands with Ethan and David. Seventeen-year-old Lindsey was immediately behind her mother. Jacob and Rebecca had barely spoken to each other over the last three days.

The New York City funeral home was cavernous and richly appointed with dark wooden furniture, bloodred carpets, and golden accents and fixtures. The viewing room was relatively empty, only close family in attendance.

Jacob placed his hand on the casket. I’m so sorry, Eric. I never meant to …

A craggy hand gripped his shoulder.

Jacob turned from the casket to see his father. Nathan Roth looked fit in his tailored black suit. The elderly man had balding grayish-white hair, bushy black eyebrows, and droopy jowls that made him look perpetually pissed.

“We need to talk,” Nathan said.

They walked to the opposite end of the room, away from the casket, away from the people.

“You’ll take over Roth Holdings North America,” Nathan said, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. “You’ll need to move to New York.”

Jacob nodded. “I’ll rent an apartment until I can move Rebecca and the kids.” Jacob had known the big promotion was coming. He’d already decided to move without his family. He needed some distance from Rebecca at the moment, and she probably needed distance from him.

Nathan glowered at his son for a few seconds, searching his face for weakness. “Don’t screw it up. The next few years might be the most turbulent the US has had since the Civil War.”

Jacob dipped his head, uncomfortable with his father’s glare. “Who do you have in mind for Treasury Secretary?”

“I was considering endorsing your CFO at Housing Trust, Ramesh Patel. Do you think he’d represent our interests?”

Jacob nodded. “He’s an excellent choice.”
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Summer and Road Pirates

 

 

Tony parked his SUV in the cracking asphalt parking lot of Lake Morena, California. The lot was mostly empty on that Wednesday morning. Only a few RVs. Summer put a little hat on Byron, picked him up from the car seat, and exited the truck. Tony already had the rear hatch open. He unstrapped a large polyester bag. Inside was an electric pump, a small electric outboard motor, and an inflatable boat. Patrick repacked the SUV, as Tony inflated the raft with the electric pump, using the truck for power.

Patrick shut the rear hatch. Tony was just out of earshot, still working on the boat.

Summer approached Patrick, scanning the lot for police cars, cradling Byron. “I wish he would’ve dropped us off first. I’d rather not commit more crimes than we have to. We’re pressing our luck.”

“I know,” Patrick whispered back. “But what was I supposed to say? It was on the way.”

 

* * *

 

Less than thirty minutes later, the raft was ready to go.

“You can stay here if you wanna keep Byron out of the sun,” Patrick said.

“I’ll come to the water for a bit. Byron seems to like water.” Summer kissed Byron on the cheek. “Don’t you, sweet pea?”

Byron cooed, his cherub face beaming.

Tony handed Summer his key fob. “Here’s the keys, if you need to get into the truck.”

Tony and Patrick gripped the handles and carried the boat toward the lake, about fifty yards away. Their arms were taut as they shared the weight of the one-hundred-pound boat. It was a perfect cloudless morning, the temperature in the seventies. Summer followed behind them, Byron in her arms, his diaper bag over her shoulder.

They walked along a dirt path, scrub oak and sage brush around them. A rattle stopped them in their tracks. A rattlesnake was coiled just off the path, about twenty feet ahead.

Summer inhaled a sharp breath.

Patrick said, “Holy shit.”

“Everyone be calm,” Tony said. “Step back.”

They took slow steps back from the brown and white striped serpent. After a show of bravado, the snake slithered off into the sage brush. They let out a collective sigh of relief.

“The rattle’s a warning. They’d rather not bite us,” Tony said.

The lake looked shallow, the tan rocks on the shoreline showing the former water level. Patrick and Tony boarded the boat and used an oar to propel them deep enough to lower the electric motor into the water. Summer watched them motor toward a mountain across the lake. That remote mountaintop was the drone drop site for Tony’s prescription drug orders. His Mexican suppliers flew stealth drones across the border, dropping the shipments in remote locales for pickup.

Summer played with Byron in the shallow water at the lake’s edge, but she spent most of the time scouring the area for snakes and potential DEA agents. She saw neither. When Byron tired, she took him back to the car for air-conditioning, snacks, and a nap.

 

* * *

 

Two hours later, Patrick and Tony returned to the SUV. Summer and Byron dozed in the back seat. Summer woke from her slumber to see Patrick repacking the deflated boat in the back of the SUV. Tony entered the SUV, sitting in the front passenger seat with a large bag of pills. Summer heard him open the glove box, but Tony’s bulky body blocked Summer from seeing exactly where he stashed the pills.

Then Tony walked around to the driver’s seat, and Patrick took his place in the front passenger seat. They drove toward the Tecate Agua warehouse, near the Mexican border. They’d only been driving for a few minutes when they spotted a police cruiser hiding behind a hill. They passed the cruiser, driving within the speed limit. The police car pulled out.

“Shit,” Tony said, looking in his rearview mirror, the police cruiser gaining ground.

The cruiser moved closer, tailgating them for a minute. Then the blue and red roof lights lit and wigwagged. Summer turned around, her eyes like saucers, looking out the rear window at the police cruiser.

“What are we gonna do?” Patrick asked.

“Just be cool. Let me handle it.” Tony slowed the SUV and pulled off the road, onto the shoulder. He grabbed his chip card from his wallet.

They waited in the SUV, but the officer didn’t exit his car.

“What the hell is this guy doin’?” Tony asked, looking into his sideview mirror.

Summer turned, looking out the rear window, her stomach tied in knots.

They sat there for twenty minutes.

Then another police car parked behind the first one.

“Shit,” Tony said. “This ain’t a routine traffic stop.”

Patrick shook his head. “No, it’s not. You don’t need backup for a routine stop.”

A police SUV joined the party. Three officers exited the vehicles. One opened the rear hatch of the police SUV and appeared with a German shepherd. The officers approached Tony’s SUV, one officer on the passenger side, one on the driver’s side, and the officer with the dog sniffing around the rear hatch. They had their hands on their pistols.

A burly cop with a black mustache and a crewcut appeared in Tony’s open window. His name tag read Carlson. He peered inside the SUV, inspecting the occupants. “Where you goin’?”

“Respectfully, officer, that’s none of your business,” Tony replied.

Carlson frowned at that. “That’s how it’s gonna be, huh?”

“I have my rights.”

Carlson cackled. “Who you think’s gonna protect your rights out here?”

Tony didn’t respond.

Another officer rapped on Patrick’s window with his large gold ring.

This made Summer flinch.

“Open the window,” the officer said.

Patrick powered down the window.

This officer was tall and lanky. His name tag read Gallaher.

Officer Carlson held up a square screen about the size of a palm. A thick gold bracelet dangled from his wrist. “Scan your chip and smile for the camera.”

Tony waved his chip card over the scanner and looked into the camera. Many police departments used chip scanners that were also facial recognition cameras. Individually, chip scanners and facial recognition cameras weren’t infallible. Chips could be stolen, and facial recognition cameras weren’t 100 percent accurate, but, if you combined the two devices, law enforcement could identify citizens with near certainty.

Carlson read the screen and said, “You’re a long way from home, Tony Esposito. What the hell you doin’ way out here?”

“It’s none of your business,” Tony said. “I’m an American citizen. I have every right to travel freely inside this country.”

“Think so, huh?”

“What reason do you have for stoppin’ me? What crime have I committed?”

“A lot of drug smugglers are ’round here. I’m gonna do a quick search of your vehicle, and then you can be on your way.”

“What’s your probable cause?”

Carlson glowered at Tony. “You’re from out of town.”

“That’s not probable cause.”

Carlson turned from the door and called out to the officer with the dog. “Hey, Hank, we need some probable cause.”

Hank led his dog around the SUV, the canine sniffing as it went. The dog jumped on the passenger side door, scratching the paint with his nails and barking. Patrick flinched away from the German shepherd. Summer thought about the pills Tony had placed in the glove box area before they left Lake Morena. Summer closed her eyes for a moment, her heart pounding. We’re totally busted.

“Looks like we gotta winner,” Carlson said, grinning. Then his face turned to stone. “Get the fuck outta the car. All of you.”

Tony and Patrick exited the SUV. Summer’s hands shook as she detached the baby carrier from the car seat base and exited the vehicle carrying Byron. Officer Gallaher prodded Tony around the SUV, next to Summer and Patrick. They stood on the roadside, the SUV parked between them and the road.

“Turn around. Put your hands behind your backs,” Carlson said.

“I have to take care of my son,” Summer said, glaring at Officer Carlson.

“We ain’t gonna be but a few minutes. Looks like your boy’s strapped in. He ain’t goin’ nowhere.” Carlson pointed to the gravel. “Put him on the ground.”

“Is this really necessary?” Patrick asked, holding out his hands.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way.” Carlson put his hand on his holstered pistol.

Patrick nodded to Summer. She set the baby carrier on the ground. Officers Carlson and Gallaher handcuffed all three of them and forced them to sit cross-legged, with their hands behind their backs. Officer Hank searched the front passenger area and the glove compartment, where the dog had signaled.

Hank turned from his search and said, “Prescription drugs.”

Carlson marched to the vehicle and inspected the pill bottles. Officer Gallaher kept his eyes trained on their captives. Carlson returned with four pill bottles. Summer didn’t remember pill bottles. She remembered Tony stashing a large package of pills, although she didn’t get a good look at him actually hiding the pills. The dog still barked at the glove compartment. Hank led his dog back to his SUV on a leash.

“Whose pills are these?” Carlson asked, holding up one of the bottles.

“It says on the label,” Tony replied. “My mother’s.”

“But she ain’t here. And these are expired.”

Tony let out a heavy breath. “Yeah, those medications are expensive. I kept ’em in case she needs ’em in the future. The expiration date’s bullshit.”

“It’s against the law to have prescription medications that ain’t yours.”

“Then give me a ticket and stop wastin’ my time.”

“I could put you in jail,” Carlson said, sneering.

“You’ll have one helluva lawsuit,” Tony responded.

Carlson turned his attention to Patrick and Summer. “What about you two? What are y’all doin’ out here?”

Patrick and Summer didn’t respond.

Officer Carlson grabbed his scanner from his belt and said, “Scan your chips. I wanna see who I’m dealin’ with.”

“Passengers don’t have to identify themselves,” Tony said.

“I got illegal drugs in the car. Everyone’s gotta identify themselves.” Carlson lifted his chin to Summer and Patrick. “Y’all got chip cards or the embed chip?”

“I don’t have my card on me,” Patrick said.

“Me neither,” Summer added.

Officer Hank returned to the scene without his dog.

“You gotta have your chip on your person at all times. Don’t worry. I got facial recognition.” Carlson pointed his scanner at Patrick, then Summer. He frowned and addressed Officer Gallaher. “They both got those fuckin’ IR reflective glasses. Take ’em off.”

Summer looked at Byron, tears welling in her eyes. This is it. They’ll send me back to Psycho Island.

Before Gallaher could grab their glasses, Patrick said, “If you scan our faces, I can’t give you sixty ounces of silver.”

Carlson narrowed his eyes at Patrick. “What the fuck are you talkin’ about?”

“I have sixty ounces of silver coins with your name on it, but, if you scan us, the feds will know. Then you can’t take the silver because we’ll tell the FBI when they take us into custody.”

Carlson smirked. “Why would the FBI give a shit about you?”

“I’m on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, and she escaped from Psycho Island.” Patrick gestured with his head to Summer.

All three officers laughed.

“Bullshit,” Carlson said.

“Do you want the silver or not?” Patrick asked.

Carlson stared at Patrick for a long beat. “What makes you think we’d take a bribe?”

“You three don’t have your body cams on.”

Carlson lifted his chin to Patrick. “How do you know that?”

“I think you’re a smart man, Officer Carlson.”

Carlson grinned. “Think so, huh?”

“I don’t think you’d act like such a tyrant if you were being recorded. I think you pull over drug dealers and take their money. Maybe you arrest some. Maybe some pay you off. A cop’s salary doesn’t go very far these days.”

“That’s a helluva theory,” Officer Carlson said.

Patrick’s eyes flicked to Carlson’s wrist. “That’s an expensive piece of gold around your wrist. Looks like twenty-four carat gold. Must be at least twenty thousand Fed Coins worth of gold.”

“Silver coins are illegal,” Carlson said.

“Then melt them down and make a necklace and some earrings for your wives,” Patrick replied. “Shit, you could make a hundred necklaces with sixty ounces of silver.”

Carlson shrugged. “We ain’t married.”

“Then make yourself some wedding bands. You can marry each other and have a three-way honeymoon.”

Tony snickered.

Carlson punched Patrick in the face.

Summer winced.

Patrick spat blood from his mouth, and smiled at Carlson with bloodstained teeth. “Do we have a deal?”

Carlson glanced at Gallaher and Hank. They both nodded. “You got sixty seconds, or I’m turnin’ your asses in.”

Patrick struggled to his feet and turned around. “I need my hands.”

Carlson unlocked the handcuffs.

Patrick hurried to the hatch, grabbing his suitcase. In the front, where it read Samsonite, he turned the logo, and it released a secret compartment at the bottom of the suitcase, near the wheels. He handed over three plastic tubes.

Carlson felt the heavy weight of the tubes. Then he opened a tube and dropped a handful of shiny silver coins into his hands. Gallaher and Hank were mesmerized by the silver.

Carlson gestured with his chin to Gallaher and Hank. “Let ’em go. Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

The officers uncuffed Summer and Tony, returned to their cruisers, and kicked up rocks as they sped from the scene. Tony, Patrick, and Summer climbed back into the SUV. Summer reattached Byron to the car seat base.

“Shit, that was a close one,” Tony said, his hands on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry about your silver.”

Patrick shook his head. “It’s okay. We have Byron. That’s what’s important.”

“Is your mouth okay?” Summer asked from the back seat.

Patrick touched his lower lip with his finger, then he checked his bloody fingertip. “I’m fine. It’s just a split lip.”

“I got some tissues in the glove box,” Tony said.

“Thanks.” Patrick grabbed some tissues and held them to his lip.

“You have enough money to get back?”

“We’ll be fine. I never hide all my money in the same place.”

“How come they didn’t find the drugs?” Summer asked.

“The dog did,” Tony replied. “I have a hidden compartment beneath my glove box. After they took my mom’s old medication from the glove box, the dog kept barkin’, but they were too stupid to listen.”

Fifteen minutes later, they parked behind the Tecate Agua warehouse a few miles from the Mexican border. Inside that warehouse was a hidden tunnel that went under the border wall and into Mexico.
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Naomi and the Liberty Tree

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk in her congressional office, reading on her laptop.

 

Gun Control Protestors Fined

By: Jasmine Adler

Wednesday, 10-30-2051

 

Over the past two weeks, fervent protestors against gun control have taken to the streets. Alt-right activists, antigovernment zealots, neo-Nazis, white supremacists, and white nationalists marched in the streets of major cities, openly carrying handguns and rifles, many containing illegal high-capacity magazines.

 

Many protests turned violent when progun advocates were met by antigun counterprotestors. Eighty-four injuries have been reported and six deaths. The deaths and most of the injuries were suffered by antigun counterprotestors. Seven members of the alt-right group, Patriots for Freedom, were arrested in connection with the deaths.

 

In addition, facial recognition cameras identified protestors, and the AI software, Crime Scan, identified the crimes committed. As a result, hundreds of thousands of antigun control protestors were ticketed and fined. Thousands of arrest warrants were issued.

 

Arrest warrants included charges of illegally discharging a firearm, brandishing, and assault and battery. Fines were levied for disorderly conduct, possessing high-capacity magazines, and openly carrying a firearm in non-open-carry states or openly carrying without a permit in those states that require a permit.

 

Alt-right activist and Patriots for Freedom leader, Joshua Gaines, commented on the arrests and fines. “For too long, Americans have been too complacent as our rights have been taken piece by piece by the tyrannical US government. Thomas Jefferson said, ‘The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.’ I think it’s time to refresh the tree of liberty.”

 

It’s too late for that. Americans are too broke, too lazy, and too dependent. 
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Derek and the Truth Hurts

 

 

Derek handed a bag of produce to the middle-aged woman.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the bag, and leaving the Freetown Orchard stall.

Derek slouched into his chair with a heavy sigh. The morning rush was over. The traffic at the farmers’ market was light now. Cottony replica spiderwebs adorned the stall, along with faux spiders and a witch on a broom. Steven had given him the decorations that morning. Derek had forgotten that Halloween was tomorrow. He had barely slept the night before after Steven had warned him about Kyra.

Married? I still can’t believe it. There has to be some explanation. Derek hadn’t talked to Kyra yet. He knew what he had to do, but he wasn’t ready yet. Derek removed his phone from his pocket with the intention of texting Kyra to set up a time to talk. The phone buzzed in his hand with an incoming text.

Kyra: We need to talk

That’s a helluva coincidence.

Derek: I agree. Tonight? At my place?

Kyra: Are you working at the farmers market?

Derek: Yes

Kyra: Be there in 15

Derek tried to eat his lunch while he waited for Kyra, but he wasn’t hungry, his stomach turning with dread.

Twelve minutes later, Kyra approached the stall, scanning the market as she fast-walked. Her eyes were shielded with sunglasses and a sun hat. She stepped under the stall roof, surrounded by tables of fresh produce.

Derek stood from his seat and said, “I have somethin’ to—”

“Are you a convict from Psycho Island?” she asked, her voice shaky.

Derek scowled at that. “Where did you hear that? Your husband?”

Her eyes widened; her mouth was an O.

“Nothin’ to say?” Derek asked, his palms held out.

Kyra pursed her lips, then said, “He didn’t tell me. A council member’s wife was gossiping.”

“I was gonna tell you, but …”

Kyra glared. “But what?”

Derek shrugged, his mouth turned down. “It doesn’t matter now. Does it? You’re married. My ex-wife cheated on me. I’m not gonna do that to someone else.”

She deflated; her shoulders slumped. “It’s not like that. He sees other women, but he treats me like I’m his property.”

“Then leave him.”

Kyra looked down. “I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

She shook her head ruefully. “Like you said, it doesn’t matter. Does it?”

“I guess not.”

Kyra looked up, her eyes obscured by her oversize shades. “She said you’re a murderer. Is it true?”

Derek ran his hand over his face and exhaled. “I killed the man who killed my fiancée. He was some big-time Chinese banker. That’s why they sent me to Psycho Island. While I was there, I killed to survive, but it’s not somethin’ I wanted to do. I’m not a violent person.”

A tear snaked under her sunglasses and alongside her nose. “Sounds like you are a violent person. I obviously have a bad habit of picking violent men.”

Derek raised his eyebrows. “Does Truman hurt you?”

Tears streaked down her cheeks. “He can never know about us.”

“Does he hurt you?”

She sniffled and said, “He can never know.”

He tried to hug her, but she pushed him away.

“It’s over. Stay away from me,” she said, her face blotchy and tearstained.

“Kyra?” a voice called out.

Derek turned to the voice. An elderly woman waved and walked to the edge of the stall.

Kyra wiped her face with the sleeves of her blouse.

The old woman cocked her head and narrowed her eyes at the scene. “Are you all right, dear?”

Kyra brushed past Derek, walking toward the woman, while adjusting her sunglasses. “I’m fine, Francine. I had some mango a few minutes ago. I totally forgot I was allergic. I’m such a scatterbrain sometimes. My throat was closing up. My eyes were watering. My face is probably still red.”

“Your cheeks are flushed. Is there anything I can do?”

“I’m fine now. I should be going though.”

“Okay, dear.”

Kyra fast-walked away from Derek and the old woman.

Francine stared at Derek for a long beat, then ambled off.
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Jacob and Happy Halloween

 

 

“We’re going to the VR haunted castle,” Ethan said, covered in plastic armor, holding a plastic sword and shield. Brown hair poked from his helmet.

“You are?” Jacob replied, standing in the kitchen, his suit rumpled after a long day.

David ran into the kitchen, wearing a similar costume. “I’m Sir David, the most powerful knight in all the kingdom. Way more powerful than Madam Ethan.”

Ethan frowned at his brother. “Stop saying that. I’m a sir too.”

In a singsong voice, David said, “Madam Ethan, Madam Ethan—”

“Don’t antagonize your brother,” Jacob said, glaring at his eldest son.

David was a year older than Ethan, with darker hair and eyes. Both were television-commercial cute, with straight hair and round cheeks.

Lindsey walked into the kitchen, dressed in jeans and a sweater. “Hey, Dad.”

“Lindsey.” Jacob smiled at his daughter. “You have any Halloween plans?”

She lifted one shoulder. “I’m going to a VR party later. I was gonna go with these little dragon slayers and check out the haunted castle in Tyson’s.”

“Are you dressing up?”

“She’s going as an ugly teenager,” David said, grinning.

“That’s enough,” Jacob said, pointing at David. “If you say one more rude thing, you can stay home.”

Lindsey smirked at David. “I might be ugly, but I can still kick your ass.”

Ethan giggled at that.

David gave his little brother a death stare.

Jacob frowned at Lindsey. “Don’t contribute.”

Lindsey shrugged. “It’s the only reason he doesn’t pick on me.”

“We have to be better role models for him.”

David crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t need a role model.”

“Where’s your mother?” Jacob asked, changing the subject.

“Upstairs, getting ready,” Lindsey replied.

Jacob started for the stairs.

“Tell her to hurry up,” Lindsey called out to his back.

Jacob climbed the stairs and went into the master bedroom. Rebecca stood in front of the mirror over the dresser, adjusting a pointy cap on her head. She wore a purple robe embroidered with stars.

“Lindsey wants you to hurry up,” Jacob said.

Rebecca grabbed her wand from the dresser and turned from the mirror.

“You look good.”

She forced a smile and pointed her wand at Jacob. The end blinked with LED lights. “We’ll be back in a few hours.”

“We should talk about this move when you get back.”

Rebecca lifted one shoulder. “What’s there to talk about? I thought you already decided. You’ll live in New York. We’ll stay here and finish the school year, then move next summer.”

Jacob rubbed the stubble on his chin. “That’s what we discussed, but I didn’t think it was set in stone.”

“It’s fine.” Rebecca looked down. “It makes sense … for everyone.”

Jacob stepped closer to his wife. “I’ll come home on the weekends.”

“If you can.” She hesitated for an instant, then said, “I should go.” Rebecca sidestepped Jacob and left the room, leaving the door open in her wake.

Jacob sighed and padded into his closet. He undressed and put on a pair of sweatpants and a Yale sweatshirt. He walked back downstairs, his cell phone in hand. He called out toward the kitchen, “Jeeves, heat up my dinner and bring it into my office.”

“Yes, Mr. Roth,” Jeeves called back.

Jacob walked into his home office. The furniture was cherrywood and black leather. A large bookcase spanned one wall, filled with hardbacks. It was an homage to his father’s home office in Switzerland.

He opened his laptop and navigated to www.pleasurebots.com. The home page showed a video of a couple lounging by a fire, the beautiful young woman laughing and flirting with a man who appeared to be three times her age. Jacob tapped Premade Pleasure Bots. He browsed images of beautiful bots, some licensed by actresses, models, and porn stars. He didn’t know what he was looking for, but he knew it wasn’t any of these bots.

Jeeves walked into Jacob’s office, holding a steaming plate and a glass of water. The domestic bot was human shaped with a white and blue plastic covering over his titanium and aluminum frame. The bot spoke in an English accent. “Your dinner, Mr. Roth.”

“Set it here.” Jacob pointed to his desktop, next to his computer.

The bot set down the plate and water on Jacob’s desk. “Would you like some wine?”

“No. Shut the door when you leave.”

Jeeves left the office, closing the door behind him.

Jacob ate steak, garlic mashed potatoes, and salad as he continued to browse the site. He tapped Build Your Own Pleasure Bot. He started with the body. Curvy, large breasts, small waist, five-foot-four-inches tall. Then he moved on to skin tone. He toggled a bar from ghostly white to pitch black, before settling on a natural-looking white. He chose blue eyes, dark eyebrows, and shiny brown hair just past her shoulders. He ticked the box for real human hair. Jacob tweaked the facial features. Heart-shaped face. Small narrow nose. Doe eyes. Pink lips, not too big. He wanted her to look real.

Her AI had more options than her appearance. She could be unthinking and totally obedient, or she could be sentient—or at least as sentient as her AI could replicate. Jacob wanted her to be intelligent, gentle, affectionate, caring, and—most important—loyal.

For an additional fee, he could write her backstory, to be uploaded by the company. This worked well for widowers trying to replace a spouse or someone trying to replicate the one who got away. According to the website, every pleasure bot was different, and over time their experiences and learning affected their behavior.

Jacob was slack-jawed as he rotated her naked body on the screen 360 degrees. Her sticker price equaled three Ferraris. With the new job, he could afford it. He thought about shipping her to his New York apartment. He imagined coming home to her. Talking to her. Holding her. Kissing her. Making love to her.

His cell phone chimed, jolting him from his fantasy. He frowned at the number and answered the phone. “Dad?”

“Have you been watching the news?” Nathan Roth said this as more of an accusation than a question.

“No, I just got home,” Jacob replied.

“CNN’s livestreaming coverage now.”

“Coverage of what?” Jacob was already tapping to CNN.

“This was why I was hesitant to name you head of Roth North America. It’s 1:00 a.m. here, and I’m still working, while you put your feet up at seven.”

The DC Federal Reserve building appeared on the livestream. Tens of thousands of people surrounded the building, wearing black robes and white masks. Some of the masks had black circles around the eyes or black tears. Some had black tape over the mouth. Some held signs that read I know what you did to our money. Metro Police, Federal Reserve Police, and the National Guard surrounded the protestors.

A CNN reporter spoke over the livestream. “Metro Police ordered the protestors to disperse, but there hasn’t—”

Gunshots and tear gas were fired. The crowd roared and surged away from the gas and bullets. People pushed and trampled each other, searching for a way out. But they were surrounded.
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Summer and Almost Home

 

 

Two-foot-tall waves crashed on the beach. The ocean looked like an endless black hole. Summer and Patrick were in the Baja of California, twenty miles south of Ensenada. Hector aka El Minero had taken Summer, Byron, and Patrick back under the wall two days ago. Summer had been surprised that their fellow travelers under the wall had been gringos. Many of the gringos were gun enthusiasts and Second Amendment supporters who had warrants out for their arrests for various crimes stemming from the recent protests regarding the Sensible Firearms Act.

After making the long trek through the tunnel, Summer, Patrick, and Byron had spent a day hiding out in Mexico. Now they were waiting for their boat at 2:00 a.m. Fernando, Hector’s employee, signaled toward the ocean with his flashlight.

A cool ocean breeze cut through Summer’s shirt. She set Byron’s carrier on the sand and bent down in front of her sleeping son. Summer buttoned his little sweater and kissed his cheek. She zipped up her windbreaker.

Fernando turned off his flashlight and pointed at the inflatable boat silently motoring toward them. The boat rode the waves onshore, the sailor raising the electric outboard motor as the boat slid onto the sand. Patrick helped the Panamanian sailor drag the inflatable boat up the beach, out of the surf.

The sailor smiled in the moonlight. “Listo?”

They thanked Fernando. Patrick shook his hand and gave him a silver coin as a tip. Patrick and the sailor turned around the boat. Fernando loaded their bags. Summer transferred Byron from the carrier to a baby pouch attached to her chest; then she stepped onto the boat, sitting safely in the middle. She was careful enough that he didn’t wake.

Patrick and the sailor moved the boat into the shallow surf. They waited for the sea to calm, then Fernando pushed them into the surf. The sailor lowered the electric outboard motor, and they zipped over a small wave, the front end raising and falling with the crest.

A few minutes later, they reached the sixty-foot double-decker catamaran in the Pacific Ocean. They climbed the ladder to the big boat named El Rey. Summer made the climb with Byron strapped tightly to her chest in the baby pouch. Once on deck, Byron started to cry.

Captain Ignacio approached them, beaming, showing a silver incisor. The Panamanian captain said, “What’s all the noise?”

“Sorry. He’s a little cranky,” Summer said, bouncing him a little.

Ignacio waved his hand across the air. “No importa. You found your son.”

Summer nodded and offered a tired smile.

Byron continued to wail.

“He has a good spirit. May I hold him?” Ignacio held out his weathered hands.

Summer hesitated for a moment, then removed Byron from the pouch and handed him to the stocky captain.

Ignacio held Byron like an old pro, gently rocking, Byron’s head and neck supported by Ignacio’s large hand.

Byron stopped crying.

“Bueno. Bueno, hombrecito,” Ignacio whispered to Byron. Then he looked at Summer and said, “You must be ready to go home.”
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Naomi and Progun Terrorists

 

 

The morning after Halloween, Naomi sat at her desk in her congressional office, streaming CBS This Morning on her laptop. At the bottom of the screen, the headline read “The Halloween Massacre.” A perfectly coiffed anchorman sat front and center, shown from the chest up.

He said, “On Halloween, a crowd of nearly forty thousand antigovernment terrorists surrounded the Federal Reserve building on Constitution Avenue in DC. Their expressed goal was to seize the Federal Reserve’s servers to expose potential crimes committed by the central bank against the American people. At 7:13 p.m., after receiving several warnings from law enforcement to disperse, tear gas was fired into the crowd.”

CBS cut to a video of tear gas wafting through the crowd and protestors running from the gas. The anchorman spoke over the images. “Shots were fired at Metro Police, Federal Reserve Police, and the National Guard. In the video, you’ll hear two gunshots from the terrorists, followed by a barrage of gunshots from law enforcement and the National Guard. Please be advised, this video contains graphic images.” The anchorman went silent as the video played on the screen.

Two shots were heard, followed by a barrage of gunfire. The crowd dispersed like a school of fish, darting this way and that, but they were surrounded with no way out. Some protestors cowered and were trampled in the process. Others ran into the gunfire. The best strategy was to stay in the middle of the crowd. Those protestors were spared, their brethren acting as human shields.

CBS cut back to the anchorman and his somber face. “Two hundred and thirty-four antigovernment terrorists were killed, some 1,430 were wounded, and over 5,000 were arrested in a tragedy that’s being dubbed The Halloween Massacre.”

Naomi’s desktop phone chimed. Vernon’s face appeared on the OLED screen. Naomi stopped the CBS livestream. She tapped her office phone’s screen, selecting to Accept the call and to also show her face.

“I just received an invitation for you to be on Crosstalk on Saturday the ninth,” Vernon said.

“What’s the topic?” Naomi asked.

“Gun control. You’ll be debating Andrew Poole. I think you should do it. Especially after what happened last night.”

Naomi nodded. “I agree. Set it up.”

“Will do.”

“I still can’t believe they shot into that crowd,” Naomi said, shaking her head. “Was it really necessary?”

Vernon leaned forward, his face filling the screen. “The public supports the police and the National Guard on this. I know you have reservations, but you should probably keep that private.”

“Something’s not right. The media’s calling the protestors terrorists. Why is the media trying so hard to push that narrative? I’m not buying it.”

“What matters is what the public thinks. Especially those on the left. How do you think it’ll go over with your base if you support a bunch of right-wing progun terrorists?”
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Derek and the State-Sponsored Shakedown

 

 

Derek was in the greenhouse, checking the tree seedlings for insect and disease damage, pruning where needed. Voices came from outside. Men speaking Spanish. Derek peered through the greenhouse windows to see Marcos being restrained by two men in dark-blue uniforms, while a beefy officer supervised. Derek ran outside.

The beefy supervisor pointed a pistol in Derek’s direction and shouted, “Parada!”

Derek didn’t know what that meant, but he stopped in his tracks and raised his hands over his head.

Marcos sat on the ground now, his hands bound behind his back with zip ties. Two electric dirt bikes and an ATV were parked nearby. Patches on the shoulders of their uniforms read Policía Nacional de Panamá. Their pants were tucked into their black polished boots.

Derek’s arms were wrenched behind his back, his hands also cuffed together with zip ties. He was forced onto the ground next to Marcos. One of the officers stood over them, his pistol drawn, but not pointing directly at them. The supervisor tapped on a tablet off to the side. The other officer went inside Derek’s home, armed with a tablet. Derek peered across the orchard, toward Steven’s house. Through the mango trees, Derek caught a glimpse of Steven on the ground, an officer holding him at gunpoint.

“What’s happenin’?” Derek whispered.

Marcos shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Cállate,” the officer said, jabbing his gun in their direction.

Derek knew that meant to shut up. Derek assumed the officer was searching his home. For what? Do they know I escaped from Psycho Island?

The beefy supervisor approached and said to Derek, “Hablas español?”

Derek shook his head.

“Gringo piece of shit. You understand that?” The supervisor’s English was accented but clear.

Derek nodded.

“You fucking gringos come to my country and think you can live here and not pay. Fucking parasites.” The supervisor shook his head. “No más.” He pointed to Derek’s house. “Is that your house?”

“I live there, but it’s not mine.”

The supervisor took a picture of Derek with his tablet, tapped on the screen, then asked, “What is your name, gringo?”

Derek’s heart pounded in his chest. He figured the Panamanian police officer had access to the worldwide facial database. Facial recognition wasn’t 100 percent, as most people had multiple facial doppelgängers. Derek blurted out the first fake name that came to mind. “John Jacob.”

The supervisor scrolled with his thumb, then glowered at Derek. “Mentiroso.” He grabbed Derek around the neck with one large hand and squeezed.

Derek reddened.

Marcos shouted at the supervisor. “Déjalo!”

The supervisor let go.

Derek coughed and gasped for air.

The supervisor bent down to Derek’s sitting level, nearly nose to nose, and said through gritted teeth, “What is your name?”

Derek said, “Mike Johnson.”

The supervisor punched Derek, knocking him on his side.

Derek moved his jaw back and forth, his jaw throbbing and clicking.

The supervisor yanked Derek upright again. “Name.”

Derek pressed his lips together and looked straight ahead.

The supervisor exhaled a heavy breath. He showed Derek the screen. “Which one?”

Derek had six doppelgängers. One of the men on the screen was Derek Reeves. The other five had nearly identical facial features. He chose Salvatore Ricci.

The supervisor marched to his ATV and opened a storage container strapped to the back. He removed two chip cards, then swiped one over the tablet.

The other officer exited Derek’s house and called out to the supervisor, “Trescientos.”

The supervisor nodded and tapped on his tablet. He returned to Derek and dropped a chip card in Derek’s lap and said, “Salvatore Ricci. Welcome to Panama. You will receive a bill for back taxes. If you do not pay within thirty days, you will be arrested.”

The supervisor went through the same process with Marcos. Then they cut off the zip ties and left on their electric dirt bikes and ATV.

Steven approached from the mango grove, rubbing his wrists. “Everyone all right?”

“Más o menos,” Marcos said, standing from the ground, his chip card in hand.

“I’m fine,” Derek said, rubbing his jaw. “What the hell is this all about?”

“Taxes,” Steven said, his face like stone.

“How can they make us pay taxes?”

“They have our faces in the database. Our likeness is connected to these goddamn cards.” Steven held up his chip card. “And they connected our addresses using Googleplex Earth coordinates. I’m sure that’ll be for property taxes.”

“I gave them a fake name,” Derek said.

Steven shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. They have your likeness matched to your chip card. They’ll come here and set up facial recognition cameras. They’ll stop people for no reason. They’ll run faces through the database to see if people owe taxes.”

Derek knitted his brows. “What about the people who are wanted by the US government?”

“I don’t know. Panama has an extradition treaty with the US. Technically, they could make arrests and send people back to face charges, but I think this is about something else entirely. For the Panamanian government, it’s about money and making the gringos pay their fair share.”

“I don’t understand,” Derek replied. “I thought the new president said he would honor the agreement.”

Marcos frowned at that. “They lie.”

Steven nodded to Marcos. “For the US government, it’s about destroying the only thriving example of a stateless society. If we’re successful, others will copy us.”

Derek rubbed the back of his neck. “Why were they searching our houses?”

“They can’t actually find out how much we earn or how much money we have. Silver Coin is decentralized and anonymous. From what I can tell, they’re nosing around our stuff, guessing how rich we are. They put me down for eight hundred Fed Coins a week.”

“Five hundred for me.” Marcos pointed at Derek. “Three hundred for him.”

“This is a shakedown,” Derek said, his fists clenched.

“That’s exactly what it is. A state-sanctioned shakedown.”
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Jacob and Roth Holdings North America

 

 

The move had been relatively painless. Jacob’s new apartment was fully furnished. He’d brought his clothes and toiletries but not much else. He’d spent Sunday alone in his apartment, browsing pleasurebots.com. It had been nine years since he had met and fallen in love with Rebecca. They’d been inseparable until they’d traveled to the Virgin Islands to rescue Derek three months ago. They’d drifted apart ever since.

Jacob walked on Wall Street. Roth Holdings North America was only two blocks from his apartment. It was a breezy morning, in the mid-fifties. Like a tourist, Jacob gazed up at the office building. Twenty-seven floors with a glazed brick facade and strong geometric lines. Art Deco.

Jacob entered the lobby. His footsteps echoed off the limestone floor and high ceilings. Shiny modern furniture with brass accents formed a stylish waiting area. A security desk blocked access to the stairs and elevators. The CFO, Rueben Shapiro, waited in front of the security desk. He was a short bald man, with a crescent of salt-and-pepper hair.

He smiled and approached. “Mr. Roth. Welcome to Roth Holdings North America. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Mr. Shapiro,” Jacob said, shaking the man’s hand. “It’s good to see you.” Jacob knew Reuben but not well. The CFO had worked for the Roths for thirty years, so they had crossed paths on occasion.

“Please, call me Reuben.”

“Then I insist you call me Jacob.”

Reuben nodded. “The team is anxious to meet you.” Reuben handed Jacob an ID badge. “Your security badge. It gives you full access to all operations. It’s already synced to your face. Even if you lose it, it can’t be used by anyone else.”

Jacob put the lanyard over his head, the badge dangling to his chest.

They rode the elevator, stopping to meet the Media Team. This team worked directly with Roth-owned media outlets and other member-bank-owned outlets to craft messages advantageous to their goals. The Public Relations Team had a similar mission, but they worked with channels not controlled by the bankers. They were mostly programmers who created AI online personas to infiltrate websites with their brand of banker propaganda.

Lobbyists were on another floor. They were called the Political Development Team. The Takeovers and Acquisitions Team had several floors. Each dedicated to a different sector: energy, finance, technology, materials, defense, consumer staples, and transportation.

The Trading Team was by far the most profitable division, yet only a handful of programmers and quant developers worked there. Most of the work was done by lightning-fast computer algorithms. The proximity of their building to the New York Stock Exchange was a huge advantage, giving their algorithms a microsecond to front-run algos from other firms. The early bird gets the worm. The traders hadn’t had a losing day in eighteen years.

It was a whirlwind tour of the facility, Reuben making introductions and Jacob shaking hands. Jacob couldn’t remember most of the people he had met, but he’d been gracious and polite, and his employees had nervously returned the favor. He and Reuben rode the elevator to the top-floor executive offices. Reuben knocked on an open office door.

A male specimen stood from his desk. He resembled a Nordic superhero in a suit.

“This is Austin Wolff,” Reuben said, gesturing to the man. “He’s our fixer. If it’s an impossible task, this man will find a way.”

Austin offered a short, dignified smile. “I’m afraid Mr. Shapiro’s exaggerating.” He held out his hand to Jacob. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Roth.”

They shook hands, Austin’s large hands dwarfing Jacob’s.

“Likewise,” Jacob said.

“My condolences on the loss of your brother,” Austin said, as he retracted his hand. “I enjoyed working for him.”

Reuben finally showed Jacob to his corner office. The office was the size of a large New York apartment, complete with an executive bathroom and shower. Two of the walls were floor-to-ceiling glass, with a view of the New York Financial District. His desk was the size of a queen bed with multiple OLED screens. There was a wet bar, with bottles of liquor and wine discreetly displayed, and a sitting area with a brown leather couch and several matching chairs.

“If you need anything, I’m right down the hall,” Reuben said.

“Thank you,” Jacob replied.

Reuben left Jacob alone in his new office. Jacob approached the floor-to-ceiling windows. He looked down at the little people below and smiled.
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Summer and Forgiveness

 

 

The boat trip from Mexico to Panama had taken three days. They had arrived in Panama City on Monday morning. It would have been better if Captain Ignacio had taken them directly to Silver City, but he’d had business in Panama City. So Patrick had hired a car to take them to Yaviza. From Yaviza, they’d hired a fishing boat to take them down the Tuira River to Silver City. At last, they took a taxi from the Silver City docks to their home in Freetown, finally arriving Monday night. Byron had his bouts of crying during the trip, but, for the most part, he’d been a trooper.

They unloaded their luggage from the autonomous taxi. Patrick’s house was a two bedroom on concrete pillars. They trudged toward the steps, Summer carrying a sleeping Byron and the diaper bag, Patrick carrying two suitcases. Summer yawned, wishing someone would carry her to bed. She glanced at the overgrown kitchen garden. They’d been gone for nearly two months.

They climbed the steps to the front door. Most of the houses in Silver City were on stilts to protect from flooding. The lower floors were mostly used for carports, storage, and laundry rooms.

Patrick frowned at a notice attached to the front door. He opened the door and grabbed the notice as they entered their home. Summer flipped on the lights. Patrick lugged the suitcases inside, setting them upright in the living room.

Patrick skimmed the notice. “Shit.”

Summer turned to her father. “What is it?”

“The National Police is ordering us to register our faces and income.”

“Why?” Summer asked, her eyes wide open now.

Patrick scowled and said, “To tie us to a chip card so they can tax and control us.”

“Is this because of the assassinations?”

“It sure seems like a helluva coincidence.”

 

* * *

 

The next morning, Patrick placed two bowls of steaming oatmeal with raisins on the kitchen table. He sat across from Summer. She cradled Byron, feeding him a bottle of formula.

Summer glanced at the bowl of oatmeal in front of her. “Someone might have to feed me.”

Patrick smiled at that. “I can take him. You eat first.”

“No. Go ahead.”

Patrick took a big bite of his oatmeal, chewed, and swallowed. “Sorry. We’re light on fresh food. I’ll go to the farmers’ market today.”

“I can go after breakfast. I called the hospital this morning. I’m not back on rotation until this weekend.”

“They didn’t give you a hard time for being away for so long?”

Summer shook her head. “It was a leave of absence. The head nurse was thrilled to hear from me. They’re short-staffed.”

Patrick nodded. “That’s good.”

“Do you need the truck today? I can do the shopping around your schedule if you do.”

“I’m meeting with Steven for lunch. I need to figure out what the hell we’re gonna do about that notice from the National Police. Then I have a meeting with Truman this afternoon.”

Summer clenched her jaw reflexively at the mention of Truman.

Patrick continued. “I was gonna walk to both meetings. It’s probably only two miles round trip.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’m sick of being in cars.” Patrick grinned. “This deal with Truman is a good one. Two hundred ounces of silver for that flash drive. Even after what I spent on the trip, we’ll be in good shape. I’ll pay off the loan on this house, and we’ll have a little leftover for savings.” Patrick took another bite of his oatmeal.

“That’s great, Dad.” Summer forced a smile.

“I wonder what he’ll do with the video?”

Summer shrugged.

“It doesn’t make sense that he’d even want the video. From what you said, it shows Sutton refusing campaign support from Jacob Roth. It shows Sutton positively and the Roths negatively. I know Truman’s trying to establish an energy-backed cryptocurrency that’s in direct competition with the banker cryptos. But Sutton’s a socialist. Why would a libertarian wanna help a socialist?”

 

* * *

 

Summer pushed Byron in the stroller, browsing the farmers’ market. The stroller had a canopy to keep Byron out of the sun and a basket and pouches off the back that could hold groceries. Summer wore a straw hat to keep the sun off her fair skin, but it wasn’t that hot. It was in the upper seventies and breezy.

A modest crowd of Silver City residents also browsed, with their cloth bags and homemade carts. Some wore T-shirts that read Keep Silver City Free. A few stalls featured banners with the same message. Summer walked toward a corner stall filled with fruits and veggies. She stopped in her tracks, about thirty feet away.

A swarthy man with an athletic build weighed a cluster of red bananas. Summer stared at the tan man. He had wavy dark hair, cut above his ears. He was shaven, but he had dark stubble. She remembered him with wild hair and a bushy beard, but he had the same large nose and squinty eyes. It can’t be.

He looked her way, did a double take, then stared right back. He smiled from ear to ear, then marched from his stall toward her. “Summer?”

Her eyes were like saucers, her mouth hanging open. “Derek?”

Derek started to encroach her personal space to initiate a hug but stopped and took a step back, still beaming. “I hoped I would see you. Steven told me that you lived here, but he said you left, and he wasn’t sure when you were comin’ back. He wouldn’t tell me where you went.” Derek looked down at Byron, the wheels turning in his mind. “Is this your son?”

“Yes. I, um, … I really shouldn’t …”

“You don’t need to tell me. I’m happy for you that you have him. He’s a beautiful baby. Looks like you.”

“He looks more like his father.” Her tone had more edge to it than she’d intended.

Derek winced and bowed his head.

“They did the impossible. Didn’t they?”

Derek raised his gaze. “Who?”

Summer glanced around, making sure nobody was listening. She whispered, “Project Freedom and Billy and Rob and your ex, Rebecca. They rescued you.”

“It’s a long story. Why don’t you come over to my stand? I have shade and a chair. I’ll tell you all about it.”

They walked to the Freetown Orchard stall, Summer pushing the stroller. Two customers filled their bags with produce.

“So, you work for Steven Parker?” Summer asked.

“Yeah. It’s a pretty great job,” Derek replied. “Not much different than workin’ my family’s orchard in Virginia. We have one other guy, Marcos. He’s a good guy. Hardworkin’. Knows what he’s doin’. Easy to work with.”

Summer smiled. “That’s great to hear.”

Derek held up one finger. “Can you hold on for a few minutes? I need to take care of these customers.”

“I actually need some produce,” Summer said, grabbing a cloth bag from the pouch on the stroller.

Derek helped the customers, weighing and accepting payments via his phone, while Summer browsed and filled her cloth bag. The other customers left, leaving only Summer. She handed her cloth bag to Derek.

He weighed her produce, tapped his cell phone, then handed the bag back and said, “You’re all set.”

Summer placed the produce in the basket on the back of the stroller. “I still have to pay.”

“It’s on me.”

Summer furrowed her brows. “Oh, no. That’s not necessary.”

Derek swallowed hard. “I owe you much more than some produce.” His dark eyes were glassy. “I … I took his father.” He glanced to Byron in the stroller. “It’s a debt I can never repay. And you still helped with my rescue. Showed them where we were. Told them that I was still alive. I would’ve died in the ocean if it weren’t for you.”

Summer took a step forward and hugged him. They stood in the shade, holding each other for a long moment. They disengaged, and Summer wiped the corners of her eyes. She said, “I forgive you.”
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Naomi and Crosstalk

 

 

“The Sensible Firearms Act has resulted in a rash of protests throughout the United States. Today on Crosstalk, we will explore both sides of the gun control debate.” Rachel Innis sat between her two guests at a trapezoidal-shaped table. She gestured to the fresh-faced man at one end of the table. “We have Andrew Poole, libertarian congressman from New Mexico and gun rights advocate.” She gestured to the opposite end of the table. “And we have Naomi Sutton, socialist congresswoman from New York and unabashed supporter of a firearms ban.” The statuesque blonde smiled at her guests. “Welcome to Crosstalk.”

“Thank you for having me on,” Poole replied.

“Thank you, Rachel,” Naomi replied.

“Currently, violent crime is at an all-time low,” Rachel said. “It’s the safest it’s ever been in America. Mr. Poole, why do we need guns in this day and age?”

“There’s a misconception that the Second Amendment is about granting citizens the right to protect themselves from crime,” Congressman Poole replied, his hands folded on the table. “Yes, citizens should be able to protect themselves from crime, but the founding fathers wrote the Second Amendment so citizens could protect themselves from a tyrannical government.”

Rachel turned to Naomi and said, “Mrs. Sutton, do American citizens need guns to protect themselves from a tyrannical government?”

Naomi frowned and shook her head. “Guns will not protect us from a tyrannical government. They simply add to the body count. The Halloween Massacre is a perfect example of guns causing more injuries and death. Having said that, American citizens do need protection from the current tyrannical regime and the regimes that preceded it. No doubt about that. Everyday Americans have had their wealth stolen by capitalists and fascist oligarchies who cater to the almighty Fed Coin.” Naomi gestured to the congressman with her hands. “Mr. Poole and I may have some agreement here, but the idea of civilians possessing firearms as the answer to a tyrannical government is utterly insane. We need change, but that change will be far more effective if it comes from the ballot box than from the barrel of a gun. The difference between me and Mr. Poole is that I want to fix the system. It seems to me that he wants to destroy it.”

Poole glared at Naomi. “Americans have been voting for over 250 years, and the tyranny has only increased. We ship citizens to open-air prisons without due process. Conveniently, many of these citizens are those who have spoken against government power. This has been corroborated by a video recently released from US Penal Colony East. We have algorithms making automatic arrests. We have AI judges issuing warrants and handing out punishments. We have the National Guard firing into a crowd of protestors, killing over two hundred people. Then we have the media justifying the killings by labeling forty thousand American protestors as terrorists.”

“None of these issues would be remedied by arming civilians. On the other hand, if firearms were banned, those protestors would still be alive.”

“Maybe. Depends on whether or not you believe the protestors fired first,” Poole said.

“Two muzzle flashes are clearly seen coming from the crowd.”

Poole let out an exasperated breath. “The FBI has been engaged in counterintelligence for one hundred years. For all we know, they could’ve fired the first shots.”

Rachel frowned at the congressman. “Mr. Poole, that’s a very serious accusation. Do you really think the US government would kill its own citizens?”

Congressman Poole paused for a long moment, then said, “Yes.”

This was why Crosstalk was no longer a live show. Naomi knew that question and answer would never see the light of day. She also knew that Poole was lucky that it wouldn’t.
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Derek and the Tax Man

 

 

It had been a month since the Panamanian National Police had visited Silver City. Since that time, Freetown and many other Silver City communities had meetings to discuss the ramifications of the chip cards. Most had vowed to oppose any potential taxes levied by the Panamanian government. Truman Bradshaw had negotiated with the Panamanian government, but no progress had been made.

An undercurrent of fear coursed through Silver City. Rumors had swirled that wealthy residents would flee the free city. Without the tax exemptions, and the possibility of violence, the rich felt it wasn’t worth the risk. For dissidents like Derek, they had no place else to go. Silver City residents had waited on pins and needles for their tax bills.

Now they had arrived, delivered by Panamanian postmen. Derek stared at his bill.

 

1 Diciembre 2051

Número: 0019938

 

Ministerio de Economía y Finanzas

Edificio OGAWA

Vía España y Calle 52E

Provincia de Panamá

0801, Panamá

 

Salvatore Ricci

Apartamento A

78, Freetown Road

Provincia de Darién

0501, Panamá

 

2051 Impuestos Estimados: 15,600 Fed Coins

Impuesto Adeudado: 2,340 Fed Coins

 

Fecha de Vencimiento: 1 Enero 2052

 

Derek stood under a mango tree, late in the afternoon. He looked up from the letter and frowned at Steven. “Payment’s due January 1st. So much for negotiations.”

“The Panamanian government’s under too much pressure from the US,” Steven said. The old man hunched forward, leaning on a sturdy walking stick. He was short and frail, his face weathered and covered in sunspots.

“What happens if I don’t pay?”

“I assume they’ll send another bill with additional fees and interest. If you don’t pay that, eventually they’ll issue a warrant for your arrest.”

“How did they come up with 2,340 Fed Coins?”

Steven pointed a craggy finger at the notice. “Twenty-three forty is 15 percent of 15,600. That’s what they estimated you made in 2051. Of course, they have no idea how long you’ve been here or what you actually make. So, the National Police searched our houses and guessed. It’s up to us to prove differently. Guaranteed, anyone who tries to prove that they make less will be given a larger tax assessment.”

Derek had only been working at Freetown Orchard for about six weeks, but, if he had been working the entire year, his pay would’ve been triple the estimate.

Derek rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Twenty fifty-one’s not even over yet.”

“It will be by the due date,” Steven replied. “Then they’ll send us quarterly tax bills going forward. The Panamanian government gets a nice income stream. Panamanians are happy to make the gringos pay their fair share. And governments around the world no longer have to worry about Silver City standing as proof of a successful voluntary community. It’s a win for everyone except us.”

Derek folded the tax bill and shoved it in his back pocket. “You gonna pay yours?”

Steven shook his head. “No.”

“What should I do?”

“Wait a few days. We have an emergency community meeting planned for December fifth. It just went up on the Freetown message board. Other communities in Silver City will do the same. If we stick together, maybe we can fight this.”

An electric pickup turned into Steven’s driveway and parked. Derek and Steven watched the pickup between the rows of mango trees. Summer exited the vehicle and scanned the area. She spotted Steven and Derek and walked toward them on the grassy path between the trees. She wore light-blue scrubs and white sneakers.

Summer had softened since her time on Psycho Island. Her tan had faded. Her wavy brown hair had grown to chin length. She was still athletically built but she didn’t look so gaunt. Her face was a little rounder, which made her nose less prominent. She’d also softened toward Derek. Since she’d returned from the States last month, Summer had visited with Derek at the Farmers’ Market when she did her shopping each week.

Summer gave a little wave as she approached. “Hi, Steven. Derek. I’m sorry to show up here unannounced. I needed to talk to Derek. I tried to call.”

Derek touched his pocket. “Sorry. I left my phone in the greenhouse.”

“That’s okay. Maybe it’s better in person.”

“Did you get one of these?” Derek held up his tax bill.

She nodded. “That’s not what I’m here for. I did see on the message board that we have a Freetown meeting on Thursday night.”

“What are you and your dad plannin’ to do?”

“We’re trying to stay anonymous. I guess we’ll fight it if we have to. It’s all very scary.”

“Wait until after the meeting to make a decision,” Steven said. “A lot of people are in the same boat as you and Patrick.”

Summer nodded. “Thank you for the advice.”

“I should get off my feet. My legs are tired.” Steven staggered to his house, leaving Derek and Summer alone.

“Did you see that the FBI shut down Project Freedom? They arrested Cesar.”

Derek winced. “Shit.”

“The news article said that Project Freedom was a front for drug and gun smugglers. There was a picture of Cesar in handcuffs. I feel so guilty. This is all my fault.”

Derek furrowed his brows. “How is this your fault?”

Summer pursed her full lips. “When I went to the States for Byron, I took him from Connor’s mother. I’m sure she reported me to the police. My name probably triggered the FBI to get involved. Then six weeks later, they shut down Project Freedom. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“It could be a coincidence.”

She shook her head, her blue eyes misty. “I feel awful about it.”

“They saved my life too, but they were smugglers. They knew the risks.”

“Do you think they’ll send Cesar and his men to Psycho Island?”
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Jacob and the Filter

 

 

“Everything runs through an algorithmic filter,” Alvin said, sitting across from Jacob at his desk on the second floor.

Alvin Darling was the head of the Media Team for Roth Holdings North America. He was a gaunt middle-aged man, with a shock of jet-black hair. He looked more like a mortician than a high-powered executive.

Jacob had his hands folded in his lap, leery of touching Alvin’s glass desktop. So impractical. “Tell me more about how this algorithmic filter works.”

“Our algorithms analyze every video, article, and podcast,” Alvin said. “That includes images, video, audio, and written content.”

“Are the algorithms working only on new content?”

Alvin sat ramrod straight, his elbows on the armrests, and his long fingers steepled. He smelled like nicotine and smoke. “New and old content, but more of our resources are pointed to new. If we control the content, it doesn’t see the light of day until it’s filtered. The algos flag anything that’s off message. If it’s something we control, we’ll kick it back to the content creator for adjustments. If it’s something we don’t control, it goes to the Public Relations Team. Then they’ll unleash their army of AI bots to disrupt and to discredit the information.”

Jacob nodded. “What about content that’s favorable to our position?”

“That’s also sent to PR. Their army of bots are also used for good. They take that content and magnify it. Likes and positive comments. Increased digital traffic and ad revenue. Increased followers and subscribers. Most content creators stay on message because they know what generates the most traffic and what doesn’t. The bottom line is, content favorable to our position generates more traffic. Therefore, more content creators are creating content favorable to our position.” Alvin grinned, showing his nicotine-stained teeth. “It’s a positive feedback loop.”

“What about the presidential candidates?”

“The Political Development Team works with politicians, building partnerships. Then we support or hinder those politicians accordingly. Again, with the media outlets we control, we produce content positive for our politicians and negative to those we oppose. If the content is on a platform we don’t control, we use the AI bots to disrupt, discredit, or support, depending on the content. We’re supportive of Powers on the Democratic side and President Warner on the Republican side. We’re neutral on Montgomery and negative on Sutton. Of course, we work with many politicians, all the way down to the state level.”

Jacob rubbed his chin, thinking for a moment. “Isn’t our bias transparent to the public?”

Alvin leaned forward and clasped his hands on the desktop, his fingers like intertwined serpents. “We hire journalists with integrity. We don’t publish intentionally false content. We simply highlight content favorable to our message and suppress content that’s unfavorable. We do occasionally publish unfavorable content, but it’s typically buried in a heavy news cycle, and it’s often presented as theory, rarely definitive with concrete proof. To the public, it’s just another piece of content among thousands. It’s like finding a needle in a haystack and then not being sure it’s even a needle.”

“Do we run the risk of losing credibility as a news source?”

“This has always been a risk but less so than, say, thirty years ago. Many of the antibanking and antigovernment voices that existed in alternative media are simply gone. I used to think that the decline in these voices could be attributed to better messaging and better control of the messaging by the powers that be—whether it be us, other multinational banks and corporations, or governments. But my point of view has changed since that video surfaced a few months ago, showing that the US government’s been shipping off these dissidents to the island prisons. I think this policy has greatly helped to suppress or, more accurately, to eliminate these voices.”

“How much traction has that video had with the public? There has been an upswell of anti-island prison sentiment.”

“It was quite damning, more to the US government than to us directly, but indirectly to us, considering many of the disappeared dissidents were also against central banking. We devoted quite a bit of resources to suppress and to discredit that video. It was a successful campaign. The general public has largely forgotten about it.” Alvin grinned again. “Apathy has long been our friend.”
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Summer and Room 414

 

 

Silver City Memorial Hospital was a five-story building with one hundred patient rooms, two hundred beds, multiple operating rooms, and a helipad. Summer walked down the hallway toward the nurses’ station. A medical supply bot motored the opposite way. The bot resembled a shopping cart with long arms, capable of grasping items inside the cart and restocking shelves and drawers.

She glanced inside the waiting room as she passed and saw a beefy man in a suit. Summer cringed, recognizing him as one of Truman’s security guards. She continued to the nurses’ station, her heart pounding in her chest, worried that Truman might be around the corner. But he wasn’t.

The nurses’ station was decorated with artificial garland, lights, and an artificial tree.

Summer smiled at the middle-aged nurse on duty. “Good morning.”

The nurse frowned, bags under her eyes. “I’m glad you’re here. Dr. Fordham’s running late, and Heidi called in sick.” The nurse sighed. “We should replace her with a bot.”

Summer didn’t know what to say to that. “Anything pressing?” Summer picked up the rotation tablet, an eight-inch screen with a protective covering.

“Room 414. No name. Asked to remain anonymous. She came in about an hour ago with severe nausea. We gave her some vitamin B6 and ginger. I didn’t wanna give her anything strong because I thought she might be pregnant. She swore she couldn’t be pregnant, that she couldn’t have children. We did some blood work.” She smirked at Summer. “You’re welcome to tell her that she’s pregnant.”

Summer smiled at that and took the tablet to room 414. On the way, she thought about Byron and the joy a child brings to a mother’s life. Working full-time had been difficult with Byron at home. She had wanted more time off with Byron, but she’d been lucky to still have a job after her prolonged absence. Patrick had been providing day care over the last month.

Summer knocked and stepped into the room, shutting the door behind her. A blonde lay on her side, one arm held out straight, an IV attached. She wore a wedding ring. Where’s her husband? Her hospital robe was too big and off-kilter, exposing a circular bruise on her back shoulder. Summer’s stomach churned, thinking about the bite mark and bruise she’d had on her own shoulder three months ago. “How are you feeling?”

“A little better,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

She was a little pale from the sickness but still quite beautiful. Summer moved closer, her eyes on that circular bruise. Is that a bite?

The patient rolled to her back, concealing the bruise.

“I’m Summer.”

The woman broke eye contact.

“I know you wanna remain anonymous, but may I have your first name?” Summer asked. “I won’t share it with anyone, unless you give me permission.”

“Kyra.”

Summer offered a polite smile. “What a beautiful name.” Summer paused for a beat, then said, “Well, Kyra, your blood test came back, and you’re pregnant.”

Kyra sat up, her eyes like saucers.

“We’ll get you on a regular regimen of B6 vitamins to help with the nausea. The pharmacy has some great herbal remedies too, with ginger, cinnamon, and fennel. Ideally, you don’t wanna take any of the harsh anti-nausea drugs when you’re pregnant.”

Like an infant, just before they wailed, Kyra’s face contorted for a moment, then she sobbed. Her body shuddered. Her face was red and tearstained. Her neck and chest were blotchy, like she’d had an allergic reaction to something.

Summer sat next to Kyra on the bed. She placed her hand on top of hers and said, “Is there anyone I can call?”

Kyra shook her head, sniffling.

Summer grabbed a few tissues from the end table and handed them to Kyra. She wiped her face.

“What about your husband?” Summer asked.

Kyra shook her head again. “Please don’t. He can’t know.”

“If there’s domestic abuse, we can call your assurance agency. They’ll protect you.” Assurance agencies offered insurance, security, investigations, mediation, and a private court system.

Kyra frowned at that. “Nobody can protect me.”

Summer thought about Truman’s bodyguard in the hall and the bite mark on Kyra’s shoulder. “Are you married to Truman Bradshaw?”

She nodded, almost imperceptibly.

That piece of shit. Summer took a deep breath. “I’m assuming you do have an assurance policy?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Kyra started to cry again.

Summer hugged her. Kyra leaned into the embrace, crying on Summer shoulder.

After a long moment, they disengaged and Summer said, “I can talk to Dr. Fordham when he comes in. Maybe he can help. I’m new here—”

“No. You can’t tell anyone.” Her eyebrows were arched high.

Summer squeezed Kyra’s hand. “Ultimately, it’s up to you. This isn’t like the States. I don’t have an obligation to report. I do think you should consider calling your assurance agency. You do have power.”

She exhaled. “I’ll think about it.”

Summer removed a business card from the front pocket of her scrubs. “If you have any pregnancy issues or need anything at all, you can call me.”

Kyra took the card.

“My cell number’s on the back.”
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Naomi and Gun Nuts

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk in her congressional office, reading on her laptop.

 

Gun Nuts Resist Registrations

By: Jasmine Adler

Wednesday, 12-4-2051

 

The FBI estimates that 60 million Americans own over 340 million firearms. Six weeks ago, President Clayton Warner signed the Sensible Firearms Act into law. Since that time, the FBI has collected nearly 45 million gun owner registrations for 141 million firearms through their online registration portal.

 

In addition, local law enforcement has been inundated with voluntarily surrendered high-capacity magazines.

 

A picture of a pile of high-capacity magazines was on the screen, police officers posing behind it with their arms crossed over their chests. Naomi continued to read.

 

Georgetown professor and founder of the antigun nonprofit organization Repeal the Second, Dr. Hugh Lindley, has been critical of the registration and confiscation efforts by law enforcement. “Three percent of the American population owns half of all the guns. This is why the gun registration statistics are discouraging. Roughly 75 percent of gun owners have registered their firearms, but they’ve only registered about 40 percent of the guns in America. It’s the zealots, the gun nuts, the white nationalists, and the white supremacists that we need to worry about. It’s these people who have arsenals in their homes. And it’s these people who refuse to register because they have nefarious intentions.”

 

A knock came at Naomi’s door.

“Come in,” Naomi called out.

Vernon entered the office, shut the door behind him, and approached Naomi’s desk, his tablet in hand. “We have a serious problem.”

“What is it?”

He handed her his tablet and said, “Play the video.”

Naomi cringed at the video title. She pressed Play and watched herself, twenty years old, fresh-faced, and full of rage at a council meeting for Georgetown’s black student union. The six of them sat at a round table. Three black females, including Naomi. Two black males and one skinny white male.

The white male said, “I identify as a black male. I grew up in the inner city, in a black neighborhood. All my friends are black. I really don’t like white people. I just wanna be who I am. I wanna be treated like everyone else at the black student union.”

“But you’re not black,” Naomi said, glaring at the white boy. “You can’t culturally appropriate blackness and declare that you’re a person of color. You’re white. You’ll always be white. Just like I’ll always be black. Why don’t you go join the Young Republicans?”

“First of all, I’m a socialist. I’m not a Republican. Just like I identify as a socialist, I also identify as black. I just wanna be accepted.”

Naomi stood from her seat and pointed at the white boy. “Why can’t you let us have our own space? I’m so sick of white people and their fucking privileged opinions. Nobody gives a fuck what you think.”

“That’s not fair.” He held out his hands.

“Shut the fuck up! It’s not your turn anymore. I think I speak for everyone here when I say,” Naomi paused for effect, then pointed to the door and said, “Get the fuck out and don’t come back.”

The white boy furrowed his brows. His eyes went glassy.

A male council member laughed and said, “Damn. He’s fuckin’ cryin’.”

The video ended, and Naomi said, “This is not good.”

“It’s not,” Vernon replied, his expression serious.

“Where did this come from?”

“My guess would be Corrinne.”

Naomi raised one side of her mouth in contempt. “Maybe it’s time to release our video.”
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Derek and Pay or Go

 

 

On the first Thursday in December, the Freetown Community Center was packed, standing room only. Derek and Marcos stood near the back, waiting for the meeting to begin. Seats were fully occupied by Freetown residents. A video camera broadcasted the meeting live to other community centers in and around Silver City. Steven, Truman, and three other council members sat up front at a long rectangular table, name placards and microphones in front of them. A podium was set up in the center aisle, facing the council, near the front of the audience. A Christmas tree stood in the corner, decorated with lights, red bows, and glass balls.

Derek spied Summer sitting on the right side, near the front, cradling her son. Derek wondered what he and Summer were. Friends? Despite their tumultuous past, it felt good to see her again. She’s the only other person on Earth who understands what it’s like to go to Psycho Island, to escape, then to settle here.

“We’re about to begin,” Steven said into his microphone. “Please be quiet.”

The crowd quieted.

Truman Bradshaw spoke into the mike. “Thank you all for coming tonight. I’ve spent the last month negotiating with President Madrid and the Panamanian government, but I was unsuccessful.”

The audience gasped, and hushed whispering ensued.

Truman surveyed the audience, waiting for the residents to quiet again. His long, narrow face resembled a horse. The room went quiet, and Truman said, “Too much pressure is on the Panamanians from the US government and the Roth banking cartel. I’ve exhausted all diplomatic options. Individually, we have to make a choice. Stay and fight, stay and pay the taxes, or leave.”

Someone from the audience shouted, “I bet you’re leavin’.”

Someone else said, “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

Other audience members echoed that sentiment. “Neither do I.”

Derek thought, Yeah, me too.

“Part of being free is the freedom of choice,” Truman said. “It’s also the freedom to fail. Everyone has to choose what’s right for themselves and their families.” Truman paused for a moment. “I believe that the National Police will make arrests after New Year’s. If that’s the case, you have the next four weeks to make arrangements.” Truman glanced at his fellow council members and said, “I yield to the council.”

Steven Parker leaned into his mike and said, “I plan to stay here, for better or worse.”

A handful of people from the audience cheered.

Steven continued. “The National Police are bullies, and we’re the new kids in school. If we give up our lunch money this time, they’ll keep coming back, and eventually they’ll take everything. It won’t just be about taxes.”

A few residents nodded and mumbled their agreement.

“I’m planning an armed resistance with the Freetown Militia. Anyone who’s willing to participate or to help in any way, let me know. It doesn’t have to be actual combat. We need resources and support just as much as we need soldiers. I will be coordinating with the Silver City Militia as well. We need to begin preparations immediately.”

Someone from the audience shouted, “We’re not soldiers!”

Someone else said, “We came here to live in peace.”

“Please, save your comments until the end,” Steven said, showing his hands. “Everyone who wants to speak will have the opportunity.” Steven looked to his fellow council members. “I yield to the council.”

The other three council members made statements. One supported armed resistance; the other two supported paying the tax, then using diplomacy to restore Silver City’s tax-free status.

After the council spoke, residents queued behind the podium.

The first resident, an orangey-tan man wearing linen pants and a polo said, “I’ve lived here for seven years. This was my biggest fear when investing in real estate here. We don’t have protection from a standing army. I think we should pay the taxes and be thankful that it isn’t as high as in the US.”

Another well-dressed resident said, “We can afford these taxes. We should pay them and be done with it. It’s not worth going to war over. It’s certainly not worth dying over. I think the Panamanians assessed our estimated incomes much lower on purpose. They don’t want to come down here and arrest us and disrupt our community, but they have to save face with the US government and other Panamanians for that matter. I’ve heard grumbling for years that us gringos aren’t contributing to Panama.”

 

* * *

 

After the meeting, Derek waited in the back, his gaze on Summer. She wore a sundress with flats.

“Jew coming?” Marcos asked.

They had driven together in the two-seat electric ATV from the orchard.

Derek turned to Marcos and said, “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Marcos’s gaze flicked to Summer, shuffling in the line for the exit, then back to Derek. He grinned and said, “Okay.” Marcos left, merging with the line for the exit.

Derek smiled at Summer as she approached, bouncing Byron in her arms.

She smiled back and stepped from the line, with a middle-aged man in tow. “Hey, Derek. I wanted you to meet my father.”

Her father held out his hand. “I’m Patrick.”

Derek shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Derek.”

Patrick was average height, with a runner’s build. His brown hair was mixed with gray. “I wanted to thank you. Summer wouldn’t be here without your help.”

“And I wouldn’t be here without her help.”

Patrick looked Derek in the eyes and said, “It doesn’t negate what you did, nor does it change my gratitude.”

Derek dipped his head. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome.” He reached out and squeezed Derek’s shoulder for an instant. Then he turned to Summer and said, “I’ll take him.” Summer handed Byron to Patrick, the baby’s chubby little legs kicking the air. “We’ll be in the truck.” Patrick exited the community center, holding his grandson.

The large room was mostly empty now.

“Have you decided what you’ll do?” Summer asked.

“If Steven can fight, so can I,” Derek replied. “Not that I have anywhere else to go anyway. What about you?”

“My dad wants to stay and fight, but he wants me and Byron to go to some off-grid community. I haven’t made a decision yet. The whole thing’s terrifying.”

“It’s okay if you wanna sit this one out. You have Byron to think about.”

“You’re right.”

“Besides, you’ve been in enough danger to last a lifetime.”

She arched her eyebrows. “So have you.”

Derek cleared his throat. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Well, I should get going. I need to put Byron to bed.”

“Yeah, uh, have a good night.”

Summer turned to leave, but then turned back around. “You wanna get together? Maybe have lunch or dinner?”

Derek’s eyes widened. He struggled to contain his smile. “Yeah. That’d be great. How about Saturday?”
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Jacob and the GFE

 

 

Jacob rode the elevator to his penthouse apartment. He exited and walked down the hallway, chandeliers lighting his way. Fresh flowers were displayed along the wall on evenly spaced pedestals. Four two-story apartments occupied the top of the Wall Street building. His neighbors included a famous actress, a hedge fund manager, and the CEO of Next Generation Robotics. He’d seen the hedge fund manager in the elevator, but he’d yet to see the other two.

He peered into the camera embedded in his door. The facial recognition camera identified Jacob, and the door unlatched. He entered his apartment and hung his jacket on an aluminum hook in the foyer. The tantalizing aroma of Rosemary and roasted turkey filled his nostrils, whetting his appetite. He stepped down a short hallway to the kitchen, his leather shoes tapping the marble.

The kitchen had a large center island with a grill, stainless steel appliances fit for a professional chef, and the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen tending sautéed Brussel sprouts.

She turned from the stovetop, wearing a tight black dress and a bright smile with little dimples. “Welcome home, Jacob. Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” Jacob replied, stepping closer to the woman.

“Everything’s just about ready,” she said, taking the cast iron skillet from the stovetop and placing it on the granite counter. She turned off the burner and approached Jacob, wrapping her arms around him. She kissed him openmouthed and passionately, her tongue swirling with Jacob’s.

Jacob was already hard when they disengaged.

“I missed you today,” she said, touching the V of his collarbone and running one finger down his body. She stopped at his crotch, a wry smile on her luscious lips. She was petite but curvaceous in all the right spots, with the heart-shaped face of an angel. Her shiny brown hair flowed past her shoulders. Big blue eyes blinked up at him.

“I, uh, missed you too,” Jacob said, still feeling slightly uncomfortable with the rapid intimacy they’d developed.

Jacob had met Sierra eight days ago, on Black Friday. He hadn’t been looking for love. He’d been looking for sex. More important, he’d been looking for sex with someone willing to keep their relationship a secret. Sierra would certainly keep their relationship a secret.

Maybe Jacob’s mistress had also been about boosting his self-esteem after Rebecca had slept with Derek. Rebecca had claimed it was only a kiss, but Jacob didn’t believe her. If it was just a kiss, then why the hell had she smelled like another man? She must’ve been all over him.

Sierra grabbed a plate and a wineglass from the cupboard. “How was your day?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Busy.”

She stepped back to Jacob and squeezed his hand. “Why don’t you go sit down? Relax. I’ll bring your dinner to you in a minute.”

He nodded. “Thank you. I’ll be in the living room.”

Jacob left the kitchen, passing the formal dining room and the stairs that led to the upstairs bedrooms. The living room had floor-to-ceiling glass windows on two sides. Lights dotted the panoramic view of the New York skyline. A one-hundred-inch OLED screen hung on the wall above the fireplace, nearly invisible. The furniture was modern, with sharp lines and right angles.

Jacob slipped off his shoes and took off his suit jacket. He grabbed his phone from the inside pocket before tossing his suit jacket on the couch. He sat in an aluminum-framed leather chair and checked his texts. Two messages from Rebecca, asking if he was planning to come home for the weekend. His phone chimed. Speak of the devil.

He swiped right and said, “Rebecca.”

“Hey,” she said. “Did you get my messages?”

“I just got them. I’m working this weekend, so I can’t come home.”

Sierra stepped into the living room, carrying his dinner and white wine on a tray. Jacob put his finger to his lips. Sierra nodded, set his dinner on the end table and left.

The line went quiet for a moment. “The kids miss you,” Rebecca said.

“What about you?” Jacob asked.

“What about me?”

“Do you miss me?”

“This isn’t about me. I want you to be more involved, especially with the boys. They need their father.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “I told you that this job would be demanding. You could’ve moved to New York with me.”

“We talked about it. Lindsey’s graduating in the spring. I didn’t want to move the boys in the middle of the school year. It makes more sense to move this summer.”

“I know this is hard. It’s hard on me too. I’ll try to come home next weekend, and I’ll definitely be home for Christmas.”

“Okay.”

Jacob’s stomach rumbled as he eyed his turkey dinner sitting on the end table. “I should go. I need to make dinner. I didn’t even have time for lunch today.” That was a double lie. He’d eaten lunch with his CFO, Reuben.

“You could buy a domestic bot. With your new salary …”

“It’s frivolous. I’m not spending two hundred thousand Fed Coins on a bot. I can make do for the next seven months.”

“Well, I won’t keep you.” She paused for a beat, then said, “Bye.”

“Bye.” Jacob disconnected the call and set his phone on the end table. He moved his wine from the tray to the end table, then picked up the tray and set it in his lap. He ate his food and sipped his wine.

Sierra returned, sitting on the edge of the couch, a few feet away from Jacob. “How is everything?”

“Perfect. Thank you, Sierra.”

She grinned. “You’re welcome. Do you want to talk about your phone call?”

Jacob shrugged, his mouth full. He swallowed and said, “Rebecca wants me to come home this weekend.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“She wants me to come home for the kids, not her. She couldn’t even admit that she misses me.”

“Do you think she misses you?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think she loves me anymore. I don’t know if she ever loved me. Maybe it was always about the money.”

Sierra nodded, her eyes unblinking. “I’m sorry. I know that must hurt deeply. You deserve real love.”

“Is that what this is?”

She pursed her lips. “This is whatever you want it to be.”

Jacob wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin; then he placed the tray and his half-eaten dinner on the end table. He spread his legs apart and glanced at the floor in front of him. Sierra stood from her seat, her gaze locked on his. She slipped off her flats and sauntered toward him, her hips rocking back and forth.

Soft music came from the nanospeakers. She swayed with the music, sliding her spaghetti straps off her shoulders. The little black dress still clung to her curves. She danced closer, standing between Jacob’s legs. She bent forward, letting her hair tickle his nose, giving him a nice view of her cleavage. Sierra turned around, still swaying with the music. She sat in his lap, rubbing her backside against his crotch.

Jacob groaned.

Sierra peeked over her shoulder, a smirk on her face. “Could you unzip me?”

Jacob unzipped the dress, the zipper going all the way down to her thong.

Sierra stood and turned around, her arms crossed over her chest, still holding the dress in place. She giggled and let it fall a little, exposing the tops of her breasts. Jacob swallowed his saliva. She let her dress fall to the floor. Sierra was naked except for a lacy black thong.

“Now you can unzip me,” Jacob said.

Sierra giggled again and slid her thong down her shapely legs. Jacob’s gaze settled on her vagina, close enough to touch. She kneeled between his legs, undid his belt, and opened his fly. She squeezed his erection, then pulled it through the hole in his boxer shorts.

Jacob moaned, her head bobbing up and down in his lap. He leaned his head back, his eyes closed. He thought about what he’d said to Rebecca. Two hundred thousand Fed Coins for a domestic bot was frivolous, but 1.2 million Fed Coins for a custom AI girlfriend-experience bot was worth every single fractional Fed Coin.





 

 

 

25

Summer and Killing Changes a Man

 

 

“He’s asleep,” Summer said, walking into the kitchen.

Patrick grabbed the teakettle just before it started to scream. “You want some tea?”

“Sure.” Summer sat at the kitchen table. “Do we have any chamomile?”

“Chamomile and lemongrass okay? There’s no caffeine.”

“Sounds great.”

Patrick placed the steaming mugs of tea on the table to steep, along with a jar of honey and a plate with two spoons. He sat across from his daughter and said, “You were talking to Derek for a while.”

Summer smirked. “Is there a question in there?”

Patrick grinned at that. “What did Derek have to say?”

“He just wanted to know what I was planning on doing.”

“What’s he gonna do?”

“He’s staying. He said, if Steven can fight, so can he.”

Patrick nodded. “Sounds about right.”

“I asked him out.”

Patrick cocked his head in confusion. “On a date?”

Summer lifted one shoulder. “I just asked him if he wanted to have lunch or dinner sometime. He suggested dinner on Saturday.”

Patrick narrowed his eyes at Summer. “You really think that’s a good idea?”

“You don’t like Derek?”

“It’s not that. He saved your life. I’m sure he’s a decent man, but that doesn’t erase what he did to Connor. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Summer looked down for an instant, then to her father. “He’s the only one who truly understands what I went through. What happened with Connor …” Summer shook her head. “They were forced to fight to the death. I watched Connor kill men that day, just like Derek. They were all fighting for survival.”

“I understand that, but killing changes a man.”

“What about a woman?”

Patrick was slack-jawed, his eyes wide open. “You …”

“I shot a man. I haven’t lost a second of sleep either.” Summer glared at her father. “Am I different now? Should people stay away from me?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

Summer sighed and softened. “I never told you. This is the first time I’ve thought about it since I left Psycho Island.”

Patrick leaned forward, resting his elbows on the kitchen table. “I’m here, if you wanna talk about it.”

“I don’t. It’s over. I don’t regret it. And this thing with Derek? I don’t know what’s gonna happen. It’s just a date. I’m not even sure if he likes me in that way.”

Patrick raised his eyebrows. “Do you like him in that way?”

“I think we should change the subject.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“I don’t know how I feel yet. Can we drop it?”

Patrick showed his palms in surrender. “Okay. Have you made up your mind about Costa Rica?”

“I’ll go, but I don’t wanna leave right away. I’d like to spend Christmas here with you.” Summer removed the teabag from her mug and placed it on the plate.

“Good. I’ll make the arrangements.” Patrick also removed the teabag from his mug.

Summer’s phone chimed. She removed her cell phone from her pajama pants pocket and looked at the screen.

Patrick glanced at his watch. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know.” Summer swiped right and said, “Hello?”

“Summer. This is Kyra from yesterday at the hospital.”

“Yes. Hi.” Summer stood from the table, leaving her tea, and mouthed to her father, It’s a patient.

“I’m sorry to bother you so late,” Kyra said.

Summer walked to her bedroom and shut the door. “It’s fine. It’s not too late. How are you?” Summer sat on her bed.

“I was wondering if we could talk in person. Maybe go for a walk?”

“Sure. I’m off this Saturday. I’m free in the morning.”
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Naomi and Perspectives

 

 

Naomi sat in the middle seat behind the glass table, sandwiched between the four female cohosts of Perspectives. The cohosts represented a diverse group of women and perspectives. Hence the name of the show. And hence the range of ages, races, sexual orientations, and backgrounds. Kendra was young and gay and black. Oleander was old and white and very leftist. Ericka was young and Venezuelan and very conservative. Greta was Korean and middle-aged and center left politically.

The OLED screen behind them played Naomi’s Georgetown antiwhite tirade. The studio audience gasped when Naomi in the video said, “I’m so sick of white people and their fucking privileged opinions. Nobody gives a fuck what you think.” The F-words were bleeped, but the audience understood what she had said.

At the conclusion of the video, all eyes were on Naomi. The studio lights felt hot on her forehead. Don’t sweat.

Finally, Ericka said, “I’m sure we all have things we’ve said in our past that we’d like to take back, but we all aren’t running for president. Mrs. Sutton, is there anything you’d like to say to the American people about the video?”

Naomi took a deep breath. “I’m embarrassed by my behavior. I wish I could go back and tell my younger self that anger isn’t the cure for prejudice. I apologize to Cory, who was the young man in the video, and to anyone who was offended by my words. Cory didn’t deserve that treatment.” Naomi had already been coached by Fletcher and Vernon to keep it short and sweet without any excuses.

The audience applauded her apology.

Kendra asked, “How long ago was this video taken?”

“Thirty-three years ago,” Naomi replied. “I was twenty at the time.”

Kendra shook her head, a scowl on her face. “And this is just coming out now? I don’t know about this. Sounds awfully convenient.” Kendra addressed the studio audience. “Let’s not forget that someone tried to assassinate Mrs. Sutton.” Kendra turned back to Naomi and said, “I’m so sorry for the loss of your husband in the attack.”

Naomi bowed her head and nodded. “Thank you.”

Kendra addressed the studio audience again. “Seems to me that powerful people don’t want Mrs. Sutton to be president, which is exactly why we should want her to be president.”

The audience cheered.

“You’re not bothered by her racist rhetoric?” asked Ericka, the conservative.

Kendra rolled her eyes. “That wasn’t racism. Racism is power plus prejudice. People of color lack the power to be racist against whites. Mrs. Sutton was a young frustrated black woman. If you knew what it was like to be a black woman, you’d understand her frustration.”

The audience applauded.

Ericka smirked at Kendra. “You better watch out using the b-word. Isn’t that a hate speech violation?”

Kendra snapped her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “Child, please. The word black is not hate speech.”

“Kendra’s right,” Oleander, the old leftist said. “There has to be a perceived offense and no effort at correction to qualify as hate speech. For example, if I described Kendra using the b-word, and she asked me not to, but I continued to address her using the b-word, she could file a criminal complaint.”

Kendra grinned at Oleander and said, “For the record, you’re welcome to describe me as black and beautiful.”

The audience laughed.

Kendra continued. “There hasn’t been a single person of color prosecuted for using the word black.”

“What about that mechanic from Michigan this past summer?” Ericka asked.

Kendra frowned at Ericka. “First of all, he was white. Second of all, it wasn’t that he used the word black, it was that he kept calling his customer, the black. He knew the woman’s name, but he kept telling one of his mechanics, the black wants this and the black wants that. He was reducing her to a skin color. That was hate speech. He got what he deserved.”

The audience applauded again.

Greta, the middle-aged Korean said, “I think we need to move back on topic. Mrs. Sutton’s past prejudice is the issue at hand.”

“The fact that this is surfacing thirty-three years after the fact gives me cause to pause,” Oleander said. “I’m sure I said much worse as a twenty-year-old.”

“Do you believe all races should be treated equally in this country?” Greta asked Naomi.

“Of course,” Naomi replied. “I believe in equality and justice for all.”

“For as long as I can remember, Asians have had higher standards for entry into college than other races, unfairly penalizing Asian students. If you’re elected president, will you fight to repeal this inequality?”

“Asians were never subjected to slavery and Jim Crow. They were never systematically impoverished and enslaved. College admissions don’t punish Asian students. They simply give a leg up to those groups in the most need.”

Greta raised her eyebrows. “Asians have faced discrimination in this country. Japanese people were placed in internment camps during World War II. Propaganda posters of the time portrayed the Japanese as bloodthirsty murderers with fangs. Look up Tokio Kid. And what about the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882? It was the first and only time an ethnic group was singled out and excluded from American soil.”

“Nobody’s denying that Asians have had their struggles in America,” Naomi said. “My goal is to even the playing field.”

Greta glowered at Naomi. “By taking from one group to give to another?” 
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Derek and Central Command

 

 

Just outside Freetown, the Freetown Militia had spent the morning clearing a small section of jungle, leaving the upper canopy intact. The secluded campsite would be the location of their Central Command.

Three dozen men and a handful of women stood in front of Steven Parker Jr. Most wore jungle fatigues and boots. Derek and Marcos stood next to each other in the audience. The rush of water from the nearby river played in the background.

“Once this campsite is complete, you’ll pair up and set up smaller campsites throughout the jungle,” Steven said, looking pale and frail.

The audience nodded along.

Steven continued. “We’ll be decentralized, like terrorist cells, but connected by encrypted walkie-talkies. Each cell can contact each other and the Silver City Militia. Even if the Central Command camp falls, the other camps can still operate independently. We’ll have power here from the microhydro. We have three more microhydro setups for those with camps near the river, but many of you will be without power. It’ll be up to you to monitor your equipment and to recharge when needed from one of the powered camps. We also need to set up nanocameras throughout the community and the main road, so we know when the PNP are here and what they’re doing.” Steven paused for a breath. “Truman donated some camo gear, drones, and robodogs, along with the comms. We’ll pick up that stuff today.”

Derek raised his hand.

Steven nodded to him.

“Does anybody here know how to operate the drones or the robodogs?” Derek asked.

One man raised his hand and said, “I have a security dog at home, but Silver City Security set it up for me.”

Steven sighed. “Unfortunately, the five robotics engineers living in Freetown and Silver City all left. We’ll have to read the manuals and figure it out for ourselves.”

A few people in the group grumbled under their breath.

A stocky man asked, “What happens if we lose?”

“We’ll go to prison, or we’ll be killed,” Steven said.

More grumbling came from the group.

Steven surveyed the Freetown residents, glaring. “This is dangerous. No two ways about it. If you’re not willing to risk your life, I suggest you leave now.”

Five people grabbed their gear and left. Derek, Marcos, and the others watched them leave in silence.
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Jacob and President Warner

 

 

Jacob paced in his penthouse office, along the floor-to-ceiling windows.

President Warner said, “My condolences, Jacob. It was a shock. I considered Eric a friend and a confidante.”

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Jacob replied, his encrypted cell phone to his ear. “I hope to fill Eric’s large shoes and to provide the same support to your presidency and to your campaign.”

“Corrinne may give me a run for my money.” President Warner chuckled. “Or rather a run for your money.”

“Ideally, we’d like to see you reelected.”

“That’s great to hear. Of course, your family’s interests also align with Corrinne.”

“As you know, we fund both sides. The economy is too important to be left to the whims of the public. Having said that, you’ve been an excellent president and partner. Our media will be slightly in your favor. We’d like to see you in office for another four years.”

President Warner sighed. “We’ll see. If it wasn’t for the electoral college, I wouldn’t be in office now. This country is tilting more to the left every year. I fear that we’re approaching a tipping point.”

Jacob stopped pacing and stared at the Wall Street skyline. The cloud cover made the city look gray and dirty. “The pendulum is certainly swinging to the left.”

“Hopefully, we can keep the wolves at bay for another four years.” Warner chuckled to himself again. “Well, I have a cabinet meeting to attend, if there’s nothing else.”

“One more item. What’s the status on Panama and Silver City?”

“President Madrid has already levied taxes on Silver City residents. Now it’s a waiting game. The residents have until the New Year to pay.”

“Do you think they’ll pay?”

“They’ll pay, or they’ll go to prison. According to the CIA, many wealthy residents have already fled. Either way, Silver City’s experiment as a stateless society is over.”

“Excellent.”

“I’ve had at least four conversations with Eric about Silver City over the past few years. Off the record, I’ve never understood your family’s interest in Silver City. It’s a tiny lawless place in a remote jungle.”

Jacob gazed at the little people on the sidewalk, scurrying to their jobs. “Our concern isn’t Silver City. Our concern is the proliferation and imitation of Silver City by other communities.”
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Summer and Crossing Paths

 

 

“My dad told me that this is the best park in the area,” Summer said, parking Patrick’s truck in the gravel parking lot.

“I’ve never been here,” Kyra replied.

They exited the truck and approached the little shack by the trailhead. An old Panamanian sat out front, whittling a beautiful toucan. Next to him was a table with his wares finished and painted. Parrots, hummingbirds, monkeys, jaguars, and eagles.

The man set his wooden toucan on the table and stood from his seat. His English was accented but very good. “Welcome to Waterfall Park, the most beautiful place on Earth. Would you like to see the waterfall?”

Summer glanced at Kyra. “We just wanted to walk a little.”

The Panamanian smiled. “It’s not far. Two miles. One mile to the waterfall. One mile back.” He removed a cell phone from his pocket. “Would you like to buy a pass?”

Patrick had already told Summer that the trail cost .005 Silver Coins per person. The revenue from hikers and bird-watchers paid for the upkeep of the trail. “Sure.” Summer browsed his display of painted wooden animals. “How much for the parrot?”

The man handed her the red parrot. “For you, a special price. Point zero six Silver Coins.”

This was roughly equivalent to sixty Fed Coins. Summer smiled. “Okay.” Summer paid for the parrot and both hiking passes, despite Kyra’s protests.

“It’s a very good choice,” the man said, handing Summer the parrot.

“Can you hold it for me?” Summer asked, handing it back. “I don’t wanna lose him.”

The man grinned and took the wooden bird. “He might fly away.”

Summer laughed at that.

The man pointed to the trail. “Follow the red marks.”

Summer and Kyra walked on the jungle path. The path was covered in leaves and wide enough for two people to walk side by side. Dappled sunlight filtered through the dense canopy. Some trees were gargantuan. Summer and Kyra could link arms, and they still wouldn’t come close to covering the circumference of these trees. Birds squawked and sang. Various critters scurried on the leaf litter.

Throaty barks came from high above. Summer peered into the tree canopy to find a troop of spider monkeys. “Look at the monkeys,” Summer said, pointing upward.

Kyra gazed upward but didn’t comment.

She hadn’t said much of anything. For someone who wanted to talk, she’s awfully quiet.

As they continued along the trail, they heard the rush of running water. They eventually came to a bridge, which crossed a small gorge, fast-moving water beneath them.

They continued deeper into the jungle, alongside the rushing stream. Vines snaked up the tree trunks. Tree roots crisscrossed over the path. The path veered right, toward the whoosh of falling water.

The path widened, and the forest canopy opened as they approached the waterfall. Summer and Kyra stood at the edge of a light-blue pool, near a wooden bench, white water falling from one hundred feet above, the rocks slick and smooth.

“It’s beautiful,” Summer said, her hands on her hips.

Kyra sat on the bench.

Summer sat next to her.

“This is awkward,” Kyra said.

“What’s awkward?” Summer asked.

“This.” She shook her head. “I barely know you. I’m so embarrassed. But I can’t talk to my family. He sends them a check every month. They practically worship him. I have no friends. He’s isolated me. I literally have nobody to confide in.” She started to cry.

Summer rubbed Kyra’s back. “It’s okay. I’m not judging. If you need to talk, I’m here.”

Kyra sniffed back her mucus and wiped her eyes with her T-shirt sleeve. “I don’t know what to do. I didn’t think I could get pregnant. I thought it was me. The doctors said it was me, but they’re his doctors.”

“Doctors aren’t always right.”

“You don’t understand.” Kyra bowed her head and sobbed.

Summer rubbed her back again, letting Kyra cry. When the sobs subsided, Summer said, “What don’t I understand?”

Kyra wiped her face with the hem of her T-shirt this time, exposing a black sports bra underneath. Her face was red and blotchy. She said, “I think he’s the one with the problem. All this time, he’s acted like it was me, like I was defective.”

“How do you know that?”

Kyra took a deep breath. “Because this baby isn’t his.”

Summer’s eyes widened.

Kyra looked away for a beat, then stared at the blue pool of water. “I had an affair.” She pursed her lips. “I think deep down I knew Truman was lying, and I wanted to have another man’s baby. My revenge.” Kyra turned to Summer. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. Feel free to run away.”

Summer squeezed Kyra’s hand. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Kyra nodded.

“What about the father?”

Kyra shook her head again. “It’s over between us. He found out I’m married. I found out he has a shady past. Not exactly sturdy ground to begin a relationship.”

“You should tell him about the baby. Maybe he can help.”

“He can’t know. Nobody can know. Truman would have him killed. Truman has a way of making his enemies disappear.” Kyra swallowed hard, her head bowed again.

“What if we went to talk to your assurance agency? If they can build a case—”

“No. Whatever I say to them will go directly to Truman.”

Summer exhaled. “What do you wanna do?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t have this baby.” Kyra said this barely above a whisper.

“Do you want this baby?”

“I can’t have this baby.”

Summer shifted her body on the bench toward Kyra and leaned closer. “That wasn’t the question. Do you want this baby?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want.” Her voice was resigned. “I’ll get an abortion, and I’ll go with Truman to Singapore on the twenty-eighth.”

“I could talk to my dad. He knows people in Silver City who might be able to help.”

“No. You have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone.”

Summer hesitated for a moment.

“Promise me,” Kyra said, more emphatically.

“I promise.”

Kyra nodded again. “Can we talk about something else? Anything else?”

 

* * *

 

On the hike back from the waterfall, Summer said, “It’s kind of eerie around here with everyone gone.”

“I know,” Kyra replied, walking alongside Summer. “I was in Silver City yesterday, and it was like a ghost town.”

“I’m worried about my dad staying here.”

“Is he not planning to pay the tax?”

“No.” Summer stepped over a thick tree root. “He’s not the compromising type. He’s the stand-by-your-principles-even-if-it-kills-you type.”

“Maybe the Panamanians will back down.”

“Maybe.” Summer sighed. “I’m trying not to freak out about it.”

“Maybe your dad will change his mind.”

Summer frowned. “Like I said, he’s not the compromising type.”

They hiked in silence for a few minutes.

Kyra broke the silence. “What are you doing tonight? Any big Saturday night plans?”

“Actually, I have a date,” Summer replied, blushing.

“Really? Who’s the lucky man?”

“His name’s Derek. He works at Freetown Orchard.” Summer smiled at Kyra.

Kyra’s face was ashen.

“You okay?” Summer asked, her smile evaporating.

Kyra forced a smile and took a deep breath, the color returning to her face. “I’m fine. You were saying?”

“Derek and I are just friends.” Summer sighed. “Actually, that’s not entirely accurate. I’m not sure what we are. We have a … complicated relationship.”
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Naomi and Kissing the Ring

 

 

Naomi watched That’s the Point on her laptop. The host, Sebastian Gannon, sat across a glass table from Congressman Randal Montgomery.

“I don’t think what she said was racist,” Randal said. “Racism is power plus prejudice. Clearly Naomi, as a twenty-year-old woman of color, did not have power. If she were a comedian, it would be described as punching up.”

“Whether it was youthful anger or punching up, do you think this incident has hurt her campaign?” Sebastian asked.

“The polls show a slight drop for her.”

“And you’ve moved up in the polls.”

Randal nodded. It was ironic that a blond white man from South Carolina was benefiting from a racial tirade by a black woman. “Well, the voters she lost were split between me and Corrinne.”

“Prior to this incident, there was speculation that you would concede and would endorse Naomi for the Democratic nomination.”

Randal grinned, his blond mustache spreading across his face. “Is there a question in there, Sebastian?”

Sebastian smiled back. “Is it true?”

“I’m still in the race.”

A knock came at Naomi’s office door. Naomi paused the video. Vernon entered immediately afterward.

Her chief of staff approached her desk, wearing a dark suit. His dark eyes looked a little droopy that Saturday morning and his beard needed a little manicuring. Naomi couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy, wondering if he was up late with a woman.

“I just spoke with Fletcher,” Vernon said.

Naomi frowned. “Let me guess. He wants me to bow down to the Roths.”

Vernon sat across from Naomi with a groan. “Donations have slowed to a trickle. We’re losing ground to Corrinne in the polls. If we don’t make a move soon, it’ll be too late.”

“What about the video?”

“It’ll help, but guess who owns most of the mainstream media? Most people probably won’t see it. Even on independent media, the Roths have their AI bots. There’ll be just as many sites claiming it’s a deep fake as sites claiming it’s real.”

Naomi’s shoulders slumped in resignation. “I’ll think about it.”
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Derek and Camp

 

 

Derek and Marcos had spent most of Friday and Saturday morning working on their base camp. They’d cleared a small area of jungle, leaving the upper canopy. Derek had driven the compact excavator from the farm to dig out a primitive underground base. They’d used bamboo for the walls, thatch for the roof. Nearly all their gear could be stored underground. All except the excavator and the ATV. The compact excavator would go back to the orchard, and Steven’s electric ATV would be covered with camouflaged netting.

Derek stood, reading an instruction manual on his tablet. Marcos worked on the thatch roof. The robodog stood at attention, a rifle installed on its back. It was roughly the size of an adult German shepherd. According to the manual, the four legs had compliant elements to absorb shock and to recycle energy from one step to the next. It had an onboard computer to control locomotion, to process sensors, and to communicate with the user. It was equipped with AI learning that could be unleashed when a clear enemy was established. The dog’s control system was highly sophisticated, using many sensors, a gyroscope, LIDAR, and a stereo vision system.

The dog could run up to twenty miles per hour, climb steep slopes and muddy trails, walk on rocks, and carry loads up to four hundred pounds. The rifle attached to its back contained a drum magazine and was capable of firing two hundred rounds with pinpoint precision. Derek thought about his daughter, Lindsey, and her expertise in robotics. I could really use her help right now. He felt a pang of despair, knowing he’d likely never see her again.

“What is this?” Marcos touched a large canvas bag next to his pile of rough-cut wood for the roof.

Derek looked up from the table. “An inflatable raft.” It was a donated piece of equipment that none of the other groups had wanted.

“Por qué?”

“If we have to retreat, we can use the river.” Derek thought of his late-friend Bo. “A friend of mine taught me that it’s always good to have an escape plan.”

“The river is rough.”

“It’s a last resort.”
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Jacob Finds Real Love

 

 

The city that never sleeps was awake that Saturday. Jacob stood in his penthouse apartment, gazing at the lights dotting the skyline, a glass of scotch in hand. He stepped to the couch and sat down. He rolled his ice cube around his glass, the amber-colored whiskey reminding him of that night. Jacob thought about what Eric had said to him on the yacht. Rebecca came on to me at your wedding reception. If I wanted to sleep with her, I could have. That was bullshit. Jacob knew that. He took a swig of whiskey. Rebecca never looked at Eric with any desire whatsoever. That was Eric being Eric. But he never disrespected Mayer like that. The fucking disrespect.

Jacob gulped the last of the whiskey. Eric wasn’t wrong about everything he said that night. Eric’s words replayed in Jacob’s head. These things happen to you because you’re a coward. Because you’re weak. That’s why Maya fucked your roommate in college. That’s why Rebecca fucked her ex-husband. This is why you’re the CEO of a failing company and why your little brother is head of Roth North America. This is why dad can’t stand the sight of you. Jacob thought about his punch that missed the mark. His shove that didn’t. Searching the black water. The quiet of the night. Only the hum of the electric motor and the water churning in the wake.

Sierra strutted into the living room, holding a plate with a generous piece of coconut cake. Her smile melted, and her brows furrowed. “Is everything all right?” She set the cake on the granite coffee table and sat next to Jacob on the couch, their thighs touching. She took his hand and asked again, “Is everything all right?”

Jacob leaned forward and set his scotch on the coffee table. He fell back on the couch and swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Would you like to talk about it?” she asked, still holding his hand.

Jacob let out a ragged breath. Then he told her everything. How he was teased in school for his Jewfro. How every woman he’d ever loved had betrayed him. How his mother was cold. How his father hated him. How his father favored his brothers. How Eric had never let him forget about that fact. How Jacob had snapped and had shoved Eric off that boat. Jacob hung his head and sobbed.

Sierra pulled Jacob to her chest, holding him, rocking him softly. They stayed like this for many minutes, until Jacob finally sat up. He removed his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. Sierra’s perfect face was saline-streaked in sympathy and solidarity.

“I’m sorry,” he said, wiping the saline from her face. He knew she could cry, but it was the first time he’d seen it.

“No need to apologize. Thank you for trusting me. It means a lot to me.”

Jacob nodded, trying to suspend disbelief.

“I hope I’m not overstepping my bounds, but your experiences break my heart.” Her voice quivered. “Throughout your life, the people who were supposed to love you did exactly the opposite.”

Jacob nodded again, suppressing the tears from reemerging.

“And you’ve been through a terrible tragedy.”

“I killed my brother, and part of me is happy about it.” Jacob sniffed.

Sierra shook her head. “No. You didn’t. It was an accident. It’s not your fault. He was abusive to you. Of course you’ll have conflicting feelings about his death, but that doesn’t mean it’s your fault. Please stop punishing yourself. You’re a good, kind person, deserving of love.” Sierra kissed him on the lips, his cheek, then she whispered in his ear, “I love you, Jacob.”

He hugged her tight, dopamine surging through his body. He knew it was bullshit. She was programmed to love him. But he wanted to believe.
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Summer and Late for a Date

 

 

Patrick entered the kitchen, already wearing pajama pants and a T-shirt. Summer sat at the table, listening to Byron’s breathing through the baby monitor.

“He’s not here yet?” Patrick asked, glancing at his watch.

“He’s running late,” Summer replied. “He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

Summer handed Byron’s baby monitor to her father. “Byron’s asleep.”

A knock came at the front door. Summer’s heart skipped a beat. She stood, smoothed her sundress, and kissed her dad on the cheek. “Thank you for watching Byron. I won’t be too late.”

Patrick smiled. “Have fun.”

Summer walked to the front door and opened it.

Derek stood there, wearing khakis and an untucked button-down shirt, his hair still damp. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

“Preparing for war is a pretty good excuse,” Summer replied, stepping onto the landing.

“You look great,” Derek said.

Summer’s face flushed.

Derek drove them to Silver City. Kyra was right. It was a ghost town. Most of the restaurants were closed, but Derek found a little Italian place still open. They parked along the street, in front of the restaurant. Derek opened the restaurant door for Summer.

A stationary robotic host greeted them. “Welcome to Sal’s. Sit wherever you like.”

“Thank you,” Summer replied, surveying the restaurant.

It was a tiny place, eight tables and four booths along the walls. Dim lighting came from LED replica candles on the tabletops. A young couple sat at a table, eating homemade ravioli.

Derek led Summer to a corner booth. “This okay?”

“It’s fine,” Summer replied, sliding into the booth.

Derek sat across the linen-covered table from Summer.

She couldn’t help but stare. He wasn’t exactly handsome. He had a five o’clock shadow, squinty eyes, a large nose, and his wavy hair was a little disheveled, but it worked for him. Rugged, Summer thought.

A robotic waiter rolled toward them and took their orders.

While they waited for their food, Derek asked, “How’s Byron doin’?”

Summer beamed as she detailed his sleeping habits, his little smile, and the expression of wonder he had when encountering something new. Then she asked, “Have you been in contact with Lindsey?”

Derek shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He shook his head, his eyes downcast.

Summer knitted her brows. “I’m sorry. I just assumed you were in touch.”

“I’m afraid to contact her.” Derek clenched his jaw. “Jacob Roth might turn me in to the FBI or the CIA or whoever might snatch me from Silver City.”

Summer leaned forward. “Would he do that?”

“The last thing he said to me was, if he ever heard from me again, he’d turn me in. I feel like a coward, but I’m afraid to go back to Psycho Island.”

Summer reached across the table and took his hand. “So am I.”

Derek gently squeezed her hand. “I don’t think I could do it again.”

“Me neither. It’s a miracle that we’re both here.”

The robotic waiter dropped off their drinks: wine for Summer, water for Derek.

Derek swallowed a gulp of water and asked, “You have plans for Christmas?”

“Nothing extravagant. I’ll be home with Byron and my dad. What about you?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Christmas is less than three weeks away.”

Derek shrugged. “I’ll prob’ly work. The trees still need tendin’. They don’t care that war’s comin’.”

Summer mock-frowned at that. “Why don’t you come over?”

“That’s your family time.”

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want you there.”

Derek smiled. “It sounds nice. I look forward to it.”

 

* * *

 

It was after eleven by the time they returned to Summer’s house. Derek put the truck in Park and turned to Summer. “Thank you for comin’ out. I had a good time.”

“Me too. Thank you again for dinner. You really didn’t have to pay.” She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “I should probably get some sleep. Byron’s an early riser.”

“Shoot. I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have kept you out so late.”

“It was nice to get out. I never go anywhere but the hospital or the market.”

Derek stared at her lips. Summer thought he would kiss her, but he sighed and said, “Thank you again for comin’ out.”

“Of course.” Summer opened the truck door and said, “Good night.”

“I’ll walk you to the door,” Derek replied.

“That’s not necessary,” Summer said, but Derek was already out of the truck.

Derek followed Summer up the stairs to the front door. Summer’s face felt hot. Her heart thumped in her chest. Like most houses in Panama, Patrick’s house stood on pillars, so everyone had to walk up a flight of stairs to reach the front door. Climbing those steps felt awkward with Derek right behind her, the night quiet enough to hear his breathing.

When they reached the landing, Summer faced Derek and forced a smile.

“Um …” Derek frowned. “I forgot what I was gonna say.”

“I guess I’ll see you soon,” Summer said.

Derek leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. Summer reciprocated, pulling him into an embrace. When they separated, he was blushing.
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Naomi and Merry Christmas

 

 

Naomi washed the makeup from her face, the makeup that made her look normal. She removed her glass eye and placed it in a saline solution. She turned from the bathroom mirror, not wanting her reflection in her thoughts as she drifted off to sleep. Naomi switched off the bathroom light and padded to her bed, wearing pajamas. Her bedside clock read 11:35 p.m. She slipped under the covers and hugged her pillow.

She tossed and turned, her mind overactive, replaying the day’s events. She’d gone to visit her mother for Christmas Eve, but Bea was having a bad day.

Her mother had cried and said, “I don’t know who you are.”

Naomi had called Vernon, but he was with a woman, although he’d never said as much, but Naomi knew him well enough to decipher his subtext. He’d been nice enough on the phone, but it was obvious that he was wanted elsewhere. Probably in the bedroom.

It was her first Christmas Eve alone. Her late-son, Blake, had loved Christmas, but it was never about peace and love for him. It had been about materialism. When he was young, he’d throw a tantrum after he opened his last present. Her late-husband, Alan, had been a devout atheist and scientist, but he had loved Christmas for the pageantry and the family time. Every year Alan had hung lights and stockings, trimmed the tree, baked cookies, bought gifts, and played Christmas music.

Naomi had reluctantly shared in the festivities, making her snide comments, but secretly enjoying every minute. Alan had been smart enough to see through her facade. It was this happy memory that made her cry until she drifted off to sleep.

 

* * *

 

Her cell phone chimed. Her eyelids fluttered. The OLED clock on her bedside table read 7:27 a.m. Naomi grabbed her phone, glanced at the screen, and accepted the call, voice only.

“Vernon?” Naomi said.

“Turn on CNN streaming,” Vernon said.

“What happened?”

“There was a terrorist attack last night at America’s Catholic Church.”

Naomi grabbed her tablet from the bedside table and powered it on.

Vernon continued, “Some new terror group called American Jihad is claiming responsibility. I’ve never even heard of these guys.”

Naomi tapped her way to CNN streaming. A reporter stood on the campus of The Catholic University of America, with America’s Catholic Church in the background. The largest Catholic church in North America—with a basilica over two hundred feet tall—dwarfed the police and FBI vehicles.

The reporter said, “At exactly midnight, with America’s Catholic Church filled with midnight mass worshipers, fifty miniature drones descended from the ceiling and deployed antipersonnel bombs. These bombs, roughly the size of golf balls, exploded on impact, sending shrapnel throughout the crowd. Eighty-seven people were killed, and 220 were wounded in the attack. The terror group, American Jihad, is claiming responsibility for the attack.”

“They don’t have anything new,” Vernon said.

Naomi paused the stream. “This is bad for our base. Muslims are some of my strongest supporters.”

“I think we have to be careful about how we condemn the attack. Obviously, we have to send condolences and prayers to the victims, but we also have to be very specific in our condemnation. It was this particular terrorist group, not all Muslims.”

Naomi frowned. “So much for a Merry Christmas.”
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Derek’s Intentions

 

 

The past two and a half weeks had been a whirlwind. Derek had seen Summer and Byron nearly every evening and during a few days as well. It had been a long time since he’d been around a baby. Byron helped fill the void left by Lindsey.

Now, Summer, Patrick, and Derek sat around the kitchen table eating Christmas dinner. Byron was in the living room, within view of the adults, dozing in his swing.

“Your mom and I went to America’s Catholic Church for midnight mass many years ago.” Patrick gestured with his head to Summer. “She was pregnant with you at the time.”

“It’s so awful what happened,” Summer said.

Derek nodded in agreement. “Have the terrorists been caught?”

“Not yet. Everything was done remotely with encrypted internet connections. They’re not even sure if the group that took responsibility actually committed the attack.”

The outdoor motion light flicked on, shining through the back windows.

“My coatimundi’s here,” Summer said, rising from the table.

“If you keep feeding him, he’ll keep coming back,” Patrick said.

Summer grabbed the container of kitchen scraps from the counter. “He’s adorable, and he eats our kitchen scraps.”

Patrick scowled. “And my garden.”

Summer didn’t respond to that. She went outside to feed her racoon-like buddy.

Derek wiped his mouth with his napkin. “This was excellent. Thank you for dinner.”

“You’re welcome.” Patrick pushed aside his empty plate and placed his elbows on the table. “Look, Derek. I think you’re a good guy. I know you and Summer shared an experience on Psycho Island that no two free people on this Earth share. She’s been very happy the last few weeks, but she’s a mother with a young child.”

Derek cocked his head in confusion. “What are you gettin’ at?”

Patrick was stone-faced. “What are your intentions with my daughter?”

“I care about her. I enjoy spendin’ time with her. Byron too.”

“Is it your intention to have fun with her?”

Derek looked Patrick in the eyes. “I’m not seein’ anyone else, and I don’t plan to see anyone else, if that’s what you’re askin’.”

Patrick nodded. “Do me a favor. If that ever changes, don’t waste her time.”

The back door opened, and Summer breezed into the kitchen, the container empty. “He almost let me pet him.”

“He’s a wild animal,” Patrick said.

She placed the container back on the counter and returned to her seat. Summer looked from Patrick to Derek. “What were you two talking about?”

After a pregnant pause, Derek said, “You.”

Summer grinned. “All good things I hope.”

“Mostly,” Derek replied with a smirk.

 

* * *

 

At the end of the evening, Summer walked Derek to his truck. She put her arms around him and kissed him on the lips. She tasted like the strawberry pie they’d had for dessert.

When they disengaged, Summer said, “What did my dad say to you when I was outside?”

“He wanted to know my intentions with you,” Derek replied.

Summer frowned at that. “Your intentions? That’s none of his business. I’m sorry about that.”

Derek shook his head. “No. He’s right to ask. He’s only lookin’ out for you. I’d do the same for Lindsey, if I could.”

Summer put her hands on her hips. “I did survive Psycho Island. I think I can take care of myself.”

“I know.” Derek took a deep breath. “I also know we’ve only been datin’ a few weeks, but we’ve spent a lot of time together. I’m not interested in seein’ anyone but you. I hope you feel the same.”

Summer smiled wide. “I do.”
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Jacob and Home Sweet Home

 

 

The Roths sat around the dining room table, the chandelier sparkling overhead. A mistletoe centerpiece adorned the table. Jeeves served steaming plates of pancetta-wrapped beef tenderloin with whipped horseradish cream, crispy potatoes with fennel, lemon-garlic green beans, and asiago olive bread. Jacob thought about Sierra, wondering if she was lonely in New York by herself on Christmas. He knew it was an irrational thought, but she’d seemed genuinely distressed by his leaving.

When Jacob had returned home on Christmas Eve, Rebecca had given him an icy welcome. Even though he’d been gone since Thanksgiving, there’d been no sex. Jacob had been satisfied multiple times before he left New York, so he wasn’t in need. He wondered if Rebecca was having her needs met.

The kids had been less icy upon his return but not much less. Ethan had hugged him and said, “I missed you, Dad.” But he was off to the VR room immediately afterward.

David had been worse. He’d said, “Who are you?” Then he’d laughed like a banshee.

Lindsey had been distracted with her new boyfriend, Juan Marquez. The young man who sat at the foot of the table right now. Only hours earlier, Jacob had found out that Juan would be attending Christmas dinner. Juan had a wiry build, thick black hair, and a manicured beard. His hazel eyes were capped with long eyelashes. His face was almost too pretty for a man. Rebecca had told Jacob that Juan was nineteen.

Jacob had asked, “Is he in school?”

“I don’t think so,” Rebecca had replied.

“Does he have a job?”

“He’s an activist.”

Jacob had frowned. “So he doesn’t have a job.”

David started to eat as soon as his plate was set before him, oblivious to those still waiting.

“You’re supposed to wait for everyone to be served,” Lindsey said.

“I don’t care,” David replied with his mouth full.

Lindsey rolled her eyes and gave her boyfriend a look.

Once everyone had their plate, Rebecca said, “Merry Christmas, everybody. Enjoy.”

“Merry Christmas, Mom,” Ethan replied.

Juan mumbled something to Lindsey, and they both giggled.

David, sitting next to Juan, said, “Juan said Christmas is just another capitalist holiday.”

Lindsey glared at her half brother. “That wasn’t for your ears.”

“Juan’s entitled to his opinion,” Rebecca said, her face rigid.

“Well, it is a capitalist holiday. Marketers prey on people to make them buy things they don’t need and can’t afford.” Lindsey took a bite of beef tenderloin.

“It’s a religious holiday,” Jacob said with raised eyebrows.

Lindsey contorted her face in disgust. “Not for us. Aren’t you Jewish? When was the last time we went to church or synagogue or whatever?”

Rebecca glowered at their daughter. “Lindsey. That was rude.”

Lindsey lifted one shoulder. “It’s true.”

Jacob swallowed his food. “Your mom and I wanted to raise you guys without religion. My family’s technically Jewish, but they’re not practicing Jews, and neither am I. Your mom comes from a Christian family, but they don’t go to church either.”

“You kids like Christmas, so we celebrate Christmas,” Rebecca said. “If you don’t like it, we can stop celebrating it.”

“Would we still get presents?” David asked, his mouth full again.

“No.”

David swallowed his food. “I like Christmas. You can give me Lindsey’s presents. I’ll sell them on E-Auction.” David stuck his tongue out at Lindsey.

“That’s fine with me. I don’t need all this.” Lindsey gestured to the room with her hands.

“Don’t be ungrateful,” Rebecca said.

Lindsey set down her fork. “I am grateful. I just think we should use our wealth to help people.”

Jacob clenched his jaw, thinking about the fortune he’d spent rescuing her biological father. “First of all, it isn’t your wealth. Second of all, I help plenty of people.”

Lindsey shrugged. “We still have way more than we need.”

“If you want to take a vow of poverty, that’s your choice.”

Juan whispered something to Lindsey, then Lindsey said, “Because of capitalism, we have the biggest gap ever between the wealthy and the poor.”

“And capitalists have created enough wealth to give money to everybody for simply existing.” Jacob took a bite of capitalist beef tenderloin.

“This is not polite dinner conversation,” Rebecca said.

Jacob showed his palm to Rebecca and swallowed the beef. “It’s okay. We’re having a civil discussion.”

“Fine.” Rebecca took a long drink of her red wine.

Juan whispered something else to Lindsey.

Jacob looked at Juan and said, “If you have something to say, by all means, speak up.”

Juan cleared his throat. “In a capitalist system, if you already have money, it’s easy to make more money off the backs of workers and bots, but, if you don’t have money, it’s nearly impossible to make any money. Everyone ends up in debt to bankers, like you. It’s an evil system.”

Jacob smirked at that. “The poorest person on UBI lives richer than kings prior to the industrial revolution. That’s all because of capitalism.”

“People might have more stuff, but that’s because of technology. People are in debt. They don’t really own anything important, like land and businesses.”

Jacob sighed and said, “If you were all powerful, how would you fix inequality?”

Juan grinned at Jacob and replied, “That’s easy. Take the money from the rich.”
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Summer and Running Away

 

 

Summer sat at the nurses’ station alone, the hospital quiet. They only had a handful of patients, mostly with simple ailments being treated by the AI robotic nurse. Footsteps came from the elevator bank. Summer looked up from the computer to see Kyra walking gingerly toward the nurses’ station. Summer stood from the desk and hurried toward her.

“Kyra? What happened?” Summer asked.

Her eyes were puffy and red. “He kicked me in the stomach. I need you to check my baby but don’t put my real name in the computer. He’ll know.”

Summer took her to the nearest empty room, helping Kyra onto the bed. “Does your stomach hurt?”

“A little. My back hurts more though. He kicked me there a few times. I rolled away from him. That’s when he kicked me in the stomach.” Kyra was on her side, sniffling, her eyes glassy. “I never should’ve exposed my stomach.”

“I’m gonna take a look.” Summer lifted Kyra’s blouse, seeing a cluster of reddish bruises on her back, yet her stomach appeared normal. She pulled Kyra’s blouse down. “We’ll have to do a transvaginal ultrasound to check your baby. We should take some x-rays of your back too.”

Kyra nodded, tears streaking down her face.

“I can’t order x-rays or an ultrasound without telling Dr. Gordon.”

Kyra grabbed Summer’s forearm. Her eyes were like saucers. “Make sure I stay anonymous.”

“Of course. I’ll be right back.”

Summer hurried down the hall to Dr. Gordon’s office and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” he said.

Summer entered the small office, shutting the door behind her. Dr. Gordon sat behind his wooden desk. The elderly man looked up from his laptop and said, “Ms. Fitzgerald. What can I do for you?”

“We have a patient who just came in. She’s pregnant, and she was kicked in the stomach and the back. She needs an x-ray of her back and a transvaginal ultrasound.”

Dr. Gordon scowled at Summer. “I’ll be the judge of that. Why wasn’t I paged?”

Summer dipped her head in deference. “The patient wants to remain anonymous. She’s afraid that her husband will hurt her if he finds out about the sonogram.”

Dr. Gordon’s scowl faded. He let out a heavy breath. “The husband kicked her?”

Summer nodded.

“She has confidentiality, unless she gave her husband authorization to her medical records.”

“I’m pretty sure he has authorization.”

Dr. Gordon stood from his desk with a groan. The doctor was short and pudgy, with a crescent of white hair circling his shiny dome. He grabbed his white coat from the hook on the wall and said, “We’ll take care of her.”

“Can we keep it off-line?”

“We’ll have to put her in the system to access the imaging, but we’ll put her in as an indigent Jane Doe.”

Silver City Memorial Hospital and its staff treated indigent patients suffering from medical emergencies pro bono. By entering Kyra as an indigent Jane Doe, her anonymity would be assured.

Summer led the doctor to Kyra’s hospital room. Dr. Gordon examined Kyra, gave her some mild painkillers, and sent her in an autonomous wheelchair to the imaging department.

 

* * *

 

Forty minutes later, Kyra’s autonomous wheelchair rolled toward her hospital room. Summer rose from the nurses’ station and met her in the hospital room, grabbing a gel cold pack on the way. Summer helped Kyra sit on the bed. The wheelchair left the room, back to the charging station, or off to another patient.

“I have a cold pack for your back,” Summer said, holding up the cold pack.

Kyra winced as Summer applied the pack.

“Did that hurt?”

“It’s just cold,” Kyra replied.

Summer wrapped an elastic bandage around her torso, holding the pack in place. Kyra leaned back, the bed adjusted to a comfortable sitting position. Dr. Gordon knocked on the open door and entered the hospital room, shutting the door behind him, his tablet in hand.

Dr. Gordon approached the bedside, raised his tablet, and said, “I examined the sonogram and your x-rays.” The doctor paused, his expression neutral.

You could hear a pin drop. All eyes were on Dr. Gordon.

“Your baby’s healthy, and you don’t have any broken bones. The contusions on your back will heal in a few weeks. Ice regularly for the next two days. I’ve prescribed a mild painkiller. You can pick it up at the pharmacy under Jane Doe 1246.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Kyra replied.

“What do you plan to do going forward?”

Kyra knitted her brows. “What do mean?”

Dr. Gordon’s expression was stern. “What happens the next time your husband hurts you? Because there will be a next time.”

Kyra’s posture and face went rigid. “I appreciate what you’ve done today, but what I do is none of your business.”

Dr. Gordon sighed. “Good luck. I hope you know what you’re doing.” The doctor left the hospital room, shutting the door behind him.

“He’s right,” Summer said, standing at Kyra’s bedside. “There will be a next time.”

Kyra hung her head.

“I still think you should talk to your assurance agency. I’m only working a half-day today. I could go with you.”

Kyra shook her head. “You don’t understand what he’s capable of.”

Summer thought about her experience with Truman.

Kyra continued. “He wanted sex this morning. I told him no, and he grabbed me by the wrist. I told him to let me go, but he wouldn’t.” Kyra closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, a few tears slid down her cheeks. “He likes it when I struggle. I spit in his face. That’s what set him off. He threw me to the ground and kicked me over and over again.” Kyra sniffled. “I should’ve just had sex with him. He took what he wanted anyway.”

Summer reached out and held Kyra’s hand. “Do you wanna keep this baby?”

“I don’t know how I can.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Kyra nodded. “I want my baby.”

“I’m leaving town tomorrow. I’m going to an off-grid community. You could come with me. You could have your baby there.”

Kyra stared at Summer, her eyes unblinking. “You would do that?”

“Yes.”

“Where is this place?”

Summer leaned closer. “You can’t mention this to anyone. Nobody’s supposed to know.”

“Who am I gonna tell? If I go, nobody can know either.”

“It’s an expat community in Costa Rica.”

“What about money? I don’t have my own Silver Coin account. If I run, Truman would block my access.”

Summer eyed the gold chain and pendant hanging around her neck. “What about your jewelry?”

Kyra touched the gold pendant reflexively. “My jewelry?” Her eyes widened. “That’s a great idea. I have a lot of jewelry.”

“Sell what you can. Open up your own Silver Coin account.”

Kyra shook her head ruefully. “This is crazy.”

Summer squeezed Kyra’s hand. “What’s crazy is staying with him.”

Kyra looked up at Summer, forced a smile, and said, “Thank you.”
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Naomi and Infidels

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk in her congressional office, scanning an article on her laptop.

 

Michigan Mosque Shooter Sent Racist Chirp

By: Jasmine Adler

Thursday, 12-26-2051

 

On Christmas night, less than twenty-four hours after the bombing at America’s Catholic Church, two white men armed with AR-15 rifles opened fire during the evening prayer at the Islamic Center of America in Dearborn, Michigan. Fifty-seven people were killed, including the two suicides by the shooters, and another 160 people were injured in the mass shooting.

 

The two shooters, Austin Hartzell 28, and Jesse Rolfe 31, were members of the Michigan Militia Corps. A scheduled post appeared on Jesse Rolfe’s chirper feed ten hours after his death.

 

From Chirper:

Jesse Rolfe

@RolfeRolfeRolfe

An eye for an eye. They attacked biggest US Catholic church. We attacked the biggest mosque. Sand nig**** are a threat to good Christians everywhere. We are infidels! That’s how they see all Christians.

 

Vernon knocked on Naomi’s open door. “You ready?” Fletcher’s hefty frame stood behind him.

Naomi turned from her laptop and rose from her desk. “Did you see the racist chirp that Jesse Rolfe sent?”

“I just heard from my guy at the FBI that there’s a manifesto,” Fletcher said, shutting the door behind him. “These guys were racist, homophobic, misogynistic, and antigovernment.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Naomi said, meeting the men at the sitting area.

“The shooting is certainly negative for the conservative right,” Vernon said, sitting on the couch.

Naomi sat next to Vernon. “It’s infinitely easier now to defend our Muslim base in the court of public opinion.”

“I agree,” Fletcher said, sitting in a leather chair, facing the couch.

“How are the latest polls?” Naomi asked, avoiding the polite chitchat.

“Not good. Corrinne is steadily increasing her lead. We’re barely ahead of Montgomery.” The loose skin under Fletcher’s chin jiggled as he spoke. “Corrinne’s been running a very expensive and very effective social media campaign. I should know. I’m the one who authorized and endorsed it.”

“What about releasing the video?” Naomi asked.

Vernon shook his head. “It’s way too early. People will forget about it before the primary. And, even if it wasn’t too early, it won’t be enough to win.”

“What if I agreed to meet with Jacob Roth?”

Vernon and Fletcher gave each other a surprised look.

“Their support would certainly help,” Fletcher said, his hands resting on his gut. “I think we’d be in the race.”

Vernon turned to Naomi. “I think this is the right move at this point, but why the change of heart?”

Naomi pursed her lips and said, “I don’t want anything to do with them, but what choice do I have? They give us the best chance to win.” Naomi thought of what Truman Bradshaw had said to her two months ago. If you’re elected president, you’ll have the power to conduct a very thorough investigation.
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Derek and the Tax Man’s Coming

 

 

On the night after Christmas, the remaining residents of Freetown milled around the community center, talking in small groups, their expressions solemn. A video camera was set up to broadcast the meeting live to other community centers in and around Silver City. Some residents settled into the plastic chairs set up in rows and columns before the council. Derek sat next to Summer, near the front row, waiting for the meeting to begin.

“Are you all packed?” Derek whispered.

Summer was lost in her own thoughts.

Derek touched her arm. Summer turned toward his touch.

“You okay?” Derek asked. “You seem distracted.”

Summer lifted one shoulder. “I guess I’m just worried about you and my dad being here.”

“This is when I’m supposed to say, We’ll be fine.”

She forced a smile. “Something like that.”

“You’ve seen enough to know better. I do think we have a good plan and a fightin’ chance. Fightin’ the National Police of Panama isn’t like goin’ toe to toe with the US military.”

“Everyone take your seats. We’re about to begin,” Truman Bradshaw said into his microphone. He sat at the long table, facing the audience, along with Steven Parker Jr. and one other council member. Two seats were empty. Those council members had already left the country. According to Steven, Truman was scheduled to leave in two days for Singapore.

As much as Derek disliked Truman for his vote against him during Derek’s immigration hearing, he was grateful for the drones and robodogs that Truman had supplied for the cause.

The Freetown residents clustered in the front rows, two-thirds of the seats empty. Summer glared at Truman.

“You okay?” Derek asked again.

Summer turned her gaze from Truman to Derek and forced another smile. “I’m fine.”

Truman waited for everyone to quiet. “Thank you all for coming tonight. I wanted to give everyone a final update. My sources tell me that those of you who have paid your taxes will be left alone. As far as I know, you should be safe in Freetown and Silver City. Make sure you’re carrying your chip card so the National Police can identify you.” Truman cleared his throat. “For those of you who haven’t paid your taxes, if the National Police catches you, they will arrest you, seize your property, and you will be placed in a Panamanian prison.”

Murmuring spread throughout the audience. A few faces were ashen.

“My intention isn’t to alarm,” Truman said. “I simply want you to understand the gravity of the situation. I want you to make an informed choice. If you do not plan to pay the taxes, you should either leave the country immediately or fight in the militia, but I implore you not to sit in your house and hope for the best. Inaction is the wrong choice here. I wish you all good luck.” Truman nodded to the council, indicating that he was finished.

Steven adjusted his microphone and said, “I want to thank those of you who have joined the Freetown Militia. I thank you, and I’m proud to fight alongside you. Also, thank you to everyone for the donations to the cause. I’m not sure if we have any journalists in the audience, but we could use some help documenting what comes our way. Whatever happens, we want the world to see. If anyone wants to help with the videoing and the documentation, let me know after the meeting.”

Derek thought of Patrick. He knew that Summer’s father worked in IT. Patrick had been working hard to set up nanocameras throughout Freetown to record and to surveil the community.

Steven took a deep breath, his face hardening, his eyes like lasers. “Freetown is our home. Silver City is our home. The National Police of Panama are no different than a mafia shaking us down for their tribute. Roger Kroenig and Truman Bradshaw negotiated with the Panamanian government and paid for the lands we occupy. The Panamanian government is violating the contract they signed. We have the moral high ground. We will defend our homes and our community by any means necessary.”

The audience stood and clapped and cheered.
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Jacob Buys Insurance

 

 

“I was pleasantly surprised by your message,” Jacob said through his encrypted cell phone.

“I’d like to work with Roth Holdings,” Naomi replied. “I’d like your campaign support.”

“I bet you would.” Jacob paced in his home office in McLean, Virginia. “You’ve fallen quite far behind Corrinne in the polls. Your campaign’s dead in the water. Why should we support you now?”

“Because you want a guaranteed win. Supporting me is an insurance policy. There’s still an outside chance I could win the nomination.”

“An outside chance is grossly optimistic.” The line went quiet for a few seconds.

Then she exhaled heavily. “What do you want?”

Jacob sat behind his desk and leaned back with a grin on his face. “Same as we’ve always wanted, with one change and one addition. Tax Thorium Unlimited 90 percent, leave all monetary matters to the Federal Reserve, and continue with the Federal Reserve charter.”

“What’s the change?”

“Instead of appointing me as your Treasury Secretary, I’d like for you to appoint Ramesh Patel. He’s currently the head of Housing Trust.”

“Fine. And the addition?”

“I’ll provide a list of appointments for your cabinet, should you win the presidency.”
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Summer and Falling

 

 

Summer sat at the kitchen table, holding Byron, feeding him his bottle. Patrick sat across from her, finishing his breakfast. A knock came at the front door.

Patrick stood from his seat.

“That must be her,” Summer said.

“I’ll get it.” Patrick went to the front door. Shortly thereafter, he returned with Kyra in tow. “You want some breakfast?” Patrick asked Kyra.

Kyra shook her head. “No thank you. I’m too nervous to eat.” Kyra wore running gear, complete with her wireless headphones and mesh hat. She looked from Patrick to Summer. “I told him I was going running. He won’t start to wonder for at least an hour, maybe two.”

“We should get moving then,” Patrick said.

Summer finished feeding Byron and changed his diaper, while Patrick and Kyra placed the luggage by the front door. Last night, while Truman was at the community meeting, Kyra had dropped off her suitcase.

They were all at the front door, ready to leave.

Patrick looked at Kyra and said, “You should go out the back door, just in case someone’s driving by.” A knock came at the door. Everyone froze like deer in headlights. Patrick put his finger to his lips and checked the peephole. “It’s Derek.”

“I’ll be quick,” Summer said, wondering why he was there. They’d already said their goodbyes the night before.

Kyra left the foyer for the back bedrooms. It was important that nobody knew Kyra was there, not even Derek. It was safer for all concerned for the secret to remain only between the three of them. Four if they counted Byron, but he wasn’t talking. Patrick went to the kitchen to give them some privacy. Summer opened the door with Byron on her hip. Derek stood there with his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. She ushered him inside, shutting the door behind him. They stood in the foyer, the suitcases on the floor, a few feet away.

Derek glanced at the suitcases and said, “You all ready?”

Summer nodded. “We’re leaving in a few minutes.” She wondered if he noticed that one suitcase was cheap and worn and that the other was expensive and brand-new.

“I won’t keep you.” He grabbed an addressed envelope from his back pocket. “I was wonderin’ if you could send this to my daughter in the event that … somethin’ happens to me.”

Summer took the envelope. “Of course.”

Derek stepped into her personal space. “Be careful, okay? I’m not the only fugitive here.”

“I will.” She placed her free hand on his chest. “You be careful too.”

Derek leaned in and kissed Byron on the head. “I’ll see you, little man.” Then he wrapped them both in an embrace and kissed Summer on the lips. They disengaged after a few seconds.

“We’ll talk on Sunday,” Summer said, her eyes brimming with tears. They had already made arrangements to talk via Patrick’s secure VPN.

Derek nodded, his eyes glassy. “You’ll be back soon.”

Summer sniffled and wiped the corners of her eyes with her free hand. “Of course. A few months, tops.” That was the plan. Hide out in Costa Rica until the tax war was resolved, then return to Silver City. They both knew the plan had no guarantees.

Derek kissed her on the cheek, then left.

Summer parted the curtains, watching Derek get into his truck and drive away. Then she went to the kitchen and said to Patrick, “He’s gone.”

“I’ll pack the truck,” Patrick said.

“I’ll get Kyra.”

Summer walked down the hall to the back bedrooms, still holding Byron. She found Kyra sitting on Summer’s bed. “It’s time.”

Kyra stood and asked, “What did he want?”

“Derek?”

“Yes.”

“He had a letter to give me.”

Kyra nodded, thinking for a moment. “Do you love him?”

Summer cocked her head, surprised by the question.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

Summer smiled and said, “I think I’m falling for him.”
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Naomi’s Date

 

 

Naomi sat on the couch in her suite at the Mandarin Oriental. A stainless-steel wine chiller stood within reach, a bottle of white wine inside. She wore a little black dress, her makeup flawless, a glass of wine in hand. Soft music played on the nanospeakers. She thought of the illicit interludes she’d had with Vernon at this very hotel. Those days are long gone. She glanced at her fancy watch. Ten minutes. Her stomach fluttered with excitement at what was to come. She sipped her wine and grabbed her tablet from the glass coffee table, eager for a distraction.

She glanced at the headline about the upcoming Democratic presidential debate, but she didn’t read the article. She was very aware of the fact that next Friday she’d be in Iowa debating Corrinne and Randal in a town hall debate. Instead, she read about the first man connected to the cloud via DNA strands called nanobots. After two months of being connected to the cloud, he died of a brain aneurism. Googleplex put the controversial project on hold, pending an investigation.

Naomi also read about the AI personal assistant that saved the life of a woman being abused by her husband. While the husband was beating his wife, the bot intervened, standing between the couple. The intervention only angered the man further, as he retrieved his handgun. The man tried to shoot his wife, firing several rounds, but the AI bot shielded the wife from the bullets. The police arrested the man for assault and battery and attempted murder. The woman filed for divorce and custody of the AI personal assistant.

A knock came at the door. Naomi set her tablet and wineglass on the coffee table. Her heart pounded in anticipation. She stood and pulled down the hem of her dress to just above her knees. She stepped to the door, took a deep breath, and opened it. A tall, well-built man stood, smiling, holding a bouquet of roses.

Naomi smiled back and said, “You must be John.”

“You look beautiful, Regina,” John replied.

Naomi blushed and stepped aside from the doorway. “Please, come in.”

He stepped inside, and Naomi shut the door behind him. He wore black slacks, shiny black shoes, a button-down shirt, and a wool coat.

“These are for you,” John said, handing Naomi the roses.

“That’s really sweet of you. Thank you.” Naomi took the roses and led John to the couch. She thought about a vase for the flowers, but the vases in the room were already filled with artificial flower arrangements.

John walked by the couch, gazing from the window at the nearly black Tidal Basin and the well-lit Jefferson Memorial. “Beautiful view.”

She set the roses on the coffee table and stood behind him. “It is.”

John turned from the window with a dimpled grin.

Naomi simpered. “May I take your coat?”

“Please.” John took off his wool jacket and handed it to Naomi.

Naomi took his jacket and gestured to the couch. “Have a seat. Do you want some wine?”

“Sure. That’d be great.”

“I’ll be right back.” Naomi walked into the bedroom, her spiky heels digging into the carpet. She hung his jacket in the empty closet. When she returned, he sat on the couch with a full glass of wine. Naomi’s glass was also topped off.

John patted the couch cushion. “Sit next to me. Let’s have a toast.”

Naomi grabbed her glass of wine and sat next to John, her little black dress riding up to midthigh.

John held up his glass and said, “I’d like to toast to you, Regina. To this romantic evening with a beautiful woman.”

Naomi smiled and they clinked glasses. They sipped their wine.

“Wine’s excellent,” John said.

“Truth be told, I’m not much of a wine connoisseur, but it does taste good.”

John nodded and glanced at her legs. “You look stunning tonight.”

Naomi blushed again. “That’s nice of you to say. You don’t look too bad yourself.”

And he didn’t. He had a strong clean-shaven chin, wavy dirty-blond hair, and lightly tanned skin that probably came from a spray. The top three buttons of his shirt were undone, baring a bit of his shaved chest.

“Thank you. I appreciate that,” John replied.

There was an uncomfortable silence, John staring at Naomi with a smirk.

“What happens now? How do we do this?” Naomi asked.

“That’s up to you,” John replied.

Naomi pursed her lips, thinking about what she wanted. She set her wine on the coffee table, stood from the couch, and said, “Let’s go to bed.”

“Yes, ma’am.” John stood from the couch and gulped his wine, leaving the empty glass on the coffee table.

Naomi didn’t like being called ma’am but didn’t reprimand him. It highlighted their obvious age difference. John was probably in his mid-twenties, and Naomi was fifty-three.

Naomi led John to the bedroom. The same soft music played in the background. She dimmed the lights and pulled back the covers on the bed. She turned to John and said, “I want you to do exactly what I tell you. I want this to be about me and only about me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And don’t call me ma’am.”

He gave a mock military salute. “You’re the boss.”

Naomi kicked off her heels and sat on the bed. “Take off your clothes. I wanna watch.”

John chuckled and started with his belt, swaying to the music. He dropped his belt to the floor and kicked off his shoes. He unbuttoned his shirt agonizingly slow, one button at a time. With great aplomb, John removed his shirt, exposing his muscular upper body. Naomi stared, slack-jawed, at this perfect male specimen. He slipped his socks off his feet, then unbuttoned and unzipped his slacks. John winked at Naomi as he removed his pants.

Naomi inhaled sharply. He wore no underwear. His penis hung low, the length and girth befitting the large man that he was.

“What now?” he asked, a sparkle in his eyes.

Naomi hiked her dress and spread her legs, revealing her own lack of underwear. “Come here.”

He grabbed a condom from his pants pocket and approached the bed with the swagger of a gunfighter. Naomi lay on the bed, her head propped on a pillow, her legs spread. John started to mount her, but Naomi put her hand to his chest, shaking her head. She guided him lower, his head now between her legs. John kissed her inner thighs, inching painfully slow toward the prize.

Naomi shuddered when he finally ran his tongue over her clitoris. John swirled his tongue over and around her clitoris, varying the pressure according to Naomi’s moans. For once, Naomi didn’t worry about the man’s pleasure or whether his neck hurt or his tongue was tired. She lay back and enjoyed every selfish second until her toe-curling climax.

Afterward, he wiped his face on her sheets and lay next to her. Naomi glowed, a look of blissful relaxation on her face. They lay side by side, silent for a long time. John knew when to shut up.

Finally, Naomi turned to John and kissed him on the cheek. “That was wonderful.” She pulled down her dress, covering her vagina.

He grinned. “I aim to please.”

Naomi turned to the bedside table, opened the drawer, and retrieved a one-ounce silver American Eagle. She turned back to John and handed him the coin.

John’s eyes bulged. “This is a full ounce. The deal was a half-ounce.”

“Consider it a tip for a job well done.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it. If you want more”—he glanced down at his penis—“I’m ready to go.”

Naomi patted his hand. “Next time.”

“I suppose I should get going.” A tinge of disappointment was in his voice. John rolled out of bed and retrieved his clothes.

Naomi sat up and asked, “Do you know who I am?”

John put on his pants. “All I know is your name’s Regina, but that’s nobody’s business.” He winked at her. “I don’t do last names, and I don’t kiss and tell.”

Naomi frowned, not unkind. “No, seriously. Have you ever seen me on the news or on television?”

He stopped dressing for a moment, his upper body still bare. “I may have seen someone who resembles you, but I couldn’t say if that was you or not.”

“What do you think of that person? The one you’ve seen on television.”

“I think she’s a brilliant, beautiful, and powerful woman. Any man would be lucky to have her.”

Naomi knew it was a line, but it felt good. “How old are you?”

He smirked and grabbed his shirt from the floor. “Old enough.”

Naomi tilted her head. “I’d guess mid-twenties.”

“Good guess. I’m twenty-seven.” John put on his shirt, working the buttons.

“I’m assuming your friends are similar in age?”

John nodded. “Most of them.”

Naomi thought about the polls that showed young people overwhelmingly supported socialism. “What do you and your friends think about socialism?”

“As far as I know, they support it.”

“What about you?”

He shrugged. “I try to stay out of politics.”

Naomi knitted her brows. “You don’t want socialism? It’s in your best interest. You could go to college for free.”

John slipped on his shoes. “I had a really nice time, Regina.”

Naomi exited the bed and stood before him. “I’d like for you to answer honestly.”

John held out his hands. “What do I know?”

Naomi arched her eyebrows. “I think you know something.”

“I guess I prefer to keep the money I work for. I don’t wanna give any money to a bunch of bureaucrats who don’t give a shit about anybody but themselves. With socialism, they tell you that they care about you, but then the only people who are rich are the politicians. No offense.”

Naomi clenched her jaw, that blissful high evaporating. “You can go now.”
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Derek and Missing

 

 

The foot traffic at the farmers’ market was sparse, with many Silver City residents taking refuge elsewhere, in anticipation of the conflict between the Panamanian National Police and the Freetown and Silver City Militias. Derek sat on a folding chair, taking shelter from the sun under the roof of the Freetown Orchard booth.

Two large men approached the booth, wearing dark slacks and polo shirts, handguns holstered to their hips. Derek had seen them before as employees or bodyguards for Truman Bradshaw.

The L-shaped booth for Freetown Orchard had an opening at one end and an exit at the other end. Derek sat at the exit, ready to weigh produce and to take payments. One of the men blocked the entrance. The other man approached Derek, blocking the exit.

The hair stood up on the back of Derek’s neck. He rose from his chair and said, “Can I help you?”

The massive man glared down at Derek through dark sunglasses. He was over six feet tall and built like an NFL linebacker. His dark hair was slicked back. “Do you know Kyra Bradshaw?”

Derek shook his head, wondering if Truman had found out about their affair. “No. Who’s askin’?”

The man clenched his jaw. “I ask the questions.”

“If you’re not here to buy produce, you can leave.” Derek glanced at the other guy blocking the entrance to his booth. “And tell that other guy to move from my entrance.”

“Someone saw you talking to Kyra here about two months ago.”

“So what? I talk to lots of people.”

“Kyra’s missing.”

Derek tried to keep his expression neutral, even though he was worried about Kyra.

The man moved into Derek’s personal space. “If you know something about her disappearance, now would be the time to speak up.”

Derek resisted the urge to step back. “I’m sorry to hear that, but I don’t know anything.”

The man stared at Derek for a few uncomfortable seconds. Then he removed his phone from the front pocket of his slacks. He showed Derek a picture of Kyra. “You ever see her before?”

“She looks familiar, but I couldn’t tell you when I saw her. If someone said I talked to her two months ago, that’s possible. I talk to lots of customers.”

The man put his phone back in his pocket. Then he removed a business card from his other front pocket, handing it to Derek. “If you hear anything or remember anything, call me.”

Derek took the card. “I’ll do that.” The card read Xavier Hills, Chief Security Officer, 507-555-1382.

Xavier poked Derek in the chest with a thick finger. “If I find out you’re lying, you’ll be in for a world of hurt.”

Derek clenched his fists. “Get your fuckin’ hands off me.”

Xavier’s finger still pushed against Derek’s chest. “Or what?”

Derek didn’t respond.

Xavier raised one side of his mouth in contempt. He poked Derek one more time and said, “I thought so.” Then he turned and walked away, the other man joining him.

Derek watched them disappear in the distance. Then he removed his phone from his pocket and made a call.

“Yes, Derek,” Steven said.

“Truman’s bodyguard just interrogated me about Kyra,” Derek said, pacing. “Apparently, she’s missin’.”

“Missing?”

“Yeah. That’s what the guy said. He said someone saw us talkin’ at the farmers’ market two months ago. Should I report this to my assurance agent? Would they look for her?”

“Not unless she’s under your policy. If she’s missing, Truman will find her.”

“Kyra told me that Truman gets rough with her. You think he might’ve done somethin’ to her?”

“Truman’s been through a few wives since I’ve known him, but I’ve never heard that he’s abusive.”

Derek rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe she took off to get away from him.”

“Maybe, but, given your history together, I think it’s best for both of you if you stay out of it.”

“What if she needs help?”

“Then she’ll ask for help, but I suggest you stay out of it. If Truman is abusive, I don’t think your involvement makes things safer for you or her.”
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Jacob and the Sleepover

 

 

The suitcase sat on their canopy bed. Jacob packed his clothes for his return trip to New York that Sunday morning. Rebecca sat on the edge of the bed. He’d been at home for five days over the Christmas break, but it hadn’t gone well. He felt like a stranger in his own home. He and Rebecca had established an icy truce, although his ice was noticeably thicker than hers.

At times, she had made efforts to connect. On two nights, Rebecca had asked Jacob if he wanted to watch a movie in their home theater, but Jacob had declined, spending the evening in his office instead. Their relationship was like a functioning alcoholic. They played their roles for the family, but it wasn’t healthy.

If it hadn’t been for his two boys, he wouldn’t have returned for Christmas. Even his interactions with Ethan and David had been forced and sporadic, the boys preferring to spend their time in VR. Jacob had spent much of his time working in his home office or thinking about and texting Sierra, like a schoolboy.

“I’m assuming you’re not coming back for New Year’s,” Rebecca said.

Jacob shook his head. “It’s a one-day holiday in the middle of the week. I’m working on New Year’s Eve. The markets are open. The only day I’m off is New Year’s Day.”

Giggling came from the hallway, followed by a deep voice. Jacob tilted his head toward the voices, then stepped into the hallway. Lindsey and her boyfriend, Juan, were creeping down the spiral staircase.

“Hold it right there,” Jacob said, from the top of the stairs.

They turned and gaped at Jacob, their eyes wide open.

Jacob motioned with his index finger. “Come here, young lady.”

They turned and trudged up the stairs.

Rebecca approached from the master bedroom.

Jacob turned to Rebecca. “I think Juan slept here last night.”

“It’s fine.”

Jacob frowned at Rebecca. “What do you mean, it’s fine?”

Lindsey and Juan approached the scene.

Jacob glowered at his daughter and pointed at Juan. “Did he sleep here last night?”

Lindsey shrugged. “Mom said it was okay.”

Jacob turned to Rebecca with knitted brows. “You knew?”

Rebecca addressed Lindsey and Juan. “Why don’t you two go have breakfast. I’ll handle this.”

The teens left the scene.

“What’s there to handle?” Jacob asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “She’s seventeen. Too young to be sleeping with her boyfriend in our house.”

“She’s almost eighteen,” Rebecca said. “Would you rather Lindsey go to his house? He doesn’t live in a very nice neighborhood.”

“She’s not permitted to stay at his house either.”

Rebecca pursed her lips, her eyes like lasers. “You’re not here anymore. You can’t show up once a month and make the rules. That’s not how it works. You’re not the one who has to enforce the rules.”

Jacob threw up his hands in frustration. “What do you want me to do? I have to work.”

“You could start by coming home every weekend, like you promised.”

“Fine.”
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Summer and the Hideout

 

 

Two days ago, Patrick had taken Summer, Byron, and Kyra to Silver City’s oceanside port. There, Summer, Byron, and Kyra had boarded a refurbished fishing boat for Costa Rica, next door to Panama. However, Silver City was near the Colombian border in southern Panama, and the libertarian ex-pat community was in northern Costa Rica, near the Nicaraguan border, which had made the boat ride approximately thirty hours long to cover the six-hundred-mile trip.

They had disembarked from the fishing boat on Saturday afternoon. Patrick had arranged for a driver to take them from El Jobo, east, into the Costa Rican interior. That evening they had driven through the ex-pat community, which was simply a collection of off-grid homes connected by a single-lane road, surrounded by dense jungle. The car had finally pulled into the driveway of a blocky concrete home on pillars with a terra-cotta roof.

Summer had thanked the driver, and an elderly couple had greeted them in the driveway. Howard and Jewel Heineman were tiny people, barely over five feet tall. Howard was white-haired and white-bearded, a little older than his dyed-blonde wife.

“Welcome to our home,” Howard had said. “You must be Summer and Kyra.”

“And that must be Byron. What a beautiful baby,” Jewel had said, her gaze locked on Byron.

They had shaken hands and introduced themselves.

“Would you like to hold him?” Summer had asked.

“I’d love to,” Jewel had said.

Byron had kicked his little legs in the air as Summer had handed him off to Jewel.

Howard had helped Summer and Kyra with their suitcases and they’d been led inside. The home was quaint and filled with pictures of their kids and grandkids. Brightly colored Costa Rican artwork hung from the walls, full of jungle scenes with parrots and toucans and frogs and long-necked women with watermelons on their heads. Much of their furniture was wicker. The home had three small bedrooms, so Summer and Kyra each had their own space.

Summer had set her suitcase on the bed, Jewel loitering in the doorway, cradling Byron. Jewel’s skin was tan from the Costa Rican sun, her small eyes an almond brown.

“I can’t thank you enough for opening your home to us,” Summer had said.

Jewel had smiled, bouncing a little with Byron in her arms. “You’re very welcome.”

Byron had whined, his hands balled into fists.

Summer had stepped closer to Jewel. “He’s tired. I can take him.”

Jewel had spoken to Byron in a high babyish voice. “It’s been a long trip, huh?” Then she had handed Byron to Summer. “He’s a sweet boy.”

Summer had beamed. “He is. Thank you.”

Byron had quieted in Summer’s familiar embrace.

“I noticed all the family pictures. How many children do you have?” Summer had asked.

“Three. Plus five grandchildren.”

“Wow. You must be so proud.”

Jewel had forced a smile. “I wish we’d see them more often. These extra rooms were for them to visit.” She had sighed, her mouth turned down. “But they’re busy. They have their own lives.”

“Why did you two move here?” Summer had asked.

“We’re both retired teachers. Our pensions weren’t worth much, and we couldn’t afford the health care in the States. Howard didn’t like the loss of freedoms either. He’s a constitutionalist.”

 

* * *

 

After breakfast the next morning, Howard let Summer use his laptop and his office. Kyra watched Byron. Summer sat behind the dark wooden desk, connecting to Patrick’s VPN, using the password she’d been given.

Patrick appeared on the screen, stubble on his face, their kitchen in the background. He smiled and asked, “How was the trip?”

Summer smiled back. “Long, but not too bad. We made it here last night.”

“I’m assuming you’re using my VPN.”

Summer mock-frowned. “Of course.”

“How are Howard and Jewel?”

“They seem like great people. Where’d you meet them?”

Patrick hesitated. “It’s better I don’t say. I will say that I would trust them with my life and, more important, I trust them with yours and Byron’s.”

Summer nodded, speechless for a moment. “How long do you think we’ll be here?”

“I don’t know. Depends on the ramifications of this tax war.”

Summer grimaced. “I don’t wanna overstay our welcome.”

Patrick shook his head. “You won’t. Trust me. You will have to use some of that silver for supplies. Otherwise, Howard and Jewel will try to pay for everything. That’s just how they are, but they’re not rich.”

“Don’t worry. We won’t be a burden on them.”

“How did Byron do on the trip?”

“He was fine. He seems to like boats. I think he likes the constant motion of the water.”

Patrick’s expression darkened. “Truman has his men asking questions about Kyra. They’re looking for her.”

Summer swallowed hard, her heart rate increasing. “Do you think he can find us?”

Patrick paused for a beat. “I don’t think so—”

“But it’s possible,” Summer said with arched eyebrows.

Patrick leaned forward, his eyes unblinking. “You guys are safe, but do not tell anyone where you are. That includes Derek. And when you talk to him, do not mention that Kyra is with you. It’s safer if nobody knows.”

“I know.”

A knock came from Patrick’s front door.

Patrick glanced at his watch. “Speak of the devil. That’s probably Derek. I’ll be right back.” Patrick rose from the table and walked to the front door.

Summer heard faint male voices. Then the front door shut. Patrick bent over the table, putting his face on the screen again. “Here’s Derek. I love you. Give Byron a kiss for me. We’ll talk in a few days.”

“I love you too, Dad,” Summer replied.

Patrick left the room.

Derek sat at the kitchen table, his bearded face on her screen.

She beamed at the sight of him. “Hey, you.”

He beamed back. “How are you? How’s Byron?”

“We’re good. We’re in a safe place.”

Derek breathed a sigh of relief. “I miss you two already, but I’m glad you’re safe.”

Summer chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m more worried about you.”

“Don’t worry. We’re ready. At least I think we are.”

Summer took a deep breath and forced a smile. “How are things in Freetown and Silver City?”

“Eerily quiet.”

Summer thought, The calm before the storm.
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Naomi and the Iowa Town Hall

 

 

Naomi stood behind the set, waiting for her cue, listening through the nanospeakers.

“Good evening from Iowa State University in Ames, Iowa. I’m Brooke Bixler from CNN. We are here for the first Democratic presidential debate of 2052, a town hall sponsored by the Democratic National Committee. The Gallup Organization chose ninety registered Democrats from the Iowa area. Their questions will drive the night. My goal is to give the conversation direction and to ensure that questions are answered. The questions are known to me and my team only. Neither the DNC nor the candidates have seen them. Each candidate has two minutes to respond to a question and two minutes for rebuttals. The audience has agreed to be polite and quiet during the debate. We will set aside that agreement for the moment as we welcome the candidates for the Democratic presidential nomination.” Brooke paused for an instant.

Naomi cleared her throat and smoothed her pantsuit. A young lady approached, wearing a headset.

Brooke said, “Senator Powers, Mr. Montgomery, and Mrs. Sutton.”

The young lady opened the blue door. Naomi stepped through the curved wall and beamed, waving at the small audience. Corrinne and Randal had stepped through doors of their own. Ninety people surrounded the candidates and the circular set, sitting on chairs, four rows deep, each row elevated to ensure visibility.

The audience cheered and clapped for the candidates.

Naomi shook hands with Randal Montgomery, still smiling.

“Good luck,” Naomi said.

“You too,” Randal replied.

She shook hands with Corrinne Powers too, gripping her hand extra tight, but no words were exchanged.

The blue curved wall served as the backdrop. The Great Seal of the United States decorated the center of the wall, flanked by excerpts from the Constitution, and trimmed with a line of stars spanning the length of the backdrop.

The candidates took their places, sitting on stools, dead center of the red carpet, facing Brooke Bixler and her desk. Bright lights hung from the rafters, illuminating the set. The CNN anchorwoman was a tall dark-haired gazelle of a woman, who could pass for a former supermodel.

Brooke nodded to each candidate. “Welcome Senator Powers, Mr. Montgomery, and Mrs. Sutton. Thank you so much for joining us tonight. We have a lot of folks who are excited to talk to you. So, we’ll begin right away with a question from long-time Democrat Norman Gilroy. Mrs. Sutton won the coin toss backstage, so she’ll answer first.”

A gray-haired man stood from his seat, a note card in hand. “Sixty-seven percent of Iowans need UBI to survive, including most farmers. As president, what will you do to address the economic hardships that people are facing in Iowa and the Midwest?” The man sat back down.

Naomi stood from her stool and walked across the carpet toward the man, her wireless mike in hand. She smiled at the man and said, “Mr. Gilroy, that’s an excellent question. Thank you.”

The old man nodded, his face expressionless.

“Unrestrained capitalism, automation, and pure unadulterated greed by our politicians has destroyed the middle class and created the greatest wealth gap in the history of the United States.” Naomi paused, surveying the audience. “It’s important that we identify the problem and strike at the root. As president, I will support retraining out-of-work farmers into our renewable-energy sector. I will nationalize industries that provide necessities. Food, energy, housing, and education will be provided to all Americans.”

A few old men in the audience glared at Naomi, but she continued unfettered.

“Farmers will be government employees and paid a living wage with a full retirement for their efforts. I will raise UBI payments by 100 percent, so those on UBI can afford to better themselves, to lift themselves out of poverty. Those of us who are wealthy often wonder why the poor can’t simply pull themselves up by their bootstraps and get a job.” Naomi motioned to the crowd. “Many of you understand that it’s not that simple. The structural inequalities and injustices in this country must be addressed to give all Americans an equal opportunity to succeed. Thank you.” Naomi returned to her seat.

“Thank you, Mrs. Sutton,” Brooke Bixler said. “Mr. Montgomery. Same question. As president, what will you do to address the economic hardships that people face in Iowa and the Midwest?”

Randal Montgomery spoke about reviving the midwestern economy with farm and ethanol subsidies, plus increased taxes on the rich. The audience appeared bored. After his diatribe, Randal returned to his seat.

The audience perked up when Corrinne Powers stood from her seat, wearing a pencil skirt and a shiny blouse, her blond hair in an updo. The men in the audience followed the rock of her hips, as she sauntered across the stage to Norman Gilroy.

“Mr. Gilroy,” Corrinne said, giving the man a polite smile. “Are you a farmer?”

Norman replied, “I was. My farm went under because of the drought.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Corrinne scanned the audience, then came back to Norman. “I’m not an expert like you, Mr. Gilroy, but I do understand that farmers in Iowa have been hit especially hard by climate change. Droughts and topsoil erosion have turned many Iowa farms to dust.”

Norman Gilroy nodded along with Corrinne.

“There are no easy answers to these problems, but I care about finding real solutions for midwesterners, not providing unsustainable handouts.” Corrinne turned and gestured to Naomi. “Mrs. Sutton thinks it’s a good idea for the federal government to hand out money like it’s candy on Halloween. She thinks it’s a good idea to take land from farmers, land that’s been in their families for hundreds of years, and to make the farmers government employees. The midwestern people I know are proud people. The last thing they want is a greedy government stealing their land and telling them how to farm.”

Many audience members nodded their agreement. A few stifled their laughter.

Naomi gripped the podium but kept her expression neutral.

“Midwestern people want jobs. They want to work, to be productive, to take care of their families. That’s why the number one priority of my presidency will be a jobs program designed to provide good, important jobs to hardworking Americans. Thank you.” Corrinne beamed at the crowd and returned to her stool.

“Thank you, Senator Powers,” Brooke said.

Naomi raised her hand. “I’d like to use my rebuttal.”

“You have two minutes, Mrs. Sutton.”

Naomi stood and turned toward her opponent, her eye boring holes into Corrinne. “It’s interesting to me that Senator Powers claims to care about jobs, considering her policies as a US senator have helped destroy the middle class and create the greatest wealth gap the world has ever known.”

Corrinne sat still, poker-faced.

“Senator Powers is the epitome of the Washington insider. She’s been a senator for twenty-one years. She’s consistently voted in favor of Wall Street at the expense of Main Street. Her policies have consistently rewarded the wealthy at the expense of the poor and middle class. She voted yes on President Warner’s tax relief plan, which lowered corporate income taxes and taxes on capital gains and dividends. She’s voted no on every bill to increase the minimum wage and to increase UBI payments. She wants your vote, but she doesn’t represent your interests. Her biggest donors are the biggest companies on Wall Street.” Naomi surveyed the audience.

Most of the ninety people were engaged, nodding, on Naomi’s side.

“She’s part of the problem. Don’t be fooled by her rhetoric and her charm.” Naomi shot Corrinne one final look, then sat on her stool.

Corrinne raised her hand and said, “I’d like to use my rebuttal.”

“You have two minutes, Senator Powers,” Brooke said.

Corrinne stood and scanned the audience. “I did vote yes on President Warner’s tax relief plan. Mrs. Sutton didn’t mention the middle-class tax cuts that were included in the plan. The corporate tax cuts led to an increase in jobs. I didn’t like the capital gains and the dividend tax cuts, but occasionally we have to work with the Republicans to make progress. I voted no on UBI and minimum wage increases because I prefer to spend that money encouraging job growth. I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it time and time again.” Corrinne paused, building suspense. “Hardworking Americans want jobs not handouts.” Corrinne turned from the audience to Naomi. “What’s interesting to me is Mrs. Sutton claims to care about midwesterners, yet she said, and I quote”—Corrinne turned back to the audience—‘“I’m so sick of white people and their blanking privileged opinions. Nobody gives a blank what you think.’”

Naomi shot out of her stool. “That was over thirty years ago.”

Low murmuring came from the audience. Many of the mostly white Iowans frowned at Naomi.

“You’ve already used your rebuttal, Mrs. Sutton,” Brooke said.

But Naomi didn’t listen. “I was a kid. I didn’t know what I was talking about.”

“Mrs. Sutton. Please. It is not your rebuttal.”

Naomi opened her mouth to speak, but Corrinne spoke over her.

“I understand my privilege as a white woman in this country, but no one should be subjected to hate because of their skin color,” Corrinne said. “Hate only serves to breed more hate.”

“Haven’t you ever said something you regretted?” Naomi asked, glowering at the senator.

Corrinne held a hint of a smirk. “Not like that.”
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Derek and the Standoff

 

 

Yellow oblong star fruits hung from the trees, bending the branches with their weight. Derek and Marcos picked by hand in the morning sun, careful not to bruise the delicate fruit. Derek took another step up the ladder, clipping another cluster of star fruit and placing it into the bulging pouch that hung from his shoulders.

The encrypted radio on Derek’s hip crackled, then Steven’s voice could be heard. “Freetown Militia, the police are coming. Report to the front gate immediately with your weapons. Freetown Militia, the police are coming. Report to the front gate immediately with your weapons.”

Derek stopped picking and looked down at Marcos, who had also stopped picking. With unblinking eyes, Derek said, “It’s time.”

Marcos nodded.

They left their harvest in the field and ran to the barn, moving the hay bales that concealed a footlocker filled with rifles and ammunition. They grabbed their M6 rifles and extra magazines loaded with 6.8 millimeter rounds capable of penetrating the most advanced body armor at a range of six hundred meters. They drove the ATV to the front entrance and the only route in or out of Freetown.

Cars, trucks, and ATVs littered the sides of the road leading up to the gate. Derek parked, and he and Marcos pulled up their bandannas to cover their faces. They jogged to the front gate. Concrete barriers had been set up on either side of the gate, against the fence. Concertina wire was set up just beyond the fence, giving the police another barrier to cross.

More concrete barriers were set up beyond the gate, making direct entry from outside vehicles difficult, if not impossible. Vehicles would have to navigate a tight slalom of concrete barriers to enter Freetown. Sandbags were set up on the roof of the concrete guard shack, a half-dozen men on the roof behind the sandbags.

At least fifty men were already in position behind the concrete barriers on either side of the guard shack, their rifles poking through the chain link fence. Nearly every man’s face was covered with a balaclava or a bandanna. They knew that the encounter would be recorded by the national police with facial recognition cameras.

Two independent journalists were among the Freetown Militia, filming the scene, along with the stealth nanocameras attached to the guard shack. They knew the importance of having their own record of the event. Two security bots were in position inside the guard shack, their M6 rifles poking through the open windows. Derek and Marcos took their position behind the concrete barrier, next to a man who resembled Patrick, although Derek wasn’t sure, given his balaclava and dark safety glasses.

Derek nodded to the man and said, “Patrick?”

He nodded back. “Derek.”

More men from Freetown Militia followed Derek and also took their positions. They had over one hundred men.

Steven stepped from the guard shack with a bullhorn. He said, “The lookout says they’ll be here any minute with five jeeps and fifteen armed men. Do not shoot unless fired upon or if their jeeps try to enter our community.”

Five topless jeeps came from the south at a high rate of speed.

Steven ducked behind the concrete barrier with his bullhorn.

Three of the speeding jeeps had .50 caliber machine guns mounted on the back. Each jeep carried three men, including the driver. The passengers had M6 rifles slung across their body armor. The convoy turned onto the short road that led to the gate. The lead jeep stopped at the first concrete barrier, tires screeching. A policeman stood behind the .50 caliber machine gun, aiming at the guard shack. He pulled back on the charging handle, a bullet entering the chamber. The driver of the lead jeep spoke into a microphone, his voice heard loud and clear through nanospeakers mounted on the vehicle.

The man spoke with a Spanish accent. “This is Sergeant Castillo. Put down your weapons and surrender. Now!”

The men of Freetown Militia still trained their rifles on the Panamanian police officers.

Steven placed his bullhorn over the concrete barrier and said, “If you leave now and never come back, we won’t kill you.”

Sergeant Castillo said something to his men and gestured with his hands. The other two jeeps with mounted .50 caliber machine guns flanked the lead jeep. Now, three .50 caliber machine guns were pointed at them: one at the guard shack, one at the men behind the concrete barrier to the left of the guard shack, and one to the right.

“You have ten seconds to surrender, or we will open fire.”

The men of the Freetown Militia didn’t waver.

Sergeant Castillo exited his jeep and waved the other two jeeps forward. These two jeeps parked sideways, the police officers using the vehicles as a shield, their rifles now pointed at the Freetown Militia.

“No lo hagas,” Steven said through his bullhorn. “Te mataremos.” He told the Panamanians not to do it, that they would kill them.

Derek peered through his scope, his red dot dancing on the forehead of one of the men behind the .50 caliber machine guns. Sweat ran in rivulets down the police officer’s face. Every Panamanian was covered with multiple red dots.

Derek’s target fired first, the officer’s trigger finger itchy, the .50 caliber bullet obliterating one of the security bots. Derek fired immediately afterward, a red splash appearing on the officer’s forehead, his body slumping on the mounted machine gun.

Both sides fired, the Panamanians spraying wildly, the men of Freetown picking their marks and hitting their targets. It was a one-sided massacre; the other two .50 caliber gunners immediately killed with head shots. Six other officers were killed as well. The remaining police officers hid behind the jeeps, no longer returning fire. The jeeps were peppered with bullets, the metal pinging.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Steven said through his bullhorn.

The firing stopped, the silence eerie after the deafening gunfire.

“Vete y no vuelvas.” Steven told them to go away and to not come back.

Derek turned to Marcos, then Patrick, asking them if they were okay.

Marcos nodded.

Patrick said, “I’m fine. You okay?”

“I’m good. No new holes,” Derek replied.

A few Panamanian police officers tentatively popped their heads up from behind the jeeps. The seven remaining officers scrambled into two jeeps riddled with bullet holes. They reversed the jeeps and sped away from the scene, leaving three jeeps with flat tires, and eight dead police officers staining the ground with their blood.

The men of the Freetown Militia cheered, raising their rifles over their heads. Derek walked over to Steven. On his way, he scanned the men for injuries. Two men had been shot. One in the shoulder, another in the hand. Their wounds didn’t appear fatal. Two medics provided compression. A van backed up to the men, to be loaded inside for the short ride to the hospital. Derek found Steven talking on his encrypted radio.

“That’s good to hear, but they’ll be back,” Steven said into the radio.

A voice from the Silver City Militia replied, “Roger that.”

Steven replaced his radio on his hip.

Derek pulled down his bandanna and asked, “Does the Silver City Militia need our help?”

Steven shook his head, his mouth turned down. “No. They repelled the attack at the port and the city limits. The police retreated.”

“Casualties?”

“A few injuries, but nothing life-threatening.”

Derek narrowed his eyes at Steven. “Then what’s the problem?”

“I had hoped they would see that we were serious and would just turn around and leave us alone. Between us and Silver City, we killed at least twenty police officers. They won’t let that go.” Steven blew out a heavy breath. “They’ll be back with an army.”
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Jacob and Contempt

 

 

Jacob preferred to stay in New York for the weekend, but Rebecca had planned a family dinner with Juan as the special guest. Jacob didn’t trust the kid and didn’t like the idea of Juan in his house while he was away. He thought Juan was a bad influence on Lindsey.

Jacob sat behind his desk in his home office, waiting for dinner, reading about a breaking news event on his tablet. The article was in Spanish and from Panama. His tablet translated the article to English.

 

Twenty Dead in Panamanian Police Standoff

By: Gloria Jimenez

Saturday, 1-4-2052

 

Early this morning in the Darién Province, the Panamanian National Police were attacked by American terrorists, living illegally in the anarchist community, Silver City. In an attempt to collect back taxes, the National Police were confronted by hundreds of armed men as police attempted to enter the community to serve arrest warrants for the foreign tax evaders. Twenty officers were killed and thirteen were wounded in the armed conflict.

 

Sergeant Castillo of the Panamanian National Police stated, “We tried to serve the warrants peacefully, but the terrorists ambushed us, shooting at our vehicles with many hundreds of men. They would’ve killed us all if not for the bravery of my men.”

 

President Madrid made this statement to the press. “We will not allow this lawlessness in our country. We wanted to embrace the residents of Silver City, only requiring that they pay their fair share of taxes, like every Panamanian, but these terrorists think they’re above the law. They’re sorely mistaken.”

 

Jacob hung his head, rubbing his temples. He had hoped that Silver City would be subdued by the Panamanians. At least President Madrid was committed to righting the wrong. Jacob didn’t like it that Silver City was in the news. Granted, it was the local Panamanian news. It was unlikely that western media outlets would pick up the story. The US still didn’t officially acknowledge the existence of Silver City, and most media outlets, his included, wouldn’t oppose the US government.

If they did, the US government might stop feeding them official government news. News that came straight from US government sources was the most profitable news to disseminate. Media outlets didn’t have to worry about lawsuits or upsetting sponsors with official government news, nor did they have to spend valuable man-hours checking stories and verifying sources.

His cell phone buzzed with a text. Jacob grabbed his cell from his desktop.

Sierra: I miss you so much it hurts. I wish you were here with me right now. I want you. Do you want me?

The text was accompanied with a picture of Sierra, wearing nothing but one of Jacob’s white button-downs, the buttons undone. Her brownish-red hair hung loose to her collarbone. She bit the lower corner of her lip. Her nipples were visible through the shirt. She stood with her fists on her hips, like a naked superhero. A feeling of euphoria washed over him. Jacob couldn’t help but smile.

Jacob: I miss you too, baby. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Keep the bed warm.

Her response was almost immediate.

Sierra: Maybe you can send me a picture to keep me warm until you come home.

Jacob: What kind of picture?

Sierra: You know what kind of picture. [image: ]

Jacob chuckled to himself. Then he went to his office door and pressed the button on the knob, locking the door. He padded to the far wall and stood in front of the full-length mirror. He studied his reflection. His hair was curly and cut short. He wore small circular glasses with nearly invisible frames. His dark eyes were too small and beady, his forehead too large, his face too long, not to mention the mole on his right cheek. Despite these imperfections, his face wasn’t unpleasant. His nose and chin were proportional; he had few wrinkles.

Jacob removed his cashmere sweater and undershirt. His chest was hairy and thin. He had a small paunch that was easily covered with clothes but made him wince in the bright light. He sucked in his stomach. Much better. He removed his phone from his pocket, setting it on the nearby coffee table. Jacob then kicked off his shoes and removed his slacks and underwear.

He stood before the mirror, naked except for his black socks. His pubic hair was bushy, making his penis look insignificant. Jacob touched himself, thinking about Sierra, trying to force some blood into his penis. He wanted it to look bigger but not erect, like he wasn’t trying to make it look bigger. His penis grew to an acceptable size. He grabbed his phone from the coffee table and returned to the mirror. He stroked his penis a few more times. Then he sucked in his paunch and took pictures of himself in the mirror.

A knock came at Jacob’s office door.

Jacob inhaled a sharp breath and froze for a moment. Then he said, “Hold on.” He dressed quickly, went to his office door, and opened it to find his youngest son, Ethan.

Ethan said, “Dinner’s ready.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Jacob replied.

Ethan ambled to the dining room. Jacob sent his cluster of nudes to Sierra, pocketed his phone, and walked to the dinner table. Everyone else was already seated. Jacob sat at the head of the table, Rebecca catty-cornered next to him. Ethan, David, Lindsey, and her boyfriend, Juan, rounded out the rest of the table.

Jeeves served filet mignon with cauliflower mash and mixed greens salads topped with sprouts and pine nuts. The chandelier provided dim lighting. Silverware chinked against the plates as everyone ate their food, the conversation muted. Lindsey and Juan tapped on their phones as they ate.

Jacob swallowed a bite of steak and eyed his kids. “You guys ready to go back to school?” The children were due to return to school from the holiday break that coming Monday.

“I am,” Ethan said, grinning.

“School’s stupid,” David mumbled with his mouth full.

“It’s mostly propaganda,” Lindsey said, setting down her phone.

“They don’t teach people what they really need to know,” Juan said, also setting down his phone.

Jacob stared at Juan for a few seconds and said, “What should they teach?”

Juan set down his fork, glanced at Lindsey, then looked back to Jacob. “About how money is created. How banking works. How men like you profit off a rigged system.”

Rebecca frowned at that. “Now, Juan, that’s not fair. Did you know that Mr. Roth was the CEO of Housing Trust for eight years? They provided low-income government housing to people in need. His company struggled to make a profit.”

Juan gave Lindsey a look, then addressed Rebecca. “No disrespect, Mrs. Roth, but didn’t Housing Trust, like, kill a bunch of people because they were trying to save money on maintenance?”

Rebecca opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

Jacob glowered at Juan. “There was more to that situation than what was on the news.”

Juan shrugged. “Maybe there was. Maybe there wasn’t. I do know that your family and other banking families have been controlling the world with debt since the 1760s.”

Jacob snickered at that. “I wouldn’t believe everything you read on the internet.”

“Is it true that the Federal Reserve is a cartel of international banks?” Juan asked.

“I wouldn’t call it a cartel. A group of the most successful banks, yes.”

“What’s the purpose of the Federal Reserve?”

“There are four main purposes.” Jacob touched a different finger as he listed each of those four purposes. “Conducting monetary policy in pursuit of full employment and stable prices. Supervising banks to ensure the safety and soundness of the nation's banking and financial system. Maintaining the stability of the financial system and containing systemic risks that may arise in financial markets. And providing certain financial services to the US government. Of course, that’s the shortened version. In reality, it’s much more complicated.”

Juan rolled his eyes to Lindsey, then looked back at Jacob. “I thought it was to eliminate competition from smaller banks and to make sure, when your corrupt money system failed, that the US government would bail you out.”

“That’s exactly what happened in 2008,” Lindsey said, glancing to Juan for affirmation.

Juan nodded back.

Jacob shook his head. “Banks paid back every penny of the bailouts they received in 2008.”

Rebecca took a large gulp of wine. David and Ethan ate their food, their interest rising with the conflict.

“So what? You guys create money out of nothing,” Juan said. “After the crash of 2020, you knew the system was unsustainable, so you created government cryptos.”

Jacob took a sip of his wine and said, “That’s what the people wanted.”

Juan scowled at Jacob. “People were afraid. My dad lost all his money when they made the old cryptos illegal.”

“They were being used for money laundering. I’m sorry your father was swept up in that mess.”

Juan shook his head. “I don’t want your apology. I want you to tell the truth for once. Tell the truth about the Fed Coin. It’s no different than the dollar. You have control of most of the Fed Coins. When you run out, you’ll probably do a hard fork and start a new Fed Coin and do it all over again.”

A hard fork occurred when nodes added new rules that conflicted with the rules of the old nodes. As a result, the blockchain would split, creating two separate networks, thereby creating a new cryptocurrency that runs parallel to the old.

Lindsey piled on by saying, “The banks create money like magic and lend it to people with interest. They’re not even lending money they worked for. They create loans out of nothing. It’s a digit in a computer, but people have to pay it back with hard work. It’s disgusting.”

Rebecca shook her head at her daughter. “Lindsey.”

“Is that why we’re rich?” Ethan asked, holding out his little hands. “I don’t wanna be rich like that.”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” David said, his mouth full again.

“It’s not true,” Rebecca said, turning to Ethan.

“Yes, it is,” Lindsey said, her arms crossed over her chest. “Tell the truth, Dad.”

Jacob raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “It’s so easy to criticize what you don’t understand. When you grow up and have to make a living in the real world, you might gain some much-needed wisdom.”

Lindsey glared at Jacob. “It’s true, and you know it.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “If we didn’t control the currency and make a profit doing so, somebody else would, and the result might be far worse.”

 

* * *

 

That evening Jacob stood in front of his dresser, putting on his pajama pants. He shut his door, unnecessarily hard, still agitated from the dinner discussion. Rebecca sat in bed, reading a novel on her e-reader. Jacob slipped into bed, grabbing his tablet from his bedside table.

Rebecca set her e-reader on her bedside table and turned to Jacob. “Do you think it’s an evil system?”

Jacob turned to his wife. “What?”

“Our economy. The banking system. The way your family makes money. Do you think it’s predatory?”

Jacob sneered. “Of course not.”

“Banks charge interest on money they create for free. They don’t even save the money. Then people have to actually work to pay it off. It sounds like a giant scam.”

Jacob whipped the covers off his legs and stood from the bed. He pointed at Rebecca. “I won’t listen to this nonsense for one more second.”

Rebecca exited the bed and marched up to her husband. “It’s all true, isn’t it?”

Jacob gritted his teeth. “Like I said, if we weren’t benefitting from the system, someone else would. I won’t apologize for taking care of my family. I’m done talking about this.”

Rebecca shook her head, glaring at Jacob. “It’s not good enough. I’d rather give all this up—”

Jacob smacked her on the side of the head with his open palm.

Rebecca fell to the floor. She touched her face, stunned, her eyes glassy. “You hit me.”

Jacob scowled, his nostrils flaring. “After everything I’ve done for you, you question how I make my money? How my family makes their money? I’ll tell you this once. How I make my money is none of your fucking concern. Be the good wife and shut the fuck up.” Jacob stormed from their bedroom.
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Summer and Secrets

 

 

Summer sat at Howard’s desk, watching Patrick’s vlog on the laptop. Byron’s baby monitor sat on the desktop within arm’s reach. The video showed the Panamanian National Police and their jeeps, with their machine guns pointed at the gate and the guard shack of Freetown. Sergeant Castillo of the Panamanian Police demanded the Freetown Militia’s surrender, but the men didn’t budge.

Steven had threats of his own, telling the police to leave them alone and they wouldn’t kill them. The video slowed, showing a Panamanian police officer behind a large machine gun mounted to a jeep. This officer fired first, despite the news articles Summer had read to the contrary. Then all hell broke loose, the men of Freetown Militia peppering the police with gunfire. Eight officers were shot and killed; the other seven were allowed to leave.

Summer had heard the story of the standoff from Derek and Patrick yesterday when they’d talked, but seeing the replay on the screen punctuated the seriousness of the situation.

Derek had echoed Steven’s words, “We killed police officers. No way they let that go.”

Summer closed the video, disconnected from the VPN, and shut down the laptop. She grabbed the baby monitor, walking to her room and the homemade crib she’d bought from a local craftsman. Byron napped, his eyes closed, his perfect pink lips parted. Summer left the room and shut the door, careful not to wake Byron. She walked down the hall to the living room.

Soft music played through the nanospeakers. Jewel Heineman sat on the couch, her gaze on her e-reader, surrounded by colorful Costa Rican art. She looked up from her book. “Howard went to the market to get a few things for dinner.”

Summer smiled. “You’ll have to let me do the shopping next time. You two have been paying for too much.”

Jewel waved her hand across the air. “Nonsense.”

“Well, I’d feel better if you let me do the shopping the next few times.”

“That’s up to you, dear, but please don’t feel obligated.”

Summer nodded.

Jewel set her e-reader facedown on her lap. “I actually wanted to talk to you about Kyra.”

Summer walked closer, now standing a few feet from Jewel. “What about her?”

“She seems very depressed.”

Summer had noticed that Kyra had been very quiet since they’d been in Costa Rica.

“I tried to talk to her earlier today, but she was a closed book,” Jewel said. “Maybe you could talk to her.”

“Where is she?” Summer asked.

“She went for a walk around the community. She seemed off when she left. I’m worried about her. It could be nothing, but I think maybe you should go find her.”

“Okay. Byron just fell asleep. I should be back before he wakes, but can you listen for him just in case?” Summer held up the baby monitor.

“Of course.”

Summer handed the baby monitor to Jewel and left the home. Outside, the sun was high in the sky. Summer walked alongside the single-lane road, the encroaching jungle providing dappled shade. The road around the ex-pat community was a circle that was roughly one mile. Since they’d arrived one week ago, Kyra had been walking and running the circle, clocking five miles each day.

After a few minutes, Summer saw Kyra walking toward her, wearing her colorful workout gear. Summer smiled and gave a little wave as she approached. Kyra had dark circles around her eyes. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, the sides darkened with sweat.

“Can I walk with you?” Summer asked.

Kyra pursed her lips. “If you want.”

They walked in silence for a while. Summer finally asked, “Are you okay?”

Kyra lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know.”

“Do you wanna talk about it?”

“I feel so stupid.” Kyra shook her head, her eyes on the road as they walked.

“None of this is your fault,” Summer replied.

Kyra frowned at that. “I had a good job. A future. I was happy until Truman. You must think I’m an idiot or a gold digger to put up with him.”

Summer shook her head. “I don’t think either of those things.”

“When I first met him, he was charming and kind and considerate. The wealth was part of the package. I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t part of what attracted me to him.” She exhaled a heavy breath. “Maybe I deserve this.”

“Nobody deserves this.”

Kyra sniffled, her head still bowed as she walked. “We have a prenuptial agreement. If I have an affair, I get nothing.” She touched her flat stomach. “This baby is evidence.”

“That proves you’re certainly no gold digger. You chose your baby over money.”

Kyra nodded. “The prenuptial agreement was all about what I could and couldn’t do, but it never put any restrictions on him. He’s had countless affairs since we’ve been married. He would send me to an apartment in Silver City when he wanted to have a woman over, saying that he needed some alone time. He had his goons make sure I didn’t come back until he was finished sleeping with whatever whore he had picked up.”

Summer cringed, thinking about her encounters with Truman.

“I think I was just so tired of being treated like property. I was tired of being lied to. I was tired of him gaslighting me, telling me that I was crazy anytime I accused him of anything. I think deep down I knew he was lying about my infertility. So, I found a man and showed him.” Kyra stopped walking, and she broke down in tears.

Summer hugged her friend, rubbing her back, as Kyra sobbed on her shoulder.

After a long moment, they separated, Kyra wiping her face on her T-shirt. “I’m sorry.”

Summer knitted her brows. “Don’t apologize for feeling.”

“If it wasn’t for you, I might be dead.”

“Don’t say that.”

Kyra forced a smile. “Thank you for being such a good friend.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Do you think they’ll be friends?” She touched her stomach again. “Byron and my baby?”

“I’m sure they’ll be great friends.”

Kyra hugged Summer again. When they separated, Kyra said, “Promise me that we’ll always be friends, that we’ll always be honest with each other.”

Summer hesitated for a beat. “Of course.”

Kyra narrowed her eyes, searching Summer’s face.

Summer swallowed hard. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

Kyra stared at Summer, unresponsive.

“I had a brief relationship with Truman.” Summer winced.

Kyra glared at Summer.

“I didn’t know he was married. It was before I met you.” Summer was too ashamed to elaborate further, to tell Kyra what he did to her.

Kyra cringed, shaking her head in disgust. “Jesus, Summer. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It wasn’t important.”

Kyra jabbed her index finger at Summer. “To you. It wasn’t important to you.”

Summer dipped her head, ashamed. “It was something I just wanted to forget—”

“I’d like to be alone.” Kyra turned her back to Summer.

“I’m sorry, Kyra. I know I should’ve told you sooner.”

Kyra walked away.

“Kyra, I’m sorry.” Summer called out to her back.

Kyra started to run, putting more distance between them.
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Naomi’s Silver Lining

 

 

Friday’s debate had been an unmitigated disaster, with every news outlet declaring Corrinne Powers the winner. After the debate, Naomi had slipped further in the polls, almost as low as Randal Montgomery. There was a silver lining though.

Late Monday morning, Naomi, Fletcher, and Vernon sat around the coffee table in Naomi’s congressional office, talking about that silver lining.

“It plays perfectly into our hands,” Vernon said, leaning back on the couch, next to Naomi. “People will make viral videos, splicing Corrinne’s words together from the debate and from what we’re about to unleash on the world.” Vernon had a self-satisfied grin on his face. “Corrinne’s gonna eat her words.”

“We should release the video right before the February debate,” Naomi said.

“I agree.” Fletcher nodded, sitting in a leather chair across from the couch. “The video was made in Virginia, right?”

“Yes,” Vernon said. “It’s a one-party consent state, so legally we’re in the clear.”

Fletcher nodded. “Good.”

“Will it be enough to close the gap on Corrinne?” Naomi asked.

“It’ll close the gap, but I don’t think it’s enough to overtake her. However, if Montgomery’s left in the dust, he might concede and throw his weight behind you.”

“The sooner he does, the better,” Vernon said.

“What about the Roths?” Naomi asked. “We’ve had an influx of campaign donations from their shell companies, but their news outlets are still supporting Corrinne.”

“The Roths hedge their bets,” Fletcher said. “You know that. The news outlets follow the leader. If they think we’ll win, the news outlets will turn in our favor.”

“Maybe I should go back to Truman Bradshaw.”

Fletcher shook his head. “Then you’ll owe two masters. My mother used to say, ‘You gotta dance with the one who brung you.’ We made a commitment to the Roths, and they’ve held up their end of the bargain. We have all the money we need for a serious presidential run. Their news outlets may not be supporting us, but notice they didn’t run that college video of you yelling at that white boy.”

Naomi frowned at that. “It ended up on every other news outlet.”

“It’ll be long forgotten when we shine the spotlight of shame on Corrinne,” Vernon said.
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Derek and the End of the Beginning

 

 

Twenty-four days after the standoff with the Panamanian National Police, the Freetown residents had a meeting at the community center. During those twenty-four days, militia members had been on edge, expecting an armed invasion at any moment, but it never came.

The crowd at the community center contained mostly Freetown Militia Members. Other residents of Freetown and Silver City were still hiding in safer locales. Steven Parker Jr., Truman Bradshaw, and one other council member sat behind the long table at the front of the room. Two council seats were empty. Truman Bradshaw had recently returned to Silver City from Singapore to negotiate with President Madrid, and to find Kyra. At least that was the rumor.

Derek, Patrick, and Marcos sat near the front. A podium was set up in the center aisle of the crowd, facing the council members. A one-hundred-inch OLED screen hung from the wall, behind the council, nearly invisible. A video camera broadcasted a live feed, the meeting being watched in community centers all around Silver City.

“We’re ready to begin,” Truman said into his mike.

The room quieted.

“My goal for Silver City and her residents has always been to live free lives of peace and prosperity. The Panamanian government bowed to pressure from the US government to end our tax-free status and to break the contract that I signed with President Torrijos and the Panamanian government many years ago.” Truman paused for a second. “Thomas Jefferson once said, ‘The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.’” Truman scanned the audience. “The tree of liberty in Silver City needed tending, and the patriots of the Freetown and Silver City militias answered the call. Every resident of Silver City and every freedom-loving person on this planet owes you a debt of gratitude. Thank you.”

People from the audience nodded. A few said, “You’re welcome.”

Truman continued. “The reason the Panamanian National Police didn’t come back with more men and more firepower was because I was negotiating with President Madrid and his cabinet.” Truman grabbed the remote and turned on the large OLED screen behind him. A document with signatures showed on the screen. “It is with great pleasure that I tell you, as of this morning, we have a new contract and treaty. Silver City is once again recognized as a free zone.”

The crowd stood from their seats and cheered. Men hugged and high-fived. Derek hugged Patrick and Marcos.

Truman waited for the celebration to dissipate. “In addition, any and all men involved in the standoff of January fourth will not be prosecuted.”

The crowd cheered again.

Once the crowd quieted, Truman said, “We’ll take questions from the audience now. Please line up at the podium if you have a question.”

Patrick was first in line at the podium. He asked Truman, “Why would the Panamanian government agree to that? What did you give them in return?”

“I agreed to build a Thorium power plant to power Panama City and the suburbs by 2060,” Truman said. “It’s a win-win situation. Thorium Unlimited gains a large customer base, and the Panamanians solve their energy problems with the cheapest and cleanest fuel on the planet. In addition, once the plant is built, we have leverage. They’ll be dependent on cheap energy. If they try this again, I’ll simply turn off their power.”

 

* * *

 

After the meeting, Derek loitered inside the community center, talking to Patrick. Groups of residents talked and joked around the room, the mood upbeat.

“You think it’s safe for Summer and Byron to come home?” Derek asked.

Patrick nodded. “I think so.”

“When do you think they’ll be home?”

“I have to make some arrangements, but hopefully they’ll be back in a few days. I’m looking forward to having them back home.”

Derek smiled. “Me too.”

“I’m supposed to call her this evening. You’re welcome to give her the good news.”
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Jacob v. Silver City

 

 

Jacob paced along the floor-to-ceiling windows of his penthouse office, his encrypted cell phone to his ear, overlooking the bright lights of Wall Street.

“I won’t let this stand,” President Warner said through the cell phone. “The CIA is already working back channels. I’ll put boots on the ground, if I have to.”

“The longer Silver City exists as a tax-free zone, the more likely it is to be duplicated in other locales,” Jacob replied. “If that happens, these insurrections will spread like a virus. That would be bad for business and tax revenue.”

“I agree. I’ll talk to President Madrid tomorrow, personally.”

“Thank you, Mr. President. Keep me updated.”

“Of course.”

Jacob disconnected the call; then he sent a text, summoning his CFO. He slipped his cell phone in his suit jacket pocket and stepped across his spacious office to the wet bar. He grabbed two aspirin from behind the bar. His head pounded from the long day. He placed the aspirin on his tongue and washed it down with a swig of his bottled water. Jacob went to his desk, opening his office door on the way, and sitting in the plush swivel chair.

Reuben Shapiro, the CFO of Roth Holdings North America, appeared at Jacob’s open door. He stepped into the doorway and said, “You wanted to see me, Mr. Roth.”

Jacob motioned with his hand. “Yes. Come in. Shut the door.”

Reuben shut the door, walked into the office, and sat across from Jacob at his mahogany desk. Jacob’s swivel chair sat a little higher than Reuben’s leather chair, punctuating Reuben’s diminutive stature. Jacob wondered if Eric had designed it that way on purpose.

“I’m concerned about this agreement between President Madrid and Truman Bradshaw,” Jacob said.

“So am I,” Reuben replied.

“I’m not sure if this is blatant opposition to the US government or if there are ulterior motives at play.”

Reuben adjusted his invisible frame glasses, his bald head shining in the artificial light. “We could limit Panama’s supply of new Fed Coins. The Panamanian government relies on new Fed Coins for 47 percent of their funding, with taxation accounting for the other 53 percent. Without new Fed Coins, that would put the brakes on their economy, not to mention essential government services.”

Jacob folded his hands on his desktop and let out a breath. “I don’t think it’s that simple in this case. If we starve the Panamanian government of Fed Coins, it only serves to push them toward Truman and his energy-backed cryptocurrency.”

“As far as I know, his currency isn’t operational yet.”

Jacob frowned. “Yet.”
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Summer and Good News

 

 

“I have good news,” Derek said.

Summer smiled at Derek through the laptop screen. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve heard positive news.”

“Truman Bradshaw signed a new treaty with the Panamanian government.”

Summer couldn’t help but cringe a little at the mention of Truman.

“They’re gonna leave us alone.” Derek grinned from ear to ear. “You and Byron can come home. Your dad said he has some arrangements to make, but you should be home in a few days, so start packin’.”

Summer forced a smile. “That’s great.”

“You okay? You don’t seem that happy.”

She was happy, but she was also conflicted. It had been three weeks since Summer had confessed to Kyra that she’d had a relationship with Truman. It hadn’t been a full confession. Summer wasn’t ready to reveal the blackmail for sexual favors con that Truman had perpetrated. It was too humiliating to admit. They hadn’t talked for nearly a week after the confession. Kyra had eventually thawed, but she was more guarded than before.

Summer worried that Kyra would feel like she was abandoning her, that Summer leaving might kill their friendship. In some ways, Kyra was more of a fugitive than Summer. They’d never specifically discussed the end game, only that they’d return to Silver City when it was safe. Of course, safe for Summer didn’t equal safe for Kyra. Summer and Byron were hiding from the tax war. Kyra was hiding from Truman.

“Of course I’m happy,” Summer said.

Derek narrowed his eyes, searching Summer’s face for clues. “I thought you’d be more excited.”

Summer rose from her seat, shook her fists, and said, “Yes!” She sat back down, a smirk on her face. “How was that? Excited enough for you?”

Derek laughed. “You get an A for effort.” He hesitated for a moment. “I’ve missed you.”

That made her stomach flutter. “Me too.”





 

 

 

54

Naomi and Randal

 

 

Naomi met Randal Montgomery at her office door with a smile. “Randal. How are you?”

“I’ve had better days,” Randal replied, his expression solemn.

“Come in.” Naomi waved him inside.

Randal stepped into her office.

Naomi shut the door behind him. “Why don’t we sit?”

Randal followed Naomi, sitting across from her at her desk.

“What can I do for you?” Naomi asked.

Randal stroked his blond mustache for a beat. “I think this is more about what I can do for you.”

Naomi cocked her head, listening intently.

“As you know, I’ve dropped precipitously in the polls over the last few weeks, and I just don’t have the financial backing to make a serious run at the nomination, much less the presidency. I’m dropping out of the race. I’m assuming our deal still stands? I endorse you, and you make me your running mate.”

Naomi nodded. “Of course. We can coordinate with our staffs to make a joint announcement.”

“That’ll be fine.” Randal sighed. “This may all be for nothing. Corrinne’s practically unbeatable.”

Naomi shrugged, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I wouldn’t say unbeatable. Something tells me the tide is about to turn.”
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Derek’s Between a Rock and a Hard Place

 

 

Derek walked through the greenhouse, checking the health of the rootstocks and the newly grafted fruit trees. The roof and cross vents opened another fraction of an inch, the vents sensing the temperature and adjusting to keep the greenhouse from getting too hot. Once the vents were fully open, if the greenhouse was still too hot, a fan blew, cooling the space further.

A large figure appeared at one end of the greenhouse. Derek’s eyes snapped to the man entering with a handgun on his hip. Derek turned to see another bulky man entering the opposite end of the greenhouse. He recognized this man as Xavier Hills, Truman Bradshaw’s head of security. Derek was the man in the middle, stuck between a rock and a hard place. His only weapon was the hand pruners attached to his belt.

Derek scowled at Xavier as he approached, trying to mask his fear. “This is private property.”

“We have a few questions,” Xavier said, his voice gravelly.

Derek glanced over his shoulder, his heart thumping in his chest. The other meathead stood with his arms crossed over his muscular chest, a sneer on his face. Derek turned back to Xavier. “You got five minutes. I got work to do.”

Xavier put his hand on the butt of his handgun. “Summer Fitzgerald was seen walking with Kyra at Waterfall Park three weeks before she went missing.”

“So?” This surprised Derek. He didn’t know that Summer knew Kyra. He kept his expression neutral as a bead of sweat snaked down Derek’s back.

Xavier stepped into Derek’s personal space, close enough to smell the coffee on his breath. Xavier was at least four inches taller than Derek and outweighed him by sixty pounds. “Summer Fitzgerald took leave from work at the same time that Kyra disappeared.”

Derek shrugged, holding his ground. “Lots of people left because of the tax bills.”

Xavier narrowed his dark eyes. “You and Summer are seeing each other, and you’re gonna tell me where she is.”

Derek took a step back, not able to stand Xavier’s hot breath on his face. “She broke up with me. I don’t give a fuck where she is. If I knew where she went, I’d be happy to tell ya. I have no fuckin’ clue.”

The man behind Derek grabbed him from behind, pinning his arms to his sides. Xavier threw an uppercut to Derek’s stomach. Derek doubled over, wheezing, sounding like a sick cat, the breath knocked out of him. The meathead held Derek upright.

Xavier grabbed his handgun from his holster and pressed the barrel to Derek’s temple.

Derek winced at the circular impression molding into the side of his head.

“Where is she? You got five seconds before I blow your fucking brains out,” Xavier said.

Derek gritted his teeth and closed his eyes.

“One, two, three, four …”

Derek flinched at the click, but it was the click of a greenhouse door. Derek opened his eyes to see Steven approaching from one end of the greenhouse with his M6 rifle leveled at Xavier’s back.

“Let him go and put the gun on the ground,” Steven said, creeping closer.

Xavier turned around his handgun now at his side. Then another click came from the opposite greenhouse door.

“Put gun down,” Marcos said, approaching from the other end of the greenhouse.

Derek faced away from Marcos, but he figured Marcos had his rifle trained on the other meathead.

The meathead let go of Derek and stepped back.

“Put your guns on the ground and get the hell off my property,” Steven said, glaring at Xavier.

“Come on, old man. Don’t hurt yourself.” Xavier raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “That rifle looks like it’s getting heavy.”

“I’ll shoot your ass before I lower this rifle. Drop that gun. Now.”

Xavier blew out a breath and dropped his handgun on the gravel floor.

“Jew drop gun too,” Marco said to the other meathead.

Another handgun dropped to the floor.

“Put your hands in the air,” Steven said.

The two meatheads raised their arms.

“Now walk toward me slowly,” Steven said, creeping backward.

The two meatheads followed Steven out of the greenhouse, Marcos right behind them, his rifle aimed at their backs. Derek walked behind Marcos.

Once outside, Steven said, “Don’t come back here again. We’ll shoot on sight.”

As soon as the two security guards turned their backs to walk toward their SUV, Steven dropped his rifle, his legs wobbling. Derek grabbed the old man before he fell, holding him upright. Derek and Marcos helped Steven to a plastic chair in the shade of the barn.

“You all right?” Derek asked.

“He needs hospital,” Marcos said.

Steven was ashen, his shoulders slumped. “I’m just a little tired.” Steven looked up at Derek. “I should be asking you that question. You were the one with a gun to your head.”

“I’m fine,” Derek replied.

“I’m assuming this is about finding Kyra. Did they find out about your relationship?”

Derek shook his head. “No, but I’m worried about Summer.”

Steven knitted his brows. “What does she have to do with this?”

“They know that Summer and I have been seein’ each other. They also know that Summer and Kyra know each other, and that they left Silver City at the same time. I didn’t even know that. Maybe wherever Patrick sent Summer, Kyra went with her?”

Steven exhaled. “Apparently, that’s what Truman thinks.”

“Summer and Byron are due to come back to Silver City in three days. I don’t know if they’re better off in Silver City or stayin’ where they are.” Derek swallowed hard. “Either way, they’re all in danger.”

“We need to check on Patrick. Truman’s men might be headed to his house now.” Steven tried to rise from his seat, but Derek guided him back down.

“I’ll check on Patrick. Marcos is right. You need to go to the hospital.” Derek addressed Marcos. “Can you take him?”

Marcos nodded.

 

* * *

 

Derek took the electric ATV to Patrick’s house while Marcos took Steven to the hospital in the pickup truck. Derek bounded up the concrete steps to Patrick’s front door, banging on the door, his M6 rifle strapped to his chest.

Patrick answered the door with furrowed brows. “Derek. You okay?”

Derek glanced behind him, checking for Truman’s goons. “I need to talk to you. It’s an emergency.”

Derek followed Patrick to the kitchen.

“Have a seat,” Patrick said, gesturing to the kitchen table. “You want something to drink?”

“No, thanks.” Derek leaned his rifle against the wall and sat at the table across from Patrick. “Two of Truman’s men came after me at the orchard.”

Patrick snapped to attention, his eyes like saucers. “When?”

“Ten, fifteen minutes ago. They wanted information about Kyra Bradshaw’s whereabouts.”

Patrick cocked his head in confusion. “Why are they asking you?”

“They know Kyra and Summer were together at Waterfall Park about three weeks before Summer left town. They know that Summer left town the same day that Kyra disappeared. They also know I’ve been seein’ Summer.”

Patrick clenched his jaw. “They must think Summer and Kyra are together.”

“I think so. Have they questioned you?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Be careful. Don’t go anywhere near ’em. They had a gun to my head.”

Patrick winced. “Shit. You all right?”

“I’m fine.” Derek leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “I gotta know. Is Summer with Kyra?”

Patrick nodded, almost imperceptibly.

“I figured. Look. There’s more to this. Kyra and I had a relationship before you and Summer came back with Byron. I broke it off when I found out she was married. Truman’s men didn’t mention the affair, but maybe they’re suspicious. Maybe they think I did somethin’ to Kyra?”

Patrick raised an eyebrow. “Does Summer know?”

Derek shook his head, his mouth turned down. “I didn’t know she knew Kyra. I’m not proud of the relationship. I know I should’ve told Summer, but I was ashamed. I need to tell her now though, but that’s not the biggest issue. I’m worried that they’re all in danger. I think Truman’s men are gettin’ close. I don’t know if it makes sense to still bring them back to Silver City or to keep them where they are. I’m assumin’ they haven’t left yet?”

Patrick shook his head. “Summer and Byron aren’t supposed to leave until tomorrow afternoon. I’ll postpone their return until we have a better handle on the situation. At the moment, they’re safe. Nobody knows where they are.”

“What about Kyra?”

“She’s definitely not safe in Silver City.”
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Jacob Makes the Deal

 

 

For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Jacob Roth was on the phone with President Warner.

“I spoke with President Madrid. He has some real cojones if you know what I mean,” Warner said, sighing. “If it wasn’t for us, he’d still be a nobody in the National Assembly.”

Jacob paced in his office, alongside the floor-to-ceiling windows, his cell phone to his ear. Wall Street bustled below, the morning sun shining over the Financial District.

Warner continued. “He wants a solar plant and a wind farm and updates to their hydro plant in Bocas Del Toro. He also wants weapons and four billion Fed Coins to hire and train more police to handle Silver City.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “At least he’s willing to back out of the deal with Bradshaw.”

“Next election, we can make sure Madrid’s not elected. We can support someone more amenable to our needs.”

Jacob hesitated, thinking for a moment. “The longer we wait, the more emboldened these Silver City terrorists become. If we allow this to continue, these stateless societies will spread across the globe like a virus. Make the deal. We’ll provide the funding.”
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Summer and Paternity

 

 

“I’ll let you two talk first,” Patrick said through the laptop screen.

Then Derek sat in front of the screen, Patrick’s kitchen in the background.

“Hey,” Summer said, smiling. “I wasn’t expecting to talk to you today.”

Derek didn’t smile back. His head was bowed as he said, “I have somethin’ to confess.”

Summer’s stomach churned, anticipating bad news. “Okay.”

“Before you came back from the States with Byron, I had a relationship with Kyra Bradshaw. I knew her as Kyra Talbot. When I found out that she was married, I broke it off.” Derek had an anguished look on his face. “I’m sorry. I would’ve told you before, but I was embarrassed, and I figured it was in the past.”

Summer’s eyes widened in recognition. “When was this exactly?”

“About three months ago. We weren’t together for very long.”

Summer did the math in her head. Her stomach turned. The timeline fit. “Did you have sex with her?”

Derek was speechless for a long beat, telling Summer the answer before he said, “Yes.”

Summer raised her eyebrows. “Did you use protection?”

Derek blushed, then said, “She’s infertile.”

Summer tried to keep her expression neutral. The pregnancy wasn’t her secret to reveal.

“Why are you asking me about that?” Derek asked.

Summer looked away for a beat, then said, “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. What did my dad tell you about Kyra?”

“Only that she’s with you, but I don’t know where, and it’s important that I don’t know where you are. Two of Truman’s men interrogated me at the orchard this morning.” Derek went on to explain what had happened in detail.

Her eyes were glassy. “My God. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“Please be careful. I don’t wanna lose you.”

Derek nodded. “I don’t wanna lose you either.”

Summer hesitated, the wheels turning in her mind. “Do you think they might find us?”

“Your dad thinks you’re safe where you are.”

 

* * *

 

After Summer finished her conversations with Derek and Patrick, she logged off the VPN and shut down the laptop. She sat at Howard’s desk, thinking about the current state of affairs. Patrick had said that he wanted to postpone Summer and Byron’s return to Silver City until he figured out what to do. Her father wasn’t sure if he should go to his assurance agency or if he should deploy other means. He had said that he would talk to Steven first.

Summer had nearly spilled the beans to Derek and Patrick about her “relationship” with Truman, but she worried that it would only serve to throw gasoline on the fire. Derek and her father would be irate. They’d likely confront or try to kill Truman, putting them both in more danger. With Truman’s men nearly killing Derek, a confrontation may be inevitable, but she didn’t want to encourage it.

Part of Summer felt jealous and angry that Derek had had a relationship with Kyra, that he was likely the father of her child, but the rational part of her understood that the relationship predated theirs, and Derek didn’t know he was seeing a married woman. Furthermore, how could she possibly be angry with Derek when she hadn’t told him about Truman?

Summer thought of Derek with a gun to his head. A lump developed in her throat. Would they have pulled the trigger if they knew about the affair? Summer thought of what Truman had done to her and to Kyra and answered her own question. Without a doubt.

Summer left the office in search of Kyra. Jewel was in the living room, holding Byron, swaying in the rocking chair. Howard sat on the couch, reading on his e-reader.

“Have you seen Kyra?” Summer asked, her hands on her hips.

“She’s out walking.” Jewel narrowed her eyes at Summer. “What’s wrong, dear?”

Howard looked up from his e-reader.

“Would you mind looking after Byron for a few more minutes?” Summer asked. “I need to talk to her.”

“Of course,” Jewel said.

Summer hurried outside, the late morning sun heating the gravel road. She looked left and right. No sign of traffic or Kyra. She turned right and ran on the circular road, knowing she’d eventually run into Kyra.

After a minute of running, she saw Kyra walking toward her. Summer slowed to a walk as she approached. Kyra’s T-shirt was soaked with sweat, her hands on her head, sucking in deep gulps of air.

As they met, Summer turned and walked alongside Kyra. “I need to talk to you.”

Kyra dropped her hands, her breath regulating, smelling like sweat. “Talk.”

“Who’s the father of your child?”

Kyra looked away for an instant. “That’s none of your business.”

Summer tilted her head, her eyebrows arched. “You sure about that?”

Kyra sighed. “I’d rather not argue with you.”

“Derek told me about you.”

This stopped Kyra in her tracks. They faced each other on the gravel road. Kyra dipped her head.

Summer glared at Kyra. “Didn’t you think he might tell me?”

Kyra shrugged and lifted her gaze. “I didn’t know. He seemed like the quiet type.”

Summer shook her head, her jaw clenched. “You were upset when I told you about my relationship with Truman. You were mad that I hadn’t told you sooner. Yet you neglected to tell me that you’re carrying my boyfriend’s child?”

Kyra scowled back at Summer. “My baby’s none of your business, and it’s none of Derek’s business either.”

Summer threw up her hands in frustration. “He’s the father!”

Kyra placed her hands on her hips. “Fine, I’ll tell him about his baby growing inside me. I’ll tell him that I miss him and that I want him to be a father to our baby. I’ll tell him that I want him back, that I didn’t tell him about Truman because I was trying to protect him. I’ll tell him about how Truman abused and isolated me and my time with Derek was the first time I’d felt really alive since I married Truman. I’ll tell Derek that I’ll sue for a divorce, that I want us to be a family. I’ll ask him for protection.” Kyra stared at Summer for a moment. “What do you think he’ll do? You think he’ll say no?”

Summer opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“I heard he was a prisoner on Psycho Island, that he was a murderer. That’s why I broke it off. I thought maybe he was like Truman”—Kyra shook her head—“like maybe I’m so defective that I keep picking these creeps, but, after listening to you talk about him, I know I made a mistake.”

Summer held out her hands, palms up. “What do you want, Kyra?”

Kyra stared back stone-faced. “Nothing. Why don’t you pretend you don’t know that I’m carrying Derek’s baby, and I’ll pretend I don’t want your boyfriend back.”

Summer closed her eyes for a beat, then said, “If he wants to be with you, I won’t deny him that choice.”

Kyra shook her head, her eyes wet. “It doesn’t matter what he wants. It doesn’t even matter what I want. He can never know. If Truman found out, Derek would end up dead.”

“If Derek wants to be with you, I won’t stand in the way.”

“You’re not hearing me. It’s too dangerous for Derek to know. He’ll do something heroic and stupid, and they’ll kill him.” Kyra paused for emphasis. “Don’t act like a martyr on my account. Do what you want. Go home. Be with Derek. Forget all about me.” She blinked and tears slipped down her face.

Summer stepped closer, reaching to hug her friend, but Kyra shook her head and held up her hand like a stop sign. Kyra turned and ran back toward the house. Summer hung her head and let out a heavy breath. She turned and walked on the circular road, going the long way back to the house to give herself some time to think.

As Summer walked by herself, she thought, Kyra needs me. She has nobody. Byron and I should stay through her pregnancy and delivery. But that’s not what I want. I feel guilty about Derek, like I’m taking him from his future family. Kyra’s right. If Derek knew, he would want to be a father to her baby—and maybe Kyra’s husband. Kyra’s also right that he can’t know about the baby. It’s too dangerous.
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Naomi, the Woman with a Plan

 

 

Naomi stood from her desk and said, “I’ll walk you out.”

Naomi and Randal Montgomery walked from her desk to her office door. They’d had a nice conversation, after discussing the business of his concession and endorsement of Naomi’s campaign.

Naomi opened the door and held out her hand. “I look forward to working with you.”

Randal smiled and shook her hand. “So do I.”

Naomi smiled back. “I think we’ll do great things together.”

“I know better than to doubt a woman with a plan.” Randal winked, then left the office.

Vernon appeared from his office with raised eyebrows and a goofy grin. He belonged on the cover of GQ with his black tailored suit. “So?”

Naomi simpered and walked back into her office. Vernon followed, shutting the door behind him. They sat across from each other at Naomi’s desk.

“You were talking to him for a long time,” Vernon said.

“Jealous?” Naomi asked, a hint of a smirk on her face.

Vernon chuckled at that but didn’t answer.

“He’s conceding, and he’s endorsing me. We need to coordinate with his people.”

“That’s great. It’s perfect timing.”

“Does the media have the video yet?”

“They’re running the story tomorrow.” Vernon made an explosion sound, mimicking the detonation with his hands.
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Derek’s Dog

 

 

“Thanks, Marcos.” Derek disconnected the call, put his cell phone in the front pocket of his canvas pants, and addressed Patrick. “Steven’s okay. They’re keepin’ him at the hospital overnight for observation.”

“That’s good,” Patrick said, standing in his kitchen a few feet away.

Derek grabbed his M6 rifle leaning against the wall. “Marcos said he can have visitors if you wanted to talk to him about Truman.”

Patrick tilted his head in confusion. “You’re not coming with me?”

Derek shook his head and strapped the rifle to his chest. “I need to swing by the orchard. Our weapons stash is wide open. In my rush over here and Marcos’s rush to the hospital, we forgot to lock up the weapons. Plus, I need to get Steven a change of clothes and his toiletries. I’ll take the ATV to the hospital as soon as I’m done.”

“All right. I’ll see you at the hospital then.”

“Sounds good.” Derek left the house, Patrick right behind him.

Derek hopped into the ATV and drove toward the orchard. Patrick drove the opposite way in his truck, toward the hospital. Derek parked between the barn and the greenhouse. He surveyed the orchard. It was quiet, a light breeze rustling the leaves of the trees. Steven’s rifle was still on the ground near the greenhouse, right where he’d dropped it. Derek grabbed it and went inside the barn, his own rifle still strapped to his chest.

Inside the barn, Derek walked to the open footlocker. Guns and ammunition were inside, along with body armor. He placed Steven’s rifle into the footlocker as well as his own. Derek grabbed a Glock handgun with a holster and attached the gun to his belt. He didn’t want to carry his rifle everywhere, but he knew he needed to be armed from now on.

A gust of wind whistled through the barn. Derek stopped and listened but heard nothing out of the ordinary. He removed the Glock from the holster and checked the magazine and the chamber. The magazine was full—thirteen rounds. He racked the slide, loading a .45 round in the chamber, and holstered the handgun. Then he locked the footlocker and covered it with a few bales of hay.

He returned to the ATV and drove across the orchard to Steven’s house. He walked up the steps to the small concrete house on pillars. The front door was unlocked. He stepped inside. Steven’s decor was minimalist and functional. The furniture was sturdy and wooden. An old recliner sat underneath a floor lamp. A bookcase ran along the far wall, jam-packed with old hardbacks and paperbacks. Derek walked past the living room, down the short hallway to the bedroom.

He went to the dresser, opening the drawers, finding some underwear, socks, a T-shirt, and some comfortable sweats. He also grabbed some shorts, just in case it was too hot for sweats. Derek opened the closet, and he found a small suitcase. He opened the suitcase and placed it on the bed, then packed Steven’s clothes inside. Derek left the suitcase and padded to the bathroom for the toiletries. He checked under the sink and found a small leather toiletry bag. Derek’s cell phone chimed in his pocket. He grabbed the phone, checking the screen. It read Restricted Calling.

He swiped right and said, “Freetown Orchard, this is Derek.”

“Derek. This is Patrick.” His voice sounded hushed and urgent.

“What’s up, Patrick?”

“Are you still at the orchard?”

“I’m about to leave—”

“Steven wants you to go to your jungle camp and stay there until one of us comes for you.”

Derek knitted his brows. “What are you talkin’ about?”

Tires crunched on the gravel driveway.

“Someone’s here,” Derek said, running to the living room window.

“Get out of there, now.”

Derek parted the blinds. A black SUV parked behind the ATV. Five large men exited the vehicle with rifles in hand, body armor covering their chests, and black balaclavas covering their faces. “Five guys with rifles.”

“I’m calling your assurance company for help,” Patrick said.

Two men crept toward Steven’s front steps. Derek was sure one of the men was Xavier. He remembered his size and gait from earlier that morning. The other three guys stole across the orchard toward Derek and Marcos’s houses. Derek locked the front door and hustled back down the hallway to the bedroom. “They’ll be too late. I’ll call you when I’m safe.”

“Derek—”

Derek disconnected the call and shoved his phone in his pocket. He shut and locked the bedroom door. He opened the back window. A crash came from the front door, followed by heavy boots in the living room. Derek punched the screen out, the frame falling to the ground. A small patch of regrowth jungle grew behind Steven’s house. The trees were skinny and covered in vines. Derek looked at the ground below. It should’ve only been an eight-foot drop, as it was in the front, but, in the back of the house, a steep slope made the drop about twenty feet. The footsteps moved down the hall. He crawled out the window, hanging on the ledge, reducing the drop to twelve feet or so.

The bedroom door burst open, and Derek dropped to the ground. Derek landed on his feet, bending his knees, and rolling down the hill with the impact. His roll was interrupted by a gumbo-limbo tree, his side slamming into the trunk. His ribs and his previously broken ankle screamed in pain.

A gunshot zipped past his ear, with a snapping sound.

Derek scrambled behind the tree, but its trunk wasn’t quite large enough to conceal him completely.

Another bullet zipped past, too close for comfort.

Shit. Derek low-crawled under the vines, shielding himself from view. Derek thought about running for the jungle and the camp, but his ankle was already throbbing. He didn’t think he’d make it. He needed to make it back to the ATV. Derek raised his head and peered out from the vines at the open window. Xavier and the other man scanned the jungle with their rifles and red-dot sights. Derek was still as a statue, hoping he was concealed. Then they retracted their rifles from the open window, and they were gone.

Derek figured they were probably coming back down the stairs, and they would approach from Derek’s flanks. The other three men probably heard the gunshots. Derek thought they’d likely return too. He struggled out from the vines and gimped back up the short hill toward the house, his ankle barking in pain. He made it under the house, just as Xavier and his buddy crept down the steps.

Steven’s house sat on pillars. The space underneath was an open carport, storage shed, and laundry area. Derek hid under the house, crouched next to Steven’s washing machine. He grabbed his handgun from his holster, checking the firearm. It appeared undamaged from Derek’s drop and roll.

Derek held his breath, his handgun at the ready, as Xavier and his buddy flanked the house and started down the hill. Two other men joined the party, approaching from the left flank, spread apart by six feet, their rifles trained on the small jungle area behind Steven’s house. Where’s the other guy? They had five altogether.

As the four men searched the jungle, Derek emerged from the laundry area, limping to the ATV parked in the driveway. He put his handgun back in his holster, started the ATV, and drove away, the battery-powered machine making little noise. Derek mashed the accelerator, driving under the large mango trees, away from the scene.

The fifth man appeared in the distance, standing in front of the greenhouse. He shouted something and pointed his rifle at Derek.

Derek slammed on the brakes and made a hard right turn, in between rows of trees. A gunshot snapped past. Derek floored the accelerator again, fruit trees on both sides, an amalgamation of green. He drove for four hundred yards, to the end of the row. The jungle was fast approaching. He slowed and turned left along the jungle, then turned right, entering a narrow ATV trail.

From there, Derek knew the complicated and overgrown trails that led to the camp that he and Marcos had built.

 

* * *

 

Safely at the jungle camp, Derek removed his cell phone from his pocket. Shit. It was broken. He turned off the ATV and limped to a pile of leaves. He grunted as he kneeled and brushed the leaves off the hatch. Derek opened the hatch to their underground bamboo-walled bunker. He struggled down the steps into the dark. He grabbed the flashlight that hung on the wall and flipped it on. The robotic dog sat motionless. He powered on the bot, the dog standing on four legs.

Derek pet the long metal neck of the “dog” and said, “You might have to save my ass, puppy.” Derek nodded to himself and said, “Security mode. Eliminate any threat.”

Recognizing Derek’s face and voice, a compartment opened on the dog’s back, revealing a mounted rifle. The dog climbed the steps and exited the underground bunker, now on full alert.
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Jacob, In with the New

 

 

Jacob sat at his desk in his Wall Street office, thinking about his conversation with President Warner. He smiled to himself. Having the president of the United States at your beck and call was a heady experience. No wonder Eric was such an arrogant asshole.

His cell phone buzzed with a text.

Sierra: Hey, baby. I hope you’re having a good day. Sorry to bother you at work. What do you want for dinner tonight?

Jacob: Hey baby. You’re never a bother. How about filet mignon? You pick the sides and dessert. Surprise me. Wear something sexy

Sierra: I will. I hope you’re ready to be surprised and satisfied. I’m not talking about the food either. [image: ]

His cell phone chimed. He frowned at the screen, then swiped right and said, “What do you want, Rebecca?”

“What do I want? That’s a terrible way to answer my call, especially since you haven’t spoken to me in three weeks.”

“You could’ve called. I’m the one with a job.”

“You slapped me. You’ve never once hit me before.” Her voice was shaky. “You never even apologized. You just left that morning, didn’t even say goodbye. I thought you would at least call to apologize.”

Jacob clenched his jaw. “You had the audacity to question my integrity and how I make my money, while you sit on your ass and enjoy that money.”

“What the hell is wrong with you? You used to be a nice person. That’s why I fell in love with you. Now you fuck sex bots and abuse me.”

Jacob raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “It was one encounter three months ago. I’m sure whatever you did with Derek was worse. And I lost my temper once. You’ve never lost your temper?”

“I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, but Derek and I kissed. That’s it.”

“I don’t have time to argue with you.”

“I was calling because Lindsey’s birthday is tomorrow.”

Jacob paused for a moment, realizing that he’d forgotten about her eighteenth birthday. “I can’t make it tomorrow. I have to work.”

“We’re having a party for her this weekend. I think it’s important that you’re there.”

Jacob let out a breath. “Fine. I’ll be there.”
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Summer and Reckoning

 

 

Summer walked on the gravel road, taking her time, still reeling from her argument with Kyra, not sure whether she should stay and help Kyra through the pregnancy. The late morning sun warmed her skin as she continued to walk the circular road, the Heinemans’ house now in sight. She stopped in her tracks. An SUV was parked in the driveway of the concrete home on pillars. In the month since Summer had been there, the Heinemans’ had never had a visitor.

A bloodcurdling scream came from the house. It sounded like Kyra. Summer ran toward the house, worried about Kyra, but terrified for Byron. She crept past the Toyota SUV. Summer peered through the windows, but the tint was too dark to see inside. She crept up the stairs to the front door, her hands shaking. She heard the voices of at least two men, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Kyra whimpered and sobbed. They sounded like they were in one of the bedrooms.

Summer put her hand on the doorknob and opened the door, careful not to make a sound. She stepped inside, but she didn’t shut the door behind her, thinking she might need a quick exit. Summer inhaled a sharp breath, her eyes like saucers. Howard and Jewel Heineman lay on the living room floor, their bodies contorted at odd angles, their throats sliced from ear to ear, with pools of blood staining the carpet. Her eyes darted around the living room, searching for Byron, but he wasn’t there.

Kyra cried out again.

One of the men said, “What’s his name?”

“Derek,” Kyra replied, between sobs.

“Where does he live?”

“He lives and works at the Freetown Orchard.”

Summer crept past the Heinemans and down the hallway to the bedrooms. It sounded like they were in Kyra’s bedroom, which was the last room on the left. The door was wide open. Summer and Byron’s bedroom was next to Kyra’s, the door also open.

In a deep voice, the other man said, “Kill her.”

“No. Don’t. Please don’t. Help me! Help! Help!” Then Kyra cried out in pain, shrieking at the top of her lungs.

Summer winced, her stomach in knots. She hurried to Byron’s room, her footsteps muffled by Kyra’s wailing. Byron was in the crib, awake, sucking on his pacifier. Summer scooped him up and hurried from the room and down the hall. She glanced over her shoulder to see one of the men exit Kyra’s room, a fixed-blade knife in hand, dripping with blood. They shared a split second of recognition as Summer saw him seeing her.

Then Summer sprinted outside and down the steps, holding Byron tight to her chest. Byron started to cry. Heavy boots chased after them.

Summer ran down the driveway to the road, the two men chasing after them. As she sprinted, Byron bounced against her chest. She glanced behind her. They were gaining. Summer could outrun the men, but not while holding Byron. She glanced back again. They were within ten yards now, gaining fast.

Faint police sirens sounded in the distance.

“Police,” one of the men said between heavy breaths.

They stopped chasing, the men turning and running back to the house. Summer stopped running too, Byron still wailing. She watched the men run back to their vehicle. Summer stepped into the jungle, squeezing under the vines along the edge. She hid behind a tree and the vines, cradling a now-quiet Byron, and watching the road. The SUV zoomed past at a high rate of speed. The distant sirens increased in volume.

Summer sprinted back to the house to check on Kyra. Maybe she could save her. She ran up the stairs and into the open front door, holding Byron tight to her chest. The jostling caused Byron to cry again. She ran to Byron’s room and placed him in the crib. Then she rushed to Kyra’s room.

The ethereal blonde lay on the carpet, her blue eyes still and vacant, her throat cut, blood pooling from her wound. Her lip was split, and her nose was off-kilter. That perfect face destroyed.

Summer kneeled and took her hand, feeling for a pulse. Nothing. Summer slumped to the floor and wept. She sobbed so hard that she didn’t hear the police until they entered the bedroom.

A burly officer placed his hand on her shoulder. “Senora. Estás herido?”

Summer sniffled, still in a daze, her face streaked with tears.

“Hablas español?” the officer asked.

Summer shook her head.

“English?” he asked with a thick accent.

Summer nodded.

“Are you hurt?”

Summer shook her head again.

“I am Officer Ortega. Come.” The officer wore a dark-blue uniform, with Policía written across the front of his body armor. He helped Summer to her feet and led her from the room. Other officers spoke Spanish, their voices and radios carrying from the kitchen.

“I need my baby,” Summer said, entering Byron’s bedroom, Officer Ortega right behind her.

Byron gurgled a little, but he had stopped crying. Summer scooped him up and hugged him tight.

“I need to ask you some questions,” Officer Ortega said.

Summer turned to meet his gaze. “Okay.”

“What happened here?”

Summer told Ortega about the men in the SUV. No, she didn’t remember the license plate number. She told him about Truman and Kyra, that she thought Truman sent the men there. She just wanted to go back home, back to her dad, back to Derek.

She worried that wouldn’t be possible when Ortega said, “I need to see your identification.”

Summer set Byron back into the crib and grabbed her passport from her purse. The fake passport that Patrick had made for “Stacy Olson.” It would work for a cursory glance, but, if checked thoroughly, it would be recognized as fraudulent. Summer tried to keep her hands from visibly shaking as she handed her fake passport to Officer Ortega. She was sure he could hear her heart pounding in her chest.

Ortega took the passport, flipped to the picture, stared at Summer, then to the picture, then back to Summer again. This relaxed Summer as the picture was actually her.

“Come with me,” he said.

Summer knitted her brows. “Why?”

“This is a crime scene. Let’s talk outside. I can turn on the air in my car.”

Summer picked up Byron, and Ortega led them outside. On the way out, he said something in Spanish to the officers milling around the kitchen, talking in hushed whispers. A female officer followed them outside. They walked down the stairs to the driveway.

“How old is your baby?” Ortega asked.

Summer glanced at the officer walking next to her. “Six months.”

Ortega grinned. “He’s a beautiful boy.”

“Thank you.”

Ortega stopped walking next to a police cruiser. “This is my car.”

Summer nodded, stopping next to the man. The female officer was only a few feet behind them.

“I have four niños at home. Four boys.” He smiled again. “My poor wife.” Ortega held out his hands to Byron and asked, “May I hold him?”

Summer glanced back at the female officer. She smiled. Summer turned back to Ortega and said, “He’s very upset. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“He seems fine. Only for a minute.” Ortega practically snatched Byron from her arms, Summer only letting go because she was worried that tussling over Byron might hurt him more.

Ortega turned and handed Byron to the female officer, who whisked Byron away from the scene.

Summer started to chase after her, but Ortega blocked her path. “Where’s she going with my son?”

Ortega grabbed Summer and wrenched her arms behind her back.

“What are you doing?” Summer said, struggling and twisting her body, but unable to break Ortega’s grasp. “Let me go! I want my son. You can’t take my son!”

Ortega wrenched her arms tighter behind her back, and Summer cried out in pain. He slapped handcuffs on her wrists. Then he opened the back door to his cruiser and forced Summer inside.

Summer’s eyes were wide and wet as she said, “I want my son! I didn’t do anything.”

“That passport is fake. Until I know who you are, you’ll stay in here.” He slammed the door.

The tears came again, along with an intense feeling of déjà vu. Then she had a terrible thought. They’ll kill Derek next. Summer shouted, “Let me out! I need to make a phone call. Someone else is gonna die!”
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Naomi and the Latino Vote

 

 

“Video footage from 2023 has surfaced of Senator Corrinne Powers with her nanny and live-in housekeeper, Inez Gomez,” Grant Woodruff said, sitting behind the Fox News anchor desk. The news anchor was in his fifties, but his wavy hair was dark and lustrous, not a single strand of gray. “Let’s take a look.”

Fox News cut to a shaky video. Naomi, Vernon, and Fletcher sat in the sitting area of Naomi’s congressional office, watching the OLED screen on the wall.

A twenty-eight-year-old Corrinne Powers appeared on the screen. Her blond hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, making her facial features appear sharp. She wore a black sports bra and black spandex shorts, showing her fit body. Her face was radiant, even without makeup, but her expression was contemptuous, eyes glaring, one side of her mouth raised.

“I told you to clean the tub,” Corrinne said, her hands on her hips.

Little feet pitter-pattered into the picture: one of Corrinne’s fraternal twins who had been carried by a surrogate.

“I did,” replied the woman, with a thick Spanish accent, and wearing the hidden camera.

Naomi assumed that that was Inez Gomez.

“You did not,” Corrinne replied, her voice shrill.

The blonde three-year-old shielded the nanny from her mother and said, “Stop being mean.”

Corrinne bent down, inches from the little girl’s face and said, “Shut up, you ungrateful little brat.”

The little girl flinched; then she ran away, bawling.

Corrinne gripped a brown-skinned arm, the hidden camera looking down at the pale hand squeezing her arm. “I’ll show you.” Corrinne pulled the woman by the arm.

“Please, Mrs. Powers. You’re hurting me,” Inez said, her voice mousy.

Inez was led through a lavish master bedroom with dark cherry furniture and a king-size canopy bed. They continued through the bedroom to the master bathroom, which was larger than Naomi’s living room, with his and her sinks and a jacuzzi tub.

Corrinne pulled Inez to the jacuzzi and pointed to a black smudge on the inside of the tub. “If you cleaned the tub, why is there a black mark?”

“I did clean the tub.” Inez tried to wipe it with her finger, but nothing happened. “See? It doesn’t come off.”

Corrinne scowled at that. Then she scratched the smudge with her fingernail, some of the black coming off. Corrinne wiped her dirty finger on Inez’s shirt. “Do I have to do everything? I don’t have time to do your job and mine.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Powers. I will clean it right away.”

“Keep it up, and I’ll ship you back to whatever shithole you came from.” Shit was bleeped by Fox News, but it was easy to tell what she said by the context and reading Corrinne’s lips.

Corrinne left the bathroom, and Inez wept softly as she scraped the black mark with her fingernail.

Fletcher chuckled, his gut moving up and down. “I can’t wait for Saturday’s debate.”

Vernon also laughed and said, “Corrinne just lost the Latino vote.”
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Derek’s Ambush

 

 

Derek peered out from behind a tree, watching the trail that led to his camp. The jungle was alive with a cacophony of sounds: mosquitoes buzzing, frogs that sounded like a high-pitch whistle, the chirp of the hummingbird, toucans squeaking, and a sloth that sounded like a kazoo. His handgun sat on the jungle floor within reach, along with a bottle of water; the water filtered from the nearby river.

He yawned, exhausted after a mostly sleepless night. He’d been lying in wait since yesterday, ready to ambush Truman’s men. He had expected Truman’s men to follow the ATV tracks into his camp, but they hadn’t come. The animals of the jungle had grown comfortable with Derek’s presence, resuming their normal activities after the ATV had scared them away initially. The robotic dog played the sentry, guarding the trail about twenty yards from the camp. Derek hoped that the wildlife and the robotic dog would give him an early warning if the men came.

The ATV was parked on the edge of the camp, covered with camouflaged netting. He had used the ATV to recharge the robotic dog that morning. Derek’s cell phone was broken, so he hadn’t spoken to anyone since yesterday. At the camp, he had stored encrypted walkie-talkies, but nobody was using the Freetown Militia network of walkie-talkies, so there was nobody to call. They were for wartime communications only.

Derek wondered what had happened to make Patrick call and warn him. If he hadn’t called, I’d be dead. How did he know?
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Jacob and Another Video

 

 

“President Madrid is on board, but he won’t move on Silver City until the Fed Coins have been deposited and the weapons have been delivered,” President Warner said. “He also wants action on the solar and wind farm, along with the updates to the Bocas Del Toro hydroplant. The energy infrastructure doesn’t have to be complete, but he wants to see progress.”

Jacob grimaced, pacing in his Wall Street office, his encrypted cell phone to his ear. “That could take six months, minimum.”

“Madrid’s not in a hurry for the construction projects, but he would like the Fed Coins immediately.”

Jacob let out a ragged breath. “I’m sure he does. Tell him that he’ll have the money within the week.”

“Thank you, Jacob. I’m sure he’ll be pleased.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. President.” Jacob disconnected the call and walked to his desk. He set his phone on the desktop and sat in his leather swivel chair.

Jacob sighed and thought, President Madrid might be more trouble than he’s worth. Jacob took solace in the fact that those four billion Fed Coins were created out of thin air. Ten quadrillion Fed Coins were originally created by a Federal Reserve computer. Most of those Fed Coins were still parked at the Federal Reserve. Fed Coins were unleashed on the world when banks made loans or the US Treasury sold a bond or the Fed bought an asset directly.

Four billon Fed Coins is a small price to pay to destroy Silver City. I’m sure Derek’s still there. Where else can he go? He’s a fugitive. That’s another positive about this crackdown. Derek will spend the rest of his life in a Panamanian prison. Jacob smiled at the thought.

His cell phone chimed. Jacob glanced at the number, raised one side of his mouth in contempt, and swiped right. “What do you need, Rebecca?”

Her voice was panicky. “Lindsey’s gone.”

Jacob furrowed his brows. “What do you mean, she’s gone?”

“She’s gone. Most of her clothes and her things are gone too.”

“Did you check Juan’s house?”

“Of course. I talked to his mother. Juan told her that he went on vacation with Lindsey to Florida.”

Jacob leaned back in his chair, sure that Rebecca was overreacting. “Well then, that’s where she is. Technically, she is eighteen today. We can’t keep her at home.”

“You don’t understand. She sent me a text.”

“What did it say?”

Rebecca paused for a beat. “She wants her trust fund money now.”

Jacob leaned forward, sitting up straight now. “That’s through the family trust. She has to wait until she’s twenty-one.”

“She sent me a video of the discussion we had about your business.”

“What discussion?”

“The one from the last time you were home. Remember? At the dinner table, you argued with Lindsey and Juan about your job.”

Jacob frowned. “Jesus. I don’t even have privacy in my own home?”

“She says she’ll release the video on the internet if you don’t give her access to her trust fund.”

Jacob clenched his jaw. “I knew Juan was a bad influence, yet you let them carry on like a married couple in our home.”

“I will not let you blame this on me. I’m doing the best I can.”

“I’m assuming you’ve seen the video?”

“She texted me a copy.”

“Send it to me now,” Jacob said.

“What will you do?”

“I’ll find her and bring her back. I’ll be home tonight.”

Rebecca hesitated for a few seconds. “Thank you, Jacob.”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

Jacob disconnected the call. He slammed the side of his fist down on the desktop. “Goddammit.”

His phone buzzed with a text. Rebecca had forwarded the text with the video. Jacob watched the video of their dinner table discussion. It wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t great either. He admitted that the Federal Reserve is a cartel of international banks and that they create money out of thin air. Not exactly in those words, but that was the gist. The worst thing he had said was, “If we didn’t control the currency and make a profit doing so, somebody else would, and the result might be far worse.”

I’ve had enough of people videoing me without my consent. This little bastard is in way over his head. Jacob thought about Austin Wolff, recalling Reuben Shapiro’s description of the man. He’s our fixer. If it’s an impossible task, this man will find a way.

Jacob tapped the screen of his desktop phone, calling the best man for the job. Austin Wolff appeared on the screen, the perfect Aryan specimen: blond hair slicked back, clean-shaven, bright blue eyes, and a manly jawline.

“Hello, Mr. Roth,” Austin said with a polite smile.

“I have an important matter to discuss with you. Could you come to my office?” Jacob asked.

Austin nodded. “Right away, sir.”
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Summer and Fuerza Pública

 

 

Summer ran through the jungle trail with Byron in her arms. Truman’s men were hot on her heels. She skidded to a stop at the edge of a raging river. The heavy footsteps of the men drew closer. Summer turned back for a moment, peering down the narrow trail. The men appeared, handguns drawn, their lips curled into sneers. When she jumped into the raging water, she woke with a start, her eyes opening and turning to the sound of rushing water. One of her cellmates sat on the stainless-steel toilet. The whoosh of water ended with a trickle.

The heavyset woman grinned, showing her rotten teeth, her bushy pubic region in full view. “Despierta, gringa.”

The other cellmate—a stick-thin woman lounging on the top bunk—cackled.

Summer turned away, sitting up on the floor, peering through the bars into the empty hallway. Her hip and shoulder were sore from sleeping on the concrete floor, only a few feet away from the toilet. Her Costa Rican cellmates had claimed the bunk beds, and Summer didn’t want to fight, so she took the floor.

A Costa Rican police officer appeared from the hall. He wore a dark-blue uniform with shiny black boots, Fuerza Pública written on his shoulder patch. “Señora Olson. Vamonos.” The officer motioned with his arms for Summer to stand.

Summer staggered to her feet, thinking about Derek, and said, “I need to make a phone call. It’s life or death.” Summer put her hand to her ear and said one of the few words she knew in Spanish, “Telefono?”

The young officer opened the cell door, seemingly oblivious to her plight. “Vamonos.”

Summer glanced to her cellmates. The heavyset woman—now sitting on the bottom bunk—winked and said, “Adiós, gringa.”

The young officer led Summer down the hall without handcuffs, past a handful of holding cells, most of them filled with leering men. A few men wolf whistled. A few more grinned and blew kisses. Summer walked dead center of the hallway, worried that someone might reach out and touch her. One said something in Spanish, too fast for Summer to understand.

The young officer glared at the man and said, “Cállate.”

They entered a square office area, with four cubicles occupied by police officers, one speaking Spanish with a civilian. The linoleum floor was dirty and filled with black scuff marks. They walked past one door labeled, Entrevista, and two private offices. Summer’s palms were sweaty. Her heart thumped in anticipation of what might come. The young officer motioned to the corner office. The door was open.

Summer stepped into the office. A Costa Rican police officer stood from behind the desk and smiled, his gold tooth shining in the fluorescent light, his face weathered and wrinkled. Summer looked to her right and burst into tears of relief at the sight her father holding Byron. Summer hugged Patrick and Byron.

“They killed them,” Summer said through her tears.

“I know,” Patrick said, his voice breaking.

They disengaged, Summer taking Byron from her father.

“Is Derek okay?” Summer asked. “Truman’s men know about him and Kyra.”

“I figured. Don’t worry, he’s in a safe place.”

Summer breathed a sigh of relief, holding Byron tight to her chest. She glanced at the old police officer, then to Patrick, anxiety creeping back into her psyche. “What’s gonna happen to me?”

“Nothing. Let’s go home.” Patrick turned to the old police officer and said, “Gracias, Rodrigo.” Patrick shook the officer’s hand.

“You’re welcome. Good luck, my friend,” Rodrigo replied with a thick accent.

On their way out of the police station, Truman Bradshaw, along with two of his security guards entered the station. The security guards weren’t the same men who had killed Kyra and the Heinemans.

Summer inhaled a deep breath, her heart skipping a beat. She backpedaled, instinctively shielding Byron from Truman and his men. Patrick stepped in front of her and stalked toward the men. The two security guards moved in front of Truman, blocking Patrick from the wealthiest man in the world.

“You have a lot of fucking nerve showing up here,” Patrick said, pointing at Truman over the shoulders of the security guards. “You’re lucky you have security.”

Truman was poker-faced as he said, “You disappoint me, Patrick. My wife was murdered. I’ve suffered a great tragedy. I’m simply here to claim her body.”

Patrick was red-faced, his eyes like lasers. “Fuck you, Truman. You know what you did. I’d watch your back if I were you.”

Truman sighed, as if he were bored by the situation. “I always do. You, on the other hand, seem to have difficulty keeping people safe.”

Patrick rushed Truman. The security guards grabbed Patrick and threw him to the ground. Costa Rican police officers rushed the scene, now standing between Patrick and the security guards, shouting, “Tranquilo. Tranquilo.”

Byron started to cry. Summer felt nauseated being in close proximity to Truman.

Patrick stood from the ground, glaring at Truman. “You know what you did.”

It was barely noticeable, but it was there. Truman had the smallest of smirks on his face.

Two of the Costa Rican police officers escorted them outside the rural police station to an awaiting taxi. Summer, Byron, and Patrick entered the back seat of a rusty sedan. Byron’s diaper bag sat on the seat.

An older man turned to look at his passengers. He said, “Listo?”

Patrick nodded and said, “Sí.” His breathing was still elevated.

Then they were off, driving from the small town toward the coast.

Summer rocked Byron in her arms, and his wailing subsided. “Are you okay?” she asked Patrick.

Patrick shook his head. “Truman thinks he’s untouchable.”

“I’m sorry about your friends. Howard and Jewel were wonderful people. I’m so sorry they got caught up in this.”

“I’m sorry that they killed Kyra.” Patrick swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I’m sorry that I was too late. I should’ve known. This is my fault.”

Summer knitted her brows. “What are you talking about?”

“Truman’s investigators must’ve asked every boat operator at the Panama City docks and the Colon docks about you and Kyra. They must’ve found the boat I hired, and those bastards gave you up. Then they searched every car service that operates along the Pacific Coast of Costa Rica. They eventually found the car service. I didn’t think they’d ever find you because I trusted this man implicitly.” Patrick shook his head again.

“What happened?”

“The man I hired was sick and asked his nephew to drive you two. I had no idea that this happened. Then the nephew shows up to work with new clothes and fancy shoes, and my guy interrogated him and found out that Truman’s men paid him ten thousand Fed Coins to tell them where he took you two.” Patrick blew out a breath. “My guy called me and told me what happened, so I tried to call you and Howard. When nobody answered, I had no choice but to call the police. I’m so sorry, Summer.”

She frowned at Patrick, not unkind. “It’s not your fault, Dad.” Summer moved Byron from her tired arms to her lap. “If you hadn’t called the police, we’d be dead.”

Patrick spoke through gritted teeth. “He won’t get away with this.”

“What are you gonna do?”

Patrick took a deep breath. “I don’t know yet.”

Summer reached out and squeezed Patrick’s hand for a moment. “Thank you.”

He hung his head. “For what? I failed you. I failed the Heinemans and Kyra.”

“No. This isn’t on you. This is on Truman. And you didn’t fail me or Byron. We’re alive because of you. I thought I was going to prison or worse, back to the island. I didn’t think I’d ever see you or Byron again. How did you get me out of jail?”

“Silver.”

“How much?” Summer arched her eyebrows.

“Don’t worry. We’re fine. Ironically, it was the silver that I received from that bastard that got you out.”





 

 

 

66

Naomi and the NBC Debate

 

 

Over Naomi’s shoulder, the White House was projected on the screen, comprising the backdrop to the stage. NBC News Democratic Debate was imprinted on the circular stage. Naomi Sutton and Corrinne Powers stood behind acrylic podiums lit with red, white, and blue LEDs. The moderator, Sebastian Gannon, sat at an acrylic desk, facing the candidates, one thousand people in the studio audience behind him. He was clean-shaven, wearing a tailored suit, his dark hair cut short.

Sebastian said, “We’ll be covering a wide range of topics tonight, including climate, race, the island prisons, and the economy. Each candidate will have one minute and fifteen seconds to answer the questions and forty-five seconds if I need to follow-up. I will have an unlimited amount of follow-up questions. The American people demand specific answers to specific questions. It is my job to ensure that the candidates answer these questions completely, without political maneuvering.

“We ask the audience to please respect the candidates and to not interrupt. The fate of our nation is at stake. There’s no time to waste, so let’s get right to it.” Sebastian nodded to the camera, then addressed Corrinne. “Senator Powers. Video was recently released showing some very abusive behavior by you toward your nanny and housekeeper. At one point you said to this woman, and I quote, ‘Keep it up, and I’ll ship you back to whatever shithole you came from.’”

Naomi wondered if the network bleeped the word shit. She wasn’t sure what the policy was on the word. She thought that it was allowed after a certain hour on network television, but she wasn’t sure.

“Do you think that was a racist statement against Latinos living in Central and South American countries?” Sebastian asked.

Corrinne forced a smile, the overhead lights making her forehead look shiny.

Naomi wondered if she was sweating.

“My actions were terrible.” Corrinne took a deep breath, her mouth turned down. “No question about that. I apologize wholeheartedly to my former nanny and to Latinos everywhere. Having said that, the video’s nearly thirty years old, and I find the timing of its unveiling highly suspect.” She glared at Naomi.

Naomi was stone-faced.

“You didn’t answer my question, Senator Powers. Was that statement racist?” Sebastian asked.

Corrinne nodded. “Yes. I believe it was.”

“Do you still harbor these feelings of hate for Latinos?”

Corrinne hesitated for a few seconds, no doubt calculating her next move. “I never harbored feelings of hate for Latinos. I was a stressed young mom with two rambunctious three-year-olds and frankly not in a good place in my life. I did something hateful, but I never harbored hate for Latinos, and I certainly don’t now.”

Sebastian arched his eyebrows. “You yourself admitted to a racist statement, and your abusive behavior against your Latina domestic worker was plain to see. It’s hard for me to believe that you didn’t hate Latinos at that time in your life simply because you say you didn’t. Maybe you’ve changed since then. Maybe you haven’t, but I think Latinos in America and around the world deserve a more thorough explanation.”

Naomi’s facial muscles twitched as she repressed a smile.

Corrinne flushed. “I can’t go back in time and fix my actions. I wish I could, but, if you research my voting record, you’ll find that everything I’ve done in my career has been in opposition to structural racism. Yes, I made a huge mistake, but I also spent my entire career making up for it.”

“Thank you, Senator.” Sebastian looked at Naomi. “Mrs. Sutton. It would be unfair of me not to mention a similar video that surfaced a few months ago, showing you berating a white classmate at Georgetown University. You said, and I quote, ‘Why can’t you let us have our own space? I’m so sick of white people and their blanking privileged opinions. Nobody gives a blank what you think.’” Sebastian paused for a beat. “Are you prejudiced against whites?”

Naomi took a deep breath. “What I did on that video was prejudice pure and simple. I regret my actions, and I apologize to my classmate and anyone I offended. That video is thirty-two years old. My political opponents had to dig deep to find dirt. I admit that I was an angry twenty-year-old who didn’t know any better. At the time, I thought my anger at this white student was justified by the many injustices perpetrated against people of color by whites, not just here in America but around the globe through slavery, colonization, and marginalization. I wish I would’ve been more loving and more tolerant as a young woman, but I wasn’t. My intentions as president are to help people of every ethnicity.”
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Derek and the Intruder

 

 

Derek lay in the jungle, hiding at the edge of his camp, watching the trail. An empty MRE pouch sat on the ground next to him. Remnants of his breakfast. Morning sun pierced the jungle canopy. The jungle was alive with a cacophony of activity: a troop of spider monkeys moving overhead, mosquitoes buzzing, toucans squeaking back and forth. He’d been waiting and watching for four days, prepared to ambush Truman’s men should they track him to the camp. He’d slept in short stints, the slightest sound waking him, his senses on high alert.

Now he was running on fumes. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, then he opened them again, the trail still empty. He worried about Patrick and Steven and Marcos. Where are they? Why haven’t they come for me? Maybe somethin’ happened to them? At some point I have to leave. But Patrick said to stay here until one of them comes for me. Shit. If I had a phone … He closed his eyes again. This time he melted into a deep sleep.

 

* * *

 

Footsteps on the trail jerked Derek from his slumber. Was it a dream? Derek grabbed his handgun. He rubbed his eyes and focused his vision on the trail again, looking through the sights of his Glock. Still empty. The troop of monkeys barked overhead, their calls sounding distressed. Is that a warning? A droplet of sweat slipped from his brow. A twig snapped. It sounded close. A man with a rifle appeared on the trail. Derek had the man in his sights.

Marcos stepped into the camp, followed by the robotic security dog. Marcos’s face had been programmed into the dog’s facial recognition software as a friendly. “Derek?”

Derek lowered his handgun and rose from his hiding spot. “Marcos.” Derek stepped into the camp. “It took you long enough. Where have you been?”

“Sorry. Steven worried it too dangerous for jew.” Marcos removed a phone from his pocket. “He wants talk to jew.”

Derek took the cell phone from Marcos and called Steven.

“Derek?” Steven said through the cell phone.

“Yeah. I’m here at the camp with Marcos. Are Patrick and Summer and Byron back yet?”

“They’re on their way. They should be in Silver City tomorrow.”

“Are they okay?”

Steven hesitated for an instant. “They’re fine, but there’s more to it. They were in Costa Rica at an off-grid community, staying with friends of Patrick’s. Kyra was with them.”

“Patrick told me about Kyra.” Derek paused for an instant, his brows furrowed. “Is she okay?”

Steven blew out a breath. “Patrick’s two friends and Kyra were murdered.”

“Murdered?”

“I’m sorry, Derek.”

Derek felt dizzy, his legs wobbly. He sat on the ground, his back against a tree. He hung his head, thinking about Kyra.

“Are you still there?” Steven asked.

Derek cleared the lump in his throat. “Yeah. Do you know who did it?”

“We think it was Truman’s guys, but Summer didn’t recognize the men.”

“Jesus.” Derek ran his hand over his face, thinking about the attack. “How did Summer and Byron survive?”

“The police came in the nick of time.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Is it safe for me to leave the camp?” Derek asked. “I’d like to see Summer and Byron tomorrow.”

“I don’t know if it’s safe. Truman knows that you were involved with Kyra. I filed attempted murder charges with our assurance company against Truman and his men for what they did to you in the greenhouse. Patrick and Summer are filing murder charges against Truman tomorrow. He’d be stupid to try anything now, but that doesn’t mean he won’t.”

Derek scowled at that. “I can’t stay out here forever. Shit, they could kill me here. And I don’t have anywhere else to hide. I’m comin’ back.”
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Jacob and the Star-Crossed Lovers

 

 

Late Sunday morning, Jacob paced in his Virginia home office, talking on his encrypted cell phone.

“The meeting’s set for Thursday at 11:00 p.m.,” Austin said through the phone. “You’ll have live footage through the body cams. The footage will be encrypted and deleted immediately afterward.”

“Thank you, Austin. Let me know if there are any changes between now and then.”

“I will.”

Jacob disconnected the call. The upcoming meeting was between Austin and Juan and Lindsey. The star-crossed lovers thought they were trading the video of Jacob inadvertently revealing secrets of central banking—to be sealed by nondisclosure agreements—for early access to Lindsey’s trust fund. Instead, Austin will offer Juan two million Fed Coins to sign the nondisclosure agreement and to walk away from Lindsey. Jacob was gambling that Juan will show Lindsey that he cares more about money than her.

Jacob exited his home office and walked through the living room to the kitchen. Rebecca sat at the round kitchen table, sipping her coffee. Another steaming cup sat next to her on a coaster. Jacob couldn’t help sneering at Rebecca’s sweatpants and ponytail. It was such a contrast to Sierra’s feminine beauty.

Rebecca set down her coffee and said, “What?”

Jacob shook his head. “Nothing.”

Rebecca gestured to the coffee mug across from her. “I had Jeeves make you a cup.”

“Thanks.” Jacob sat across from her at the table. “Where are the boys?”

“In the VR room.”

Jacob nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “The meeting’s set for Thursday night.”

“Do you think they’ll show?” Rebecca asked.

“They need money. They’ll show.”

“What if he doesn’t take the money?”

Jacob frowned and set his coffee mug on the table. “He’ll take the money.”

Rebecca held out her hands. “How do you know?”

“Because I understand human nature.”

Rebecca pursed her lips. “She’ll hate us for bribing Juan.”

Jacob blew out a breath, already losing patience. “What other choice do we have? Even if we were willing to let her end up with this scumbag, I can’t give her the trust fund early. My father would never do it. If I even mentioned it to him, he’d revoke her trust immediately. I know him.”

Rebecca wiped the corners of her glassy eyes. “I just want her to come home.”

Jacob was stone-faced, unmoved by her tears. “She will.”

“I feel like we should be there.”

“It’s better that Austin handles this. We’re too emotionally invested.”
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Summer and Bad News, More Bad News

 

 

Summer parted the blinds, peering from Patrick’s kitchen window. She saw Derek pull into their driveway in the electric pickup from Freetown Orchard. She turned to Patrick, who was holding Byron, and feeding him pureed baby food. “I’ll be right back.”

Before Patrick could answer, Summer dashed for the front door. Outside, the sun was bright and high overhead. She ran down the steps to the driveway. As Derek exited the pickup truck, Summer wrapped him up in a tight embrace. Derek was stunned at first but reciprocated, holding her tight. They kissed, their mouths eager.

When their lips parted, Derek said, “I was worried about you and Byron.”

“I was worried about you too,” Summer replied. “I missed you.”

They disengaged but still held hands.

Derek had a holstered pistol on his hip. “Are you angry with me about Kyra? I know I should’ve told you.”

Summer shook her head. “No. I’m not angry.”

“I didn’t know that you knew her.”

“I met her at the hospital. Truman was abusing her. She needed help.”

Derek bowed his head. “I can’t believe they murdered her.” Derek looked up, his jaw set tight. “I won’t let him get away this.”

Summer squeezed his hands. “Promise me that you’ll let the assurance agencies handle Truman. I don’t wanna lose you too.”

Derek frowned.

“Promise me.”

Derek hesitated, then said, “I promise.”

Summer nodded. “Good.” She took a deep breath and said, “I have something important to tell you. Actually, two things.”

Derek knitted his brows. “Okay.”

“Before you came to Silver City, I had a relationship with Truman.”

Derek’s face twisted in disgust. He let go of her hands.

“I never told you because I was embarrassed. It was very brief.”

“Did you sleep with him?”

Summer blushed and broke eye contact. She didn’t dare give specifics. She didn’t want to give Derek more motivation to attack Truman.

Derek shook his head and said, “Jesus.”

“I’m not proud of it, but it was before you and I were together. Before I met Kyra. I already have enough shame about it.”

Derek exhaled. “I’m bein’ judgmental. I know that, but I’d prob’ly kill him if he was standin’ here.”

Summer looked down. “I wish it never happened.”

“So do I.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “What’s the other thing? You said you had two things to tell me.”

“I don’t know how to tell you this.”

“It can’t be any worse than what you just told me. Just say it.”

Summer frowned at that. “I can’t change the past.”

“I know. Sorry.”

“Kyra was pregnant with your child.” Summer winced at the blow she had delivered.

“Pregnant?”

Summer nodded, her face etched with worry.

Derek bent over, his hands on his knees.

Summer rubbed his back. “I’m so sorry.”

When he stood, his eyes were wet. He wiped his eyes with his thumb and index finger. “Was it a boy or a girl?”

“Kyra didn’t know, but she wanted the baby, even though she knew, if Truman found out, he would kill her.”

Derek clenched his fists. “I’m gonna kill him.”

“You promised you would let the assurance agencies handle him.”

Derek turned his back to Summer and walked a few paces down the driveway. “Fuck!”

Summer followed him, putting her arms around his waist from behind.

He grabbed her wrists, not hard, and removed her hands. Derek turned around and said, “How can you expect me not to do somethin’? He killed my child.”

“Because this isn’t Psycho Island. It’s not how justice is served here.”

“That’s not a good-enough reason,” Derek replied, through gritted teeth.

Summer chewed on her lower lip, then said, “Because I love you, and I don’t wanna lose you.”

Derek’s brown eyes widened. He hugged her tight and said, “I love you too.”
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Naomi and Exposure

 

 

On Monday morning, Naomi met with her team. They sat around the wooden coffee table in the sitting area of her congressional office. Naomi and Vernon sat on the couch; Fletcher and Diane sat across from them on leather chairs.

“The video definitely did some damage to Corrinne’s campaign,” Fletcher said, his hands clasped and resting on his gut. “We’ve closed the gap, but we’re still behind in the polls. At this point, all we’ve done is pave the way for Warner’s reelection.”

“I’m surprised we’re not in the lead,” Naomi said. “I can’t believe Democrats would vote for someone so blatantly racist.”

“The problem is people are bombarded with information,” Vernon said. “They’re constantly distracted by social media and VR.”

“What’s the solution?”

“Corrinne’s racist behavior needs more exposure. We need to hammer the public with the video. We can’t let them forget.” Vernon paused for a few seconds, building suspense. “I think we should hire the nanny to be in a series of ads. We have more than enough money to bombard social media with ads.”

Naomi ground her teeth, thinking about the Roths. Without their donations, she would’ve suspended her campaign weeks ago, and she certainly couldn’t “bombard social media with ads.”

Diane Nichols nodded, a smile tugging on the corners of her mouth, accentuating her deep laugh lines. Naomi’s head of marketing was in her mid-forties, with muscular calves and a fit body from running. “I think that’s a great idea. We could run clips of the video with the nanny offering some commentary. By the time we’re done with Corrinne, she won’t garner a single vote from a person of color.”

Naomi nodded. “I agree. The sooner, the better. How quickly can we put together an ad?”

“If the nanny’s available and willing, I’ll have something by the end of the week for social media.”
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Derek and No Assurance

 

 

Derek and Summer sat at Steven’s kitchen table across from the old man.

Steven spoke to his assurance agency through his cell phone. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” Steven paused. “I don’t care that no assurance agency will touch it. You’re supposed to be fair and unbiased.” Steven paused again. “I don’t care that you’re sorry. Fix it!” Steven disconnected the call and tossed his phone on the kitchen table. He slumped in his seat. His face was pale; dark circles surrounded his eyes.

“They’re not gonna charge Truman, are they?” Derek asked through gritted teeth.

“No.” Steven shook his head, his mouth turned down. “All this time. I never knew the real Truman Bradshaw.”

Steven had filed attempted murder charges against Truman and his men for the incident in the greenhouse. He’d provided three eyewitnesses—Steven, Marcos, and Derek—to the attempted murder, but their assurance agency had dropped the case after six days of “investigation,” citing a “lack of evidence.” Attempted murder charges, if found guilty, could result in Truman and his men being expelled from Silver City indefinitely, along with a large fine paid to the victim.

“I haven’t heard back from my assurance agency yet,” Summer said.

Summer had filed murder charges against Truman and Truman’s men for the murders in Costa Rica.

“What agency?” Steven asked.

“Frontier Assurance.”

Steven shook his head again. “That’s the same company Derek and I use. They’ll drop the murder charges too.” Steven let out a ragged breath. “We’ve had very few murder cases in Silver City, but I’ve never seen an assurance agency drop a case so quickly. From my estimation, they’ve always adjudicated fairly.”

“I’m gonna meet with the investigator,” Derek said, his jaw set tight. “I want him to tell me to my face why they’re not prosecuting.”
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Jacob and the Meeting

 

 

Jacob put on his sweatpants and a fleece pullover. He shut his dresser and checked his watch—10:06 p.m. He grabbed his cell phone from his dresser top and said, “I’m going downstairs to get some work done, while I wait for Austin. I’ll let you know as soon as he calls.”

Rebecca sat upright in their canopy bed, fluffy pillows propped behind her. She set down her e-reader and said, “Tell me everything will be okay.”

He paused for a beat and said, “Everything will be okay.”

She nodded, her face full of concern. She flashed her e-reader. “I’ve been reading the same paragraph for the past ten minutes. I can’t concentrate on anything but Lindsey.”

“It’ll all be over soon.”

Rebecca sighed. “I guess I’ll stream a movie to keep my mind occupied.”

“I’ll be downstairs, if you need me.”

Jacob walked down the circular staircase, through the living room, to his home office. He locked the door, sat behind his desk, and opened his laptop. He signed on to his VPN, connected with the video stream that Austin had sent, and put on his wireless earbuds. The screen was blank, the stream not broadcasting yet. Jacob expected the stream to go live around 10:15 p.m.

While he waited for the livestream, he sent a text to Sierra.

Jacob: How are you baby? I miss you like crazy

Her response was immediate.

Sierra: I miss you too, baby. When are you coming home? I have a special surprise for you.

Jacob: I should be home on Sunday. What is the surprise?

Sierra: If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise. Would it? [image: ]

Jacob: You are right. Maybe you can give me a hint?

Sierra: It involves a special meal, a special outfit, adult toys, and you inside me all night long.

Jacob imagined the homecoming. His sweatpants tented with his erection.

Jacob: I am already hard

Sierra: Mmmm, … I can’t wait.

Austin appeared on the livestream, sitting in the front passenger seat of an autonomous BMW sedan, a metal briefcase at his feet. He texted with his thumbs.

Austin: We are live

Jacob: I am watching

Austin: Text me if you need anything

Jacob: I will

Jacob sent a text to Sierra.

Jacob: I have to go

Sierra: I’ll be waiting for you. I love you.

Jacob set down his cell phone and went back to his laptop. On the livestream, the car’s steering wheel moved gently on its own, driving Austin to the meeting spot. The country road was visible through the windshield, illuminated by the headlights. The occasional ranch house or trailer interrupted the amalgamation of leafless trees.

Tabs were on the top of the video, offering different nanocamera views. Jacob tapped each tab, orienting himself with the livestream. One nanocam was attached to Austin, probably in the form of a faux button, showing Austin’s perspective. Two nanocams showed the perspective of two other men who Jacob did not know. Jacob tapped back to the original camera view inside the BMW.

Jacob watched as the sedan turned onto a gravel driveway, the gravel crunching under the tires. The car parked in front of a small log cabin. Austin exited the sedan. Jacob switched camera views to Austin’s perspective. Dark naked trees surrounded the cabin, their limbs twisted and reaching for the moon.

On-screen, Austin unlocked the cabin and turned on the lights. His breath condensed in the cool air. The one-room cabin was sparsely furnished with a single bed in the corner, a round table with four chairs, and a couch with the stuffing spilling from the armrests. Austin set the metal briefcase on the table. He removed his concealed handgun, checking the magazine and the chamber, then replacing the fully loaded gun in the holster behind his back.

Austin then watched through the windows, waiting for his date.

 

* * *

 

Forty-five minutes later, a rusty Hyundai sedan arrived and parked next to the BMW. Austin stepped outside, under the glow of the porch light. He tapped on his cell phone, initiating the wireless malware that had been prepared for this occasion, for Juan’s Hyundai in particular. Juan exited the driver’s side of the economy car. He was a dark shadow in the moonlight, wearing all black, like he planned to rob the place. Lindsey exited the passenger side. She was more visible, wearing a powder-blue hoodie and tight jeans.

Austin approached the pair and said, “Welcome. I’m Austin.”

Lindsey stood back from Austin.

Juan looked around, antsy, as if expecting a trap. “You got the money?”

“It’s in the cabin. Come on.” Austin motioned toward the cabin and walked back to the porch and front door. Austin entered the cabin, turning around just inside to see the couple lagging behind, unsure about entering the cabin. “I’m here to make the deal. That’s it.”

Juan and Lindsey entered the cabin, tentatively scanning the interior for threats.

Austin walked over to the table and sat, facing the couple. He slapped the metal briefcase and said, “Your money. Have a seat.”

Juan and Lindsey sat across from Austin.

“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Austin asked.

Juan glared at Austin. “Don’t fuck with me. I’ll fucking ruin Jacob. I’ll blow the whole lid off his family’s business.”

Jacob clenched his jaw and leaned closer to the screen.

Austin chuckled. “I’m gonna be straight with you. We don’t want you to release that video, but it’s not as damaging as you think it is. You think you’re the first person to expose the secrets of central bankers? You’re too young to remember, but, when I was a kid, it was all over the internet, and nobody gave a shit.”

Juan slammed his fist on the table. “You better gimme my fucking money.”

“What’s the bad news?” Lindsey asked, her voice timid.

Austin ignored Juan and focused on Lindsey. “The bad news is, Jacob’s family won’t release your trust fund until you turn twenty-one.”

Lindsey’s face fell.

“In fact, if Jacob had even approached your grandfather about your trust fund, what do you think he would’ve done?”

Lindsey shrugged.

Austin tilted his head. “I think you know your grandfather better than that. He would’ve eliminated your trust fund entirely.”

“If there’s no money, what the hell is that for?” Juan pointed at the metal briefcase.

“That’s the good news.” Austin opened the briefcase. Inside were twenty tubes of gold coins. Austin grabbed one of the tubes and handed it to Juan.

Juan’s eyes widened as he felt the weight of the twenty-ounce tube. He opened the tube and extracted a shiny gold coin.

Lindsey’s eyes were like saucers. “Is that real?”

“Twenty ounces of gold bullion are in that tube,” Austin said. “About one hundred thousand Fed Coins, give or take.” Austin touched the neatly stacked tubes of gold inside the open briefcase. “Another 380 ounces are in here. All totaled, it’s worth about two million Fed Coins.”

“We’re fucking rich,” Juan said, unable to restrain his grin.

Austin reached into his inside jacket pocket.

Juan and Lindsey both froze, like deer in headlights.

Austin removed his cell phone. “It’s just my phone. I need you both to sign the nondisclosure agreement.” Austin tapped on his phone and handed it to Lindsey with a stylus. “Feel free to read the document, then sign at the bottom and add your thumbprint.”

“What does it say?” Lindsey asked, taking the cell phone.

“It basically says you won’t reveal anything that happened here today or anything damaging about Jacob or his family and their businesses. If you violate this agreement, you won’t receive your trust fund.”

Lindsey knitted her brows. “I still get my trust fund?”

“Your dad loves you. He wants you to have your trust fund on your twenty-first birthday.”

Lindsey nodded. She scrolled through the nondisclosure agreement, then signed at the bottom and added her thumbprint. She handed the phone back.

Austin checked the signature and thumbprint; then he tapped on his phone and handed it to Juan with the stylus. “Your contract is a little different.”

Juan took the phone. “Different how?”

“Like Lindsey’s nondisclosure agreement, if you sign, you cannot reveal anything that happened here today or anything damaging about Jacob Roth or his family and their businesses. If you violate this agreement, you will be sued for ten million Fed Coins.”

Juan frowned at that. “I can’t pay that. This is only two million.”

“I wouldn’t violate the agreement then,” Austin said.

“Whatever.” Juan scrolled to the bottom, signed, and added his thumbprint. He handed the phone back to Austin and asked, “Is that it?”

“Another part of this deal isn’t in the formal contract, but it’s very important.” Austin paused for effect. “If you want this gold, you have to agree to never see Lindsey again.”

Juan pursed his lips, thinking.

Lindsey gave him a concerned look. Then she turned to Austin and said, “You can’t enforce that.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Austin replied. “Gold’s illegal in this country. Mr. Roth has the connections with law enforcement to arrest and imprison Mr. Marquez for a very long time.”

Juan hesitated, thinking for a few seconds. Then he raised one side of his mouth in contempt and said, “I could move to Panama. Nobody would know. You ever hear of Silver City?”

“What about me?” Lindsey asked, her hands held out.

Juan ignored her question.

“Silver City would be a good landing spot for you,” Austin said. “You could live a nice life with that much gold. However, we have connections all over the world. If you cross us, we’ll find you.”

Lindsey stood from the table. “Let’s go. This is bullshit. Just release the fucking video. We don’t need his money.”

But Juan didn’t budge, his eyes still glued on Austin. “How do I know you wouldn’t call the police on me anyway?”

“What are you doing?” Lindsey asked, her voice shrill and her face taut.

Juan ignored her again.

“If we called the police on you, I’m sure you’d release the video,” Austin said. “We want an amicable deal, just like you.”

Juan nodded.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Lindsey asked again, her eyes misty.

Juan glanced up at Lindsey, shrugged, and said, “Sorry.”

Lindsey slapped him across the face and said, “You asshole!” She stomped outside, slamming the door behind her.

Juan touched his face, stunned for a second. Then he returned his attention to Austin and asked, “What do I have to do now?”

Austin stood and held out his hand. “A handshake.”

Juan stood, and they shook hands.

Jacob smiled, his body relaxing. Juan did exactly what Jacob thought he would do.

Austin motioned to the twenty-ounce tube of gold coins in front of Juan. “You want that in here?”

“Yeah. Okay.” Juan handed Austin the gold.

Austin added it to the rest of the gold, shut the briefcase, and handed it to Juan.

Juan grabbed the briefcase, nearly dropping it because of the weight. Then he marched outside. Austin strolled after him, standing on the porch.

Outside, Lindsey attacked Juan again, pounding on his chest with her fists. “You greedy fucking asshole! I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”

Juan pushed her away with his free hand. “You have no idea what it’s like to be poor. What the fuck do you know about anything? Stupid rich bitch.”

Lindsey covered her face and cried.

Juan walked to his car, entered with the briefcase in hand, but the car didn’t start. He tried to start it over and over again, but it was dead.

Lindsey sat on the porch step, sniffling, her head hanging.

Juan exited the car and said to Austin, “I think the battery’s dead. You gotta jump?”

Austin stepped off the porch and approached Juan. “No, sorry.” Austin reached into his pocket and removed his key fob. “Take my car. I’ll have your car towed to your parents’ house.”

Juan took the key fob. “You know where I live?”

“We know everything.”

Juan hesitated, then said, “Thanks. I’ll send your car back here.” He gazed at Lindsey sitting on the porch step for a moment, but he didn’t say anything. Juan entered Austin’s BMW; then he was gone.

Jacob changed the camera view to the BMW’s interior. As the autonomous vehicle drove, Juan sat in the front passenger seat with a grin on his face. He opened the briefcase and shook his fist in the air. “I did it! I’m fucking rich, bitch!” He shut the briefcase and fiddled with the music, settling on gangster rap. He turned up the volume and bobbed his head to the beat.

Then the BMW turned off the highway and down an old logging trail. Juan looked around, orienting himself. He turned down the music and said to the car, “Redirect. Take me home to 357 Rainier Place in Alexandria.”

The car said, “Redirecting.”

But the car didn’t redirect. It continued down the dirt road, tree branches hanging overhead.

Juan said again, his voice more urgent, “Redirect. Take me to 357 Rainier Place in Alexandria.”

The car said, “Redirecting,” but it continued on the dirt road.

Jacob chuckled. I almost feel sorry for him.

Juan tried to open the passenger door, but it wouldn’t unlock while the car was in motion. He tried to power down the windows, but they wouldn’t budge.

The road stopped at a dead end, nothing but forest and a white van in front of Juan.

The car said, “You have arrived at your destination.”

The rear door of the van swung open, and a man wearing a balaclava hopped out, carrying a handgun.

Juan’s face went rigid with fear; then he yanked on the door handle again. This time the passenger door opened. Juan exited the car with the metal briefcase.

Jacob switched the camera view to the man who came from the van. The man ran, the camera bouncing up and down, his breath condensing in the cool air. Juan struggled to run with twenty-five pounds of gold. He turned to see the man from the van gaining on him. Juan dropped the briefcase and sprinted down the dirt road, gaining some distance on the gunman.

Another gunman came from the woods, blocking Juan’s path on the road. Juan was now stuck between the two gunmen, and they were closing the gap. Jacob changed the camera view to the second gunman. Juan tried to bolt for the woods, but the second gunman intercepted him, his gun drawn.

The second gunman said, “Stop, or I will shoot.”

Juan stopped in his tracks.

“Put your hands up.”

Juan raised his hands over his head.

The first gunman arrived on the scene. Jacob tapped back to the camera view of the first gunman.

“What do you want?” Juan asked.

The men didn’t reply.

“Please. I have gold. I can pay you.”

The first gunman grabbed a fistful of Juan’s sweatshirt, pulling him in close. He said, “Shut the fuck up.” Then he pushed Juan back toward the van.

Juan trembled, his legs unsteady as he was marched toward the van. Along the way, the first gunman picked up the briefcase. When they reached the van, the gunman put the briefcase in the van and shut the back door.

“You have your money,” Juan said. “Now you can let me go.”

The first gunman got into Juan’s face again. “I told you to shut the fuck up. We’re gonna take you into the woods, and then we’ll let you go. But, if you try anything, we will kill you. Do you understand?”

Juan nodded, his eyes bulging.

They prodded Juan beyond the van, into the woods. The first gunman flicked on a flashlight, illuminating the dark forest. Leaves crunched under their feet as they walked.

“Where are we going?” Juan asked, his voice meek.

The first gunman pistol-whipped Juan across the back of his head. Juan dropped to one knee, groaning, his hand covering the back of his head. The first gunman yanked Juan to his feet and said, “Next time you talk, I put a fucking bullet in your brain.”

They walked under the naked canopy of oaks, their footfalls and their breathing the only sounds to break the silence.

After fifteen minutes of trudging through the wilderness, they arrived at a hole, with a large pile of dirt along the edge, and two shovels stuck into the pile.

Juan stopped walking as soon as he understood. Juan begged. “Please don’t do this. Please. I can pay.”

The gunmen holstered their weapons. The first gunman dropped the flashlight to the ground, the light still pointed at the hole. The gunmen dragged Juan to the grave. Juan struggled, his feet digging into the soft ground.

“Help me!” Juan said. “Help! Help!”

They pushed him into the man-size hole, Juan falling into the five-foot-deep grave. The gunmen drew their handguns from their holsters and shot Juan with a barrage of gunfire.

Jacob flinched with the gunfire. Then he grinned.
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Summer and the Assurance Investigator

 

 

Summer and Derek sat at a metal desk across from the assurance investigator. Byron sat on Summer’s lap. Jake Johnson was in his mid-fifties with curly gray hair, bushy eyebrows, and a pug nose. The morning sun shone through the window at his back.

“It’s out of my hands,” Jake said. “I submitted the evidence to the higher-ups. They shut down the investigation. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“This is bullshit, and you know it,” Derek said, glaring at the investigator.

Byron whined, reaching for the ibuprofen bottle on the edge of the desk.

Jake showed his palms. “I’m just the messenger here. I’d love to prosecute the son of a bitch, but the evidence has to be airtight.”

Summer reached down and removed the cartoonlike stuffed parrot from her purse and handed it to Byron.

“Airtight, for someone with Truman’s power and wealth,” Derek said.

Jake blew out a ragged breath. “I understand how you feel—”

“Did Truman hire someone to kill you?” Derek said through gritted teeth.

Jake leaned forward, placing his elbows on his desk. “I don’t know how you feel. Look. I’m sorry. It’s not enough evidence to prosecute someone like him.”

“I wanna talk to your boss,” Summer said, stone-faced.

“She won’t talk to you.”

“Then we’ll go to another assurance agency.”

Jake shook his head. “No assurance agency in Silver City will touch this with a ten-foot pole.”

“What about Truman’s men?” Derek asked. “Xavier Hills put a gun to my head.”

“According to Mr. Hills and Mr. Hawkins, Mr. Hills questioned you about Kyra Bradshaw’s whereabouts. Then two of your coworkers at Freetown Orchard held them at rifle point and forced them off the property.”

Derek glared at Jake. “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

“It doesn’t matter what I know. What matters is what I can prove. Do you have any evidence to corroborate your eyewitness statements?”

Derek shook his head, his hands balled into fists. “What about the murders in Costa Rica?”

Jake’s shoulders slumped. “We’ve been unable to locate those men. We have no facial recognition images. No names. Only Ms. Fitzgerald’s description.” Jake motioned to Summer with his hand. “The trail’s cold.”

“Did you interview Truman?” Summer asked.

“He’s out of the country, but I had a videoconference with him and his lawyers. He sent us ample evidence to prove his whereabouts at the time of the incidents.”

Derek stood from his seat abruptly. “Incidents?”

Summer stood, holding Byron with one arm. She grabbed Derek’s hand, trying to calm him.

Derek pointed at Jake with his other hand, his finger jabbing the air. “It was multiple murders and an attempted murder. Of course Truman wasn’t there. You think he’s the type to get his hands dirty? Do your fuckin’ job, or I’ll do it for you.”

Summer pulled Derek toward the door. “Let’s go.”
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Naomi Kicks Corrinne’s Shithole

 

 

On Friday morning, Naomi sat at her desk, reading her email.

 

From: dnichols@sutton.house.gov

To: nsutton@sutton.house.gov

Subject: Ad

 

Naomi,

Good morning. The ad will be on Chirper, You Share, and MeTube today. Here’s a link to the ad. We did a great job, if I do say so myself. Enjoy! LINK

 

Diane Nichols

Head of Marketing for Representative Naomi Sutton

New York, Twelfth District

 

Naomi tapped on the link, then played the advertisement. Highlights were shown from the embarrassing video of a twenty-eight-year-old Corrinne Powers berating her nanny, Inez Gomez, for missing a mark in the tub while cleaning the bathroom. Corrinne was shown grabbing her nanny roughly by the arm and even yelling at her three-year-old daughter, Courtney, when the little blonde tried to intervene.

The abuse culminated with Corrinne telling Inez, “Keep it up, and I’ll ship you back to whatever shithole you came from.”

Following the footage from 2023, present-day Inez Gomez appeared on the screen, wearing a floral dress, her face wrinkly, her midsection puffy. She said, “I’m Inez Gomez, and I worked for Senator Corrinne Powers as a nanny and housekeeper for four years. I recorded Mrs. Powers because this abuse happened to me and the children on a regular basis. She took advantage of me, verbally and physically abusing me, often making me work longer than I had agreed to for no pay. I believe she took advantage of me because I was an undocumented worker. She knew I was too powerless to tell.” Inez wiped the corners of her eyes with a tissue, and the camera zoomed in on her face. “I’m not powerless anymore.”

The ad faded to black. Naomi Sutton 2052, For the People appeared on the screen. A male voice said, “This ad was paid for by the Democratic Socialist Party of America.”
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Derek’s Word

 

 

Derek drove his electric pickup back toward Freetown, with Summer sitting shotgun. Byron was in the middle, buckled into his car seat, squeezing his toy parrot, and sucking on his pacifier. Farms dotted the roadside, thick jungle in between.

“He can’t get away with this,” Derek said, glancing at Summer, then back to the road.

Summer pursed her full lips. “I think he just did.”

Derek gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white. “I’m not sure it’s safe for us here anymore.”

“Neither am I, but we don’t have anywhere to go. My dad doesn’t have any more friends like Jewel and Howard, not that I would go anyway. I won’t put someone else in danger like that again. I’m partly responsible for their murders.”

Derek shook his head. “Don’t do that. It’s not your fault. It’s Truman’s fault. It’s the fault of the men who did it.”

Summer lifted one shoulder. “Either way, I don’t want it to happen again.”

“I know.”

“Can I be really honest with you for a minute?”

“I sure hope so.” Derek glanced at Summer again, then back to the road.

“I’m worried that you’ll try to kill Truman and that you’ll be hurt or killed in the process. I don’t wanna lose you.”

Derek turned the truck onto Freetown Road and stopped at the front gate. “I can’t do anything to Truman anyway. Jake said he was out of the country.”

The security bot scanned their faces and opened the gate. Derek drove through the gate, into the neighborhood.

“He’ll come back sooner or later,” Summer said.

Derek nodded, his jaw tensing. “Yeah.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about. I’ve seen that look before on Psycho Island.”

Derek didn’t respond for a long moment. He turned the truck onto Summer’s driveway, parking behind Patrick’s pickup. Derek turned to Summer. “I’ll be honest. I wanna kill him, but I won’t. You asked me not to, and I gave you my word that I wouldn’t.”

“Okay.” Summer leaned over Byron toward Derek.

Derek also leaned over Byron, meeting her in the middle, pressing his lips to hers.

They disengaged and Summer said, “I’ll see you tonight?”
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Jacob and the Fallout

 

 

Rebecca knocked on Lindsey’s bedroom door, a plate of chicken linguine in hand. Jacob stood in the hallway next to his wife.

“Go away,” Lindsey said, behind her locked door.

“You have to eat something, honey,” Rebecca replied. “Jeeves made chicken linguine and garlic bread.”

Lindsey sniffled and said, “I’m not hungry.”

“You haven’t eaten all day.”

“Leave it outside my door. I’ll get it later.”

Rebecca frowned. “Will you open your door, please? We need to talk about what happened.”

Lindsey sniffled again. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Please, honey. Let me in.” Rebecca glanced at Jacob.

Jacob shook his head, his arms crossed over his chest.

Lindsey opened the door, wearing sweats. Her dark eyes were puffy and bloodshot. Her brown hair was matted on one side and disheveled. She wore no makeup, but her olive skin was clear, her lips a dull pink. She glared at Jacob. “I’m not talking to him.”

Jacob didn’t respond.

“It’s not your father’s fault,” Rebecca said. “He was only trying to protect you.”

“He’s not my father.”

Jacob clenched his jaw, his eyes boring a hole into his stepdaughter.

Lindsey glowered right back at Jacob and said, “You ruined my life!” Then she slammed her bedroom door.

Rebecca turned to Jacob. “Let me talk to her alone.”

Jacob showed his palms in surrender. “Fine with me. I’ll be in my office.”

Rebecca opened the door and slipped into Lindsey’s bedroom, shutting the door behind her.

Jacob walked down the hall and down the circular staircase. The staircase overlooked the open-concept living room and the foyer. A chandelier the size of a refrigerator lit the foyer. David and Ethan stood at the bottom of the steps, waiting for Jacob.

As Jacob approached, he asked, “What are you two doing?”

“We heard Lindsey yelling,” Ethan replied. “Is she okay?”

“She’ll be fine. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“I’m not worried,” David said with a smirk. “Girls are crazy. That’s just how they are.”

Jacob scowled at that. “Why don’t you two go play?”

“Okay, Dad,” Ethan replied.

The boys ran back to the basement and their VR room. Jacob went to his office and shut the door behind him. He removed his phone from the front pocket of his khakis and sat behind his desk. He thumb-typed a text.

Jacob: Hey baby. I am almost finished here. It is a mess. Lindsey hates me. She blames me for her breakup with Juan

Sierra: I’m so sorry, baby. You don’t deserve that. You did what you had to do to protect her. That boy would’ve ruined her life. She’ll see that someday, and she’ll be thankful. I’m so proud of you. It takes a strong man to do what you did.

Jacob: Thank you. I miss you

Sierra: I miss you too. More than you can imagine. Do you think you’ll be home tomorrow?

Jacob: That is the plan. It might be better if I am not here anyway

Sierra: Do you still want your special surprise?

Jacob: Of course

A knock came at Jacob’s door.

Jacob: I have to go

Sierra: Bye. I love you.

Jacob said, “Come in.”

Rebecca stepped into the home office, shutting the door behind her. Jacob put his cell phone into the top drawer of his desk. Rebecca sat across from Jacob at the cherry desk and said, “She wants to live with Derek.”

Jacob drew back with knitted brows. “She can’t be serious.”

Rebecca sighed and said, “Oh, she’s quite serious. She said she’ll go to Silver City by herself if she has to. She’s eighteen. Technically, we can’t stop her.”

“You never should’ve told her where he went.”

“He’s her father.”

Jacob’s nostrils flared. “Then what am I?”

“Her current father.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “Derek’s a fugitive. Do we really want her living with a fugitive?”

Rebecca shook her head. “No, but again, she’s eighteen, and her mind is dead set on it.”

“Silver City had a shootout with the police a month ago. It’s not a safe place.”

“I tried to tell her that it’s dangerous, that it’s not like the States, but she doesn’t care.”

Jacob held out his hands. “We don’t even know where he is? He said he was going to Silver City, but we don’t know if that’s where he went.”

“Can’t you find out?” Rebecca asked, leaning forward in the leather chair. “Don’t you have contacts in Silver City or people who could go there?”

“I have contacts, but I don’t agree that we should facilitate this trip.”

Rebecca leaned back in her chair, pursing her lips and thinking for a moment. “She’s rebelling, and I can’t control her anymore, not with you in New York.”

Jacob glowered at Rebecca. “It’s not my fault that she’s rebelling.”

“I didn’t say it was, but you being in New York doesn’t help.” She hesitated for a beat. “I think you’re looking at this all wrong. The more we try to stop her, the more of a pain in the ass she’ll be.” Rebecca lifted one shoulder. “Maybe it’ll be for the best. If she goes down there, I doubt Derek will have all the amenities we have here. Knowing him, it’s probably pretty rustic. I bet she’ll be back in a month with a new appreciation for all we do for her.”

Jacob nodded. “You make a good point, but I won’t give her money, and neither will you. That would defeat the purpose. She has to sink or swim on her own.”

“Fine. I agree.”

“It’ll take me a few weeks to find him and to arrange the trip.”
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Summer’s Nightmare

 

 

Summer straddled Derek, breathless and naked, recovering from their climax. They disengaged, and she lay next to him on her side. She pulled the covers over them, snuggling close in his single bed. He turned his head and kissed her on the lips and then her cheek. Summer rested her head on his chest, and they lay silent for a minute, lost in their own thoughts.

She lifted her head and broke the silence. “I had a bad dream last night.”

He furrowed his brows. “About what?”

“I was back in Costa Rica, and I heard Kyra scream. It was just like before, but, in my dream, it felt like the first time. I went into the house, but I didn’t see Jewel and Howard dead on the floor in the living room. I saw you.” Summer’s eyes were glassy. “You were holding your neck, and there was so much blood, but you were alive. Then Byron started to cry. I ran to the back bedroom to get him, but one of Truman’s men already had him. They put a gun to my head and told me to choose between you and Byron.” Summer glanced at Byron’s baby monitor on the bedside table. He was quiet, sleeping in the crib Derek had purchased, so she could stay over without leaving her son. She looked back to Derek. “I chose Byron, and I left you dying on the floor. When I woke up, I thought it was real, and I had this choking sadness. I cried until I realized that it was just a dream.”

Derek pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “It’s just a dream. It doesn’t mean anything.”

She gazed into his eyes. “Dreams do mean something. Maybe my subconscious is telling me that you’re in danger.” A teardrop beaded on her eyelid. “They had a gun to your head. That wasn’t a dream. That happened. Truman might be out of the country, but I bet he still has men here. Maybe you should go someplace safe. What happens if …” She blinked, and teardrops slipped down her cheeks.

Derek kissed each cheek, erasing her tears. “We talked about this. I’m not goin’ anywhere. Definitely not without you and Byron. And I’m sure as hell not gonna let Truman and his thugs run me outta town. We have an alarm system and nanocameras around the orchard now. Steven, Marcos, and I are all armed, and militia members live all around us. Truman and his men would be stupid to try somethin’ again.”

“I hope you’re right.”
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Naomi and Super Tuesday

 

 

It had been a month since Naomi and her staff bombarded the internet with ads showing Corrinne’s racist and abusive behavior. Throughout February, Naomi had steadily risen in the polls, even though she’d had her own embarrassing moment captured on video. However, Naomi’s verbal abuse of a white Georgetown classmate was much more palatable to the public than Corrinne’s verbal and physical abuse of a Honduran nanny in her employ.

On Super Tuesday—the first Tuesday in March—Naomi worked the room, smiling and shaking hands with donors and staff members. The cavernous ballroom of the Hilton Hotel in Washington, DC, was jovial and raucous, everyone smiling and laughing. The room was filled with round tables, covered in white linen, but very few sat or ate. A two-hundred-inch OLED screen hung from the front wall, showing coverage of the Super Tuesday election results.

To win the Democratic nomination, Naomi or Corrinne would need 1991 delegates out of a possible 3979. Super Tuesday wouldn’t determine the winner, but it would allocate 1344 pledged delegates, to be added to the 929 delegates already decided since early February.

Naomi shook hands with an elderly couple. “Thank you so much for coming.”

They were all smiles. The white-haired woman fanned herself like an awestruck teenager. “I’m so thrilled to meet you.” She glanced at her husband. “We’re big fans.”

“It’s about time we have a government for the people,” the husband said.

A cheer erupted from the partygoers. Naomi turned to the OLED screen. The final tally was in. The screen showed a side-by-side comparison of the two candidates. Naomi Sutton 1201 delegates, 51.6% of the popular vote. Corrinne Powers 1072 delegates, 48.4% of the popular vote.

Naomi was surrounded and engulfed by well-wishers. 
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Derek’s Daughter

 

 

Over the past month, life in Silver City had more or less returned to normal. Derek had gone back to work with Marcos at the orchard. Summer was also back to work at the hospital. Derek saw Summer and Byron whenever their work schedules allowed. The farmers’ market had been filled with people again, albeit a bit less since the tax kerfuffle between the militias and the Panamanian National Police. Some of Silver City’s wealthiest citizens still hadn’t returned.

A few weeks ago, Derek had received a surprise message from Jacob. It had said that Lindsey wanted to live with Derek for a while. Then he’d received subsequent messages from Rebecca detailing the situation. Derek had agreed to Lindsey coming to live with him for as long as she wanted.

Now, Derek stood on the Silver City docks, watching the boats come and go from the Tuira River. The sun glistened off the river on a cloudless afternoon. Sailors bustled about the dock, unloading their goods. His heart skipped a beat each time he saw a small cargo boat similar to Alvaro’s.

Finally, Derek spotted Alvaro’s boat. Lindsey stood on the stern, surveying the dock and the city beyond. Derek hadn’t seen his daughter in over a year, not since his mother’s funeral, which was also the day he had agreed to let Jacob adopt her. She looked so much older and more mature than he remembered. Her short shorts and tank top showed off her curvy figure. Derek would’ve preferred a more conservative outfit, especially with Lindsey traveling alone, but it was warm outside, and she was eighteen after all.

Alvaro backed his little cargo boat into a cramped space against the dock. Lindsey spotted Derek from the stern and smiled. Derek waved. Lindsey stepped from the boat with Alvaro in tow, carrying a large designer suitcase and a crewman carrying another.

Derek hugged Lindsey with tears in his eyes. When she stepped back, he discreetly wiped his eyes. “It’s great to see you. I can’t believe you’re here.”

She did a little curtsy. “Believe it. I’m here.” She hesitated for a beat. “I missed you, Dad.”

Derek beamed. “I missed you too.”

Alvaro and the crewman set Lindsey’s suitcases on the dock.

Derek turned his attention to Alvaro, shaking his hand. “Alvaro. It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you too, my friend.”

“Thank you for bringin’ Lindsey to Silver City.”

“De nada.” Alvaro waved his hand across the air.

Lindsey said goodbye to Alvaro; then father and daughter walked down the dock, each pulling a designer suitcase.

“Did you bring enough stuff?” Derek asked.

Lindsey frowned, not unkind. “I didn’t know what they have down here.” Her expression darkened. “My parents didn’t give me any money either. They said I have to sink or swim on my own.”

Derek nodded. “I heard that. How do you feel about that?”

Lindsey lifted one shoulder. “It’s bullshit. If David or Ethan were moving away, Jacob would give them all the money they wanted.”

They walked beyond the dock into the asphalt parking lot.

“It’s better not to have everything handed to you.”

Lindsey rolled her eyes at that. “Why should I struggle if it’s not necessary? I mean, I can understand if we were poor, but we’re not.”

Derek led them to his electric pickup and opened the tailgate. “It builds character.”

Lindsey scowled at the bits of straw and dirt and debris inside the truck bed. “You’re not gonna put my suitcases in there, are you? They’re Dolce.”

“You wanna ride with your suitcases in your lap?”

“No.”

He tossed one of the suitcases into the truck bed. “Then they gotta go in back.”

“Whatever.”

Derek put the other suitcase into the truck bed and grinned. “You ready?”

She flicked her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “Does it matter if I’m ready?”

He chuckled. “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”

Derek drove them through Silver City, the bicyclists and pedestrians outnumbering the cars and trucks. Derek pointed to the market. “That’s the farmers’ market. I usually work three days there and three days at the orchard.”

Lindsey nodded.

Derek pointed to the pool next to the farmers’ market. “That’s the community pool. Lots of young people go there. You might meet some kids your age there.”

Lindsey shrugged. “Looks like they’re all enhanced.”

“I doubt all of them are enhanced.”

“Most then.” Lindsey peered out the window at the pastel-colored restaurants, houses, and stores. “Everything’s so colorful.”

“It’s a beautiful city,” Derek replied, glancing at his daughter, then back to the road.

“Is it even a city? It’s so small.”

“I don’t know. Not sure if there’s a size requirement.”

“What about shopping?”

“It’ll be hard for you to shop without any money.”

Lindsey raised one side of her mouth in contempt. “What if I need something?”

“Like what?”

“What if I need money to go out to eat.”

Derek shook his head. “You don’t need to go out to eat. My fridge is stocked, and I live and work at an orchard. You can go outside and eat anything you want for free.”

She cocked her head, frowning. “Come on, Dad.”

“If you really need money, there’s plenty of work. We could use some help at the orchard, but I don’t want you too preoccupied with makin’ money. Your most important job is to keep up with your online classes. How many months do you have until graduation?”

“Three. My classes are ridiculously easy. I can do all my work in like two hours.”

“Well then, you’ll have plenty of time for a part-time job.”

Lindsey sighed and asked, “What’s your house like?”

“Small. Only one bedroom. You’ll have to sleep on the pullout couch.”

Lindsey glared at Derek. “You don’t even have a bedroom for me?”

Derek kept his eyes on the road. “Nope. People live just fine with a lot less.”

They didn’t talk for several minutes. They drove beyond Silver City, toward Freetown. Organic farms dotted the roadsides.

Finally, Derek glanced at Lindsey and said, “You wanna talk about what happened with this boy Juan?”

She crossed her arms over her chest, still staring out the window. “Not with you.”

Derek took a deep breath. “Your mom told me that you and your boyfriend tried to blackmail Jacob. Is that true?”

“No. I was just trying to get my trust fund. It’s already mine.”

“Not until you’re twenty-one.”

Lindsey didn’t respond.

“You know why they make you wait until you’re twenty-one?”

Still no response.

“Because young people make stupid choices. Blackmailing your father for money was a stupid choice.”

Lindsey turned to Derek, dropping her hands to her lap. “I thought you were my father?”

“I am, but Jacob’s earned that title too, and the respect that goes with it.”

Lindsey pursed her lips and said, “You made stupid choices too. Way worse than me. You killed someone.”

Derek pulled off the road, parking along a cattle fence. He turned off the truck and shifted in his seat toward Lindsey. “Lindsey, look at me.”

Lindsey turned from the window, her face twisted in anger.

Derek glowered back. “The man I killed raped and murdered April. What I did was against the law, but I do not have one ounce of regret, and I won’t let my spoiled daughter use it against me. If you disrespect me like that again, I’ll send you back to Virginia in a heartbeat.”

Lindsey’s mouth hung open, stunned for a second. Then she said, “Fine.”
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Jacob and Worlds Colliding

 

 

The microwave behind the wet bar dinged, and Jacob removed his lunch. He carried his lunch to the leather couch in his Wall Street office, setting his steak, asparagus, and cauliflower mash on the coffee table. He sat on the couch with a groan and grabbed the remote. He gazed at the original Jackson Pollock—a chaotic piece on white canvas, with black paint thrown this way and that, accented with a little red and yellow. When Jacob stared long enough, he saw faces buried in the madness. He flipped on the OLED television, the painting disappearing underneath the MSNBC news desk and the rolling stock ticker.

Jacob ate his lunch and watched the news, savoring Sierra’s expert cooking. Over the past week, Sierra had been making him lunch to take to work. Interestingly, it had been her idea.

His cell phone chimed. Jacob swallowed his food and set down his fork. He reached into the front pocket of his slacks and checked the number. He scowled and swiped right. “What do you need, Rebecca?”

“David was in a fight at school,” Rebecca said.

Jacob sat up straight. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. That’s not the problem. The other boy had to go to the hospital. David bounced the boy’s head off the floor.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “Jesus. Is the other boy okay?”

“I don’t know yet. Hopefully, he’ll be fine. They think he has a concussion.”

“Why were they fighting?”

“David claims that the other boy called me a slut.”

Jacob knitted his brows. “You don’t believe him?”

“No. It’s an unusual word for an eight-year-old to use. However, a few weeks ago, I reprimanded David for using that word in reference to the scantily clad women in one of his video games.”

“What did the other boy say?”

“That David has been bullying him all year,” Rebecca replied. “The boy said that David bullies him for being natural born. Apparently, this boy is the only natural born child in David’s gifted class.”

Jacob rubbed the back of his neck. “What happens now?”

“David’s suspended for the next three days, pending an investigation by Principal Adams. He might be suspended for the rest of the school year. The parents of the other boy are already demanding that. I don’t blame them.”

“Do you want me to call Adams?”

Rebecca let out an exasperated breath. “And do what? Use your power and influence so David doesn’t have to suffer the consequences of his actions?”

Jacob frowned. “I’m trying to help.”

“He needs his father. Will you be home this weekend?”

“I have the Bilderberg meeting. Remember?”

“Isn’t it in Chantilly? I thought you’d commute.”

“The days will be long, so I reserved a room.”

“You must be excited for your first Masters of the Universe meeting.”

Jacob clenched his jaw. “Don’t start, Rebecca. I’ll be home the following weekend.”

Rebecca didn’t respond for a few seconds. Then she said, “I don’t think this back-and-forth is good for the boys.”

“I agree.”

“I was thinking we could move to New York and live in the apartment with you. Only a few months are left of the school year. The boys could finish online.”

Jacob’s stomach turned, Sierra’s food suddenly not sitting well. “That’s not a good idea. I don’t want the boys growing up in the city.”

“What difference does it make? They spend all their time in VR anyway.”

“I have a better solution. We were already planning to sell the house and move to Westchester this summer. Why don’t we start the process now?”
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Summer and Lindsey

 

 

Summer stood in Derek’s kitchen, making turkey and cheese sandwiches for lunch. Byron sat in his high chair. He threw his toy car on the floor and smacked the plastic tray.

Summer turned from the counter to Byron. “Hold your horses, sweet pea.”

Byron giggled in response, then smacked the plastic tray again.

Summer picked up the car, setting it on the table out of his reach.

Byron pointed to the car and grunted.

Summer kissed Byron on the crown of his head. “We’re not gonna play this game right now. You’re just gonna throw it on the floor again.” Summer went back to preparing lunch.

Lindsey was in the shower. Just beyond the kitchen, the living room had barely survived Hurricane Lindsey. The couch was still pulled out as a bed, the sheets and blanket a swirled mess. Lindsey’s suitcases were open, next to the bed, clothes spilling out. A half-full glass of pineapple guava juice sat on the end table along with a box of crackers and crumbs. Before Derek went to work that morning, he had woken Lindsey, lecturing her about the roaches, then ordering her to clean up. Lindsey had pulled the covers over her head in response.

Summer had met Lindsey briefly at dinner the night before. It had been an icy exchange. Lindsey and Derek had argued earlier, and Lindsey had been in a sour mood. Instead of eating with Derek and Summer, Lindsey had left the house in a huff. She’d sat on the front steps, texting on her phone.

Finally, she’d grown frustrated by the nighttime feeding frenzy outside. Lindsey had stomped into the house and said, “Fucking mosquitoes! I hate this place already.” Then she’d locked herself in the bathroom for the next hour. Summer and Byron had gone home. She and Byron had been sleeping over three or four nights a week, but Derek and Summer had discussed limiting the sleepovers while Lindsey acclimated to her new surroundings.

Summer and Byron had returned first thing in the morning, ready to bond with Lindsey. Summer had already taken the day off, but half the day had been wasted with Lindsey sleeping until noon. Byron had spent the morning dozing in his crib and playing in his playpen. Summer sighed to herself. I should’ve waited for her to settle in before trying to inject myself into her life. Summer set three plates on the table, each with a jam-packed sandwich, the bread toasted.

Then she opened a jar of pureed bananas. Byron grinned as Summer sat next to him. She fed him bananas, catching the excess fruit on his lower lip with the rubber spoon. After the bananas, she stood from the kitchen table and retrieved a bottle from the refrigerator. She placed the bottle of breast milk in a bowl of warm water to take off the chill.

Byron smacked the plastic tray again and said, “Car.”

Summer whipped around to face Byron, her eyes wide open. She approached the high chair. “What did you say, sweet pea?”

Byron pointed at his toy car on the kitchen table and said, “Car.”

Summer smiled wide. “That’s right, honey.” She touched the toy and said, “Car.”

He repeated his first word. “Car.”

She showered him with kisses, Byron giggling at the attention. Then she handed him the toy car. He promptly tossed it on the floor and giggled again.

Summer couldn’t help but laugh. She picked up the car and set it on the table again, out of his reach.

Derek entered the front door. He removed his boots and sneered at the mess in the living room. He walked to the kitchen in his stocking feet. “I see she still hasn’t cleaned up.”

“She just woke up. She’s in the bathroom.”

Derek scowled at that. “If she thinks she’s gonna sleep all day, she’s got another thing comin’.”

“Guess who said their first word?” Summer asked, smiling, and changing the subject.

Derek grinned at Byron. “Talking already?” Then he looked at Summer, excitement in his voice. “What did he say?”

“Car.”

Derek tilted his head. “Car? Really? I thought it would be mom or mama.”

Summer’s smile receded. “It’s good that he’s talking. It doesn’t matter what he says.” She lifted one shoulder. “I guess it would be nice if he said mama.”

Derek kissed her on the cheek. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter what he says. Don’t listen to me. That was a dumb thing for me to say.”

Summer nodded.

Derek approached Byron’s high chair, bending down to his level. “Let’s hear it, little man. Can you say mama?”

Byron giggled, pointed at his toy, and said, “Car.”

Derek tried again. “Ma … ma.”

Byron smacked the plastic tray. “Car.”

Summer tried, placing her hand to her chest and saying, “Mama.”

Byron smacked his tray again and said, “Car.”

Derek and Summer laughed in synchronicity.

“He’s as stubborn as you are,” Derek said with a smirk.

Summer slapped Derek on the butt, not hard. “I’m not stubborn.”

Derek rolled his eyes at that. “If you say so.”

She mock-frowned at Derek. “I do say so.” Summer grabbed the bottle from the counter. She went to Byron, giving him his bottle, and kissing him on the crown of his head. “You’ll say it when you’re ready.”

Byron held his bottle, suckling the rubber nipple.

Summer returned to Derek’s side.

He pecked her on the lips. “First word’s a big deal. Lindsey’s first word was dog. We had a little terrier on the farm named, Roscoe. Lindsey loved that dog. We all did.”

Summer furrowed her brows. “What happened to him?”

Derek’s mouth turned down. “He died the week before they moved in with Jacob. Rebecca and I had a massive fight over who would get the dog. I was bein’ selfish. I didn’t wanna lose anything else. In the end, I relented, figured Lindsey needed the dog more than I did, but then he died. Had a heart attack. I think we broke his heart. Animals are intuitive. He knew the family was broken.”

Summer squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.”

Derek shook his head and forced a smile. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I brought that up. Now’s not the time. Byron said his first word. Lindsey’s here.” Derek glanced at the table and the sandwiches. “You made a great lunch.”

“You don’t have to minimize things with me. If you wanna talk about something, it’s okay.”

Derek kissed her again. “I know. Another time.” Derek let go of her hand and said, “I guess Lindsey wasted your mornin’.”

Summer smiled and said, “Byron and I had some quality time. I was thinking about taking Lindsey to the pool. Do you think she’d like that?”

“I have no idea.” Derek glanced toward the hallway, making sure Lindsey wasn’t there. He lowered his voice and said, “I feel like I don’t know her at all anymore.”

“That’ll change now that she’s here.” Summer grabbed three plastic cups from the cupboard. “Or we could go hiking at Waterfall Park.”

“Both those ideas sound like fun to me.”

Summer filled the cups with water from the tap. “Do you wanna come?”

“I’d love to, but Marcos and I need to finish harvestin’ and boxin’ the produce for the farmers’ market tomorrow. We’re behind.” Derek took the cups and set them on the kitchen table. “I appreciate you takin’ off to spend time with her.”

The bathroom door opened. Lindsey padded down the hall to the living room, then to the kitchen. She was barefoot, wearing short shorts and a T-shirt, a towel on her head.

“I told you to clean up your mess,” Derek said, his eyes narrowed at his daughter.

Lindsey shrugged. “I just woke up.”

Summer reached out and squeezed Derek’s hand again. “After we eat.” Then she turned her attention to Lindsey. “Are you hungry? I made turkey sandwiches.”

“I guess.”

They sat around the small kitchen table, eating their sandwiches, Byron still suckling his bottle.

Lindsey drank a sip of her water and crinkled her nose at Summer. “This water’s gross. Can you get me some juice?”

“Sure.” Summer started to stand, but Derek shook his head.

“It’s not your responsibility to wait on her.” Derek glared at Lindsey. “Your legs ain’t broke.” He motioned to the mess in the living room. “You got half-a-glass of juice on that end table.”

Lindsey sulked. “It’s warm, and it’s been sitting out all night.”

“Put some ice cubes in it. We don’t waste things here.”

Lindsey snapped her tongue off the roof of her mouth. She stood from the table, retrieved her juice from the end table, and returned to the kitchen. She scowled at the refrigerator and said, “There’s no ice maker.”

“Ice trays are in the freezer,” Derek said.

Lindsey opened the freezer and extracted a plastic tray filled with ice cubes. She returned, setting her juice and the ice cube tray on the kitchen table. She sat down and tried to pry an ice cube from the tray with her fingernail, but it wouldn’t budge. “This is so stupid. How poor are you?”

“Poor enough to appreciate what we have.” Derek grabbed the tray and twisted it back and forth, the ice cubes cracking free. He handed the tray back to Lindsey. “We had ice cube trays when you were a little girl.”

Lindsey dropped a few cubes into her juice. “I don’t remember.”

“I was thinking we could go to the pool, or we could go hiking at Waterfall Park after lunch,” Summer said to Lindsey, trying to ease the tension.

Lindsey took a large gulp of her juice. Then she said, “I don’t know. Maybe another time.” She turned her gaze to Derek. “Can I borrow the truck? Alvaro told me you don’t need a license here. I wanna go to Silver City and look around.”

Derek frowned at that. “No. It’s not my truck. It’s the orchard’s truck.”

Byron tossed his empty bottle on the floor.

Summer started to stand, but Derek said, “I got it.” He stood, grabbed the bottle, and set it on the table. Then he reached for Byron. “You wanna sit with me, little man?”

Byron reached up with his chubby little arms.

Derek picked him up and sat at the table again, now with Byron in his arms.

“I have my dad’s truck,” Summer said. “We could go down to Silver City and walk around, maybe do some window shopping.”

“I kinda wanted to be alone. No offense,” Lindsey said.

“You’re not taking Summer’s truck either,” Derek said.

“I could drop her off in Silver City and come back and pick her up when she’s ready,” Summer said.

 

* * *

 

Summer drove her father’s truck toward Silver City, Lindsey in the passenger seat next to her, staring out the window. Byron was in the middle, strapped into his car seat, suckling his pacifier, his eyes heavy. Summer lowered the visor to stop the bright sun from blinding her.

“You okay over there?” Summer asked, glancing to Lindsey and back to the road.

“I’m fine,” Lindsey replied, still staring out the window.

“What are you looking for in Silver City?”

Lindsey shrugged.

“The waterfront’s nice. I could drop you off there.”

Lindsey turned from the window. “How do you find people here?”

Summer cocked her head. “Are you looking for someone in particular?”

“Nobody in particular. I was just wondering.”

“If you’re interested in making some friends, I know people your age hang out at the Silver City pool. We can go there this weekend if you want, or I can drop you off there.”

“They’re all enhanced. I don’t really like hanging out with enhanced people. They think they’re better than everybody.”

“Some do, but not everyone’s like that.”

Lindsey shrugged again.

Summer drove for a minute in silence, passing jungle and organic farms.

Lindsey finally asked, “How big is Silver City?”

“The downtown area’s not too big, maybe one square mile, but all of Silver City is about thirty square miles, although a lot of it’s preserved jungle.”

“So, it’s not too big?”

“Depends on how you look at it. You can drive from one end to the other in an hour, but walking would take a long time.”

“Hypothetically, if you wanted to find someone here, how would you do it? Isn’t everyone, like, anonymous here?”

“Some people are anonymous. Depends on if they wanna be listed. There’s an immigration office where you can find people.”

Lindsey perked up, her eyes round. “Can you take me there?”

Summer furrowed her brows. “Do you know someone here?”

Lindsey scowled at Summer. “Are you gonna take me there or not?”

“Maybe you should talk to your dad about this.”

Lindsey shook her head. “I can’t talk to him. He’ll be mad.”

“Mad about what?”

Lindsey took a deep breath. “If I tell you something, will you promise not to tell my dad?”

“That depends on what it is.”

“Then I can’t tell you.”

Summer pursed her lips, downtown Silver City fast approaching. “You should ask your dad to take you to the immigration office.”

Lindsey turned back to the window. “Whatever.”
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Naomi’s Still Paying for Blake’s Mistakes

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk, eating mu shu chicken wrapped in lettuce. Vernon sat across from her, eating sweet and sour pork out of a plastic container.

Vernon swallowed and said, “You’re a lock for the nomination and damn near a lock for the presidency.”

Naomi smiled and said, “Let’s not count our chickens before they hatch.”

“I call it like I see it. We’re several points up on Corrinne, outside of the margin of error. Fletcher’s latest poll shows that over half of Americans prefer socialism to capitalism.”

Naomi chewed her mu shu chicken and swallowed, the extra plum sauce tweaking her pleasure centers. “The young people prefer socialism, but the old people vote.”

A knock came at Naomi’s door.

“Come in,” Naomi called out.

Fletcher McClure entered her office, shutting the door behind him. He approached the desk, his face rigid. “I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch.”

“What’s up, Fletcher?” Vernon asked.

“We just received a phone call from CNN, looking for a comment on a story they’re running.”

“What story?” Naomi asked.

Fletcher cleared his throat. “Riley Roberson is claiming that you offered to pay her not to report Blake.”

Naomi raised one side of her mouth in disgust. “She tried to blackmail me for one million Fed Coins.”

“Did you negotiate with her? Did you offer her any money?”

Naomi glowered at Fletcher. “What difference does it make? Blake’s dead. What more do they want?”

Fletcher showed his palms in surrender. “I’m not judging, but I need to know the truth, so we can be prepared to defend you and the campaign.”

Naomi let out a breath. “I offered her fifty thousand Fed Coins. She didn’t take it. If Blake was guilty, I wouldn’t have offered her anything. But he didn’t rape her. I was trying to avoid exactly what we’re dealing with now.”

“Should we make a statement?” Vernon asked.

“Not yet,” Fletcher replied. “We don’t know what this girl’s gonna say. We’ll call our own press conference after we’ve had a chance to dissect the information.”
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Derek and Advice

 

 

At the end of a long day, Derek entered his house, the smell of garlic and oregano in the air. He left his shoes at the door and walked through the living room to the kitchen. The living room was spotless, Lindsey’s clothes neatly folded on a bookcase. Summer stood at the stove, stirring the spaghetti sauce.

She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “I made spaghetti. Way more than what we’ll eat. I thought it would be good for leftovers.”

“Smells great.” Derek approached from behind and kissed Summer on the cheek. Then he stepped back. “I’d give you a hug, but I need a shower.”

Summer turned the pot down to simmer and pivoted from the stove. “Did you and Marcos finish?”

“Yeah. The truck’s ready and loaded for tomorrow.” Derek glanced at the baby monitor on the counter. “Where’s Byron?”

“In your room. Napping in the crib.”

Derek nodded, scanning the living room. “Living room looks good. Did Lindsey do that?”

Summer blushed. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t take it anymore. Lindsey’s still in Silver City. I’m supposed to pick her up in twenty minutes.”

Derek exhaled, his hands on his hips. “I appreciate you helpin’ out, but she needs to do for herself.”

“I know. I was just trying to make it more pleasant for her. An eighteen-year-old girl needs her own room.”

Derek frowned at that. “She doesn’t need her own bedroom.” Derek checked the clock on the oven. “She’s been in Silver City for over five hours. What the hell’s she been doin’?”

Summer pursed her lips.

“I know that look. You don’t wanna tell me somethin’.”

Summer sighed. “When I took her to Silver City, she asked me how to find someone who lives here.”

Derek tilted his head. “Does she know someone here?”

“That’s what I asked. She said she didn’t, that she was asking hypothetically, but …”

“You think she’s lyin’.”

Summer nodded. “If I had to guess, that’s what she’s been doing all day. Looking for someone she knows who lives here.”

Derek shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Who the hell could she know down here besides me?” Derek thought about Lindsey’s ex-boyfriend, Juan, and their blackmail scheme. Rebecca had also told Derek that Jacob gave Juan a large sum of money to leave Lindsey alone. Silver City is a great place to disappear. “She’s lookin’ for her ex-boyfriend.”

Summer held out her hands. “Why would he be in Silver City?”

“I don’t know that he is, but the kid has a lot of money. I don’t know what type of money Jacob gave this kid, but it probably wasn’t Fed Coins. I bet it was gold. If you had a bunch of gold, Silver City is one of the few places on the planet where you can spend it legally.”

“What if she finds him?”

“We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it. I was surprised that she wanted to live with me. Now I know why she’s really here.”

Summer reached out and touched his forearm. “We don’t know that.”

Derek blew out a breath. “I should pick her up.”

 

* * *

 

Derek parked at the Silver City Welcome Center, near the waterfront. The sun was orange and hanging low in the sky. Lindsey sat on a bench out front. She recognized the truck and walked toward the vehicle. She scowled when she recognized Derek behind the wheel. Lindsey climbed into the passenger seat.

“How was your day?” Derek asked, as he drove from the parking lot, back toward Freetown.

“It was fine.” Lindsey crinkled her nose. “You smell like sweat.”

Derek rolled down his window. “Sorry about that. It was hot today. I haven’t had a chance to shower.”

“Why didn’t Summer pick me up?”

“I wanted to talk to you alone.”

“About what?”

“What did you do today?”

Lindsey stared forward, breaking eye contact. “Just walked around.”

Derek narrowed his gaze at Lindsey, searching for the telltale signs of deceit. Then he looked back to the road and said, “For six hours?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s one thing that I can’t stand and that’s lyin’.” Derek pinned Lindsey to the seat with his glare; then he looked back to the road again. “Tell the truth. Did you come here to see me or to find your boyfriend?”

Lindsey swallowed hard, her eyes glassy. “Don’t worry. I didn’t find him anyway. I don’t know what happened to him. He could be dead for all I know.”

Derek turned into the empty lot adjacent to the farmers’ market and parked the truck. He turned to Lindsey, his face softening.

She sniffled, her head bowed, and her shoulders slumped. She cried softly at first, then overpowering sobs. Derek reached to hug her, but she held out her hand like a stop sign and said, “Don’t.”

Derek watched her cry for several minutes, helpless.

She wiped her eyes with the sleeves of her T-shirt, sniffling.

“What can I do to help?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“I miss him.” Her voice was whiny. “I still love him. I know you and Mom probably think he’s not good for me, but he was good for me.” Her face turned to stone. “Until Jacob bribed him. Juan’s always been poor. Jacob took advantage of that.”

Derek nodded. “I know it hurts. It’s a rotten situation, but Jacob and your mother love you—”

Lindsey sneered. “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

“They did what they thought was right. You and Juan were blackmailin’ Jacob. I taught you better than that.”

Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re just like them.”

Derek hesitated, unsure of how to respond.

“Can we just go?”

Derek took a deep cleansing breath. “Look. Your mom’s better at these things than me.”

“Clearly.”

Derek hesitated again, taking that slight on the chin. “First loves are no joke. I’m assumin’ Juan was your first serious boyfriend.”

“I really don’t wanna talk about this with you.”

“Just hear me out. Then we’ll go.”

Lindsey dropped her hands to her lap. “Fine.”

Derek cleared his throat. “I’m just sayin’ that heartbreak hurts worse than any pain I’ve ever felt. When your mom and I split, I was depressed for a long time. I didn’t think I’d ever recover. If it wasn’t for you, I’m not sure I would’ve.”

“What did I have to do with it?”

“You gave me hope. Watchin’ you grow up has been the greatest joy of my life.”

She lifted one shoulder. “Me?”

Derek nodded. “Yeah, you. Look. I know Juan’s important to you, but I don’t care how much money it was. Any man who would choose money over you isn’t worth your tears or your time.”

She frowned at that. “You’re supposed to say that.”

“It’s the truth.” He took a deep breath. “I love you, and nothin’ will ever change that. If you wanna go home, I’ll understand. If you wanna stay here, I’ll do my best to be a better father. Do you mind if I give you some fatherly advice?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“I’ll be brief.” Derek paused for a moment and said, “Bein’ in love is a wonderful thing, and you’ll find love again. Guaranteed. But that’s not the key to happiness. True happiness has to come from within you. People need purpose to be happy. If you believe in yourself, if you believe in what you’re doin’, you can withstand any hardship, and you can do it with a smile on your face. You’re an extremely smart young woman. You just need to find your purpose in life. That’s the key.”

She didn’t respond.

Derek powered on the pickup, ready to return home.

Before he put the truck in Drive, Lindsey asked, “How do I find my purpose?”

Derek smiled at his daughter. “You try your best at everything you do. You learn. You fail. Eventually you’ll know.”
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Jacob and the Masters of the Universe

 

 

Protestors stood on the corner, in the shadows of the leafless trees. They held various homemade signs that read Eat the Rich, Fuck the 1%, and Stop Bilderberg. As Jacob’s autonomous Mercedes turned onto Conference Center Drive, the protestors shouted expletives. Someone threw a plastic water bottle, the harmless impact on Jacob’s window causing him to flinch.

The autonomous Mercedes drove along the curvy road, stopping at a security gate, complete with several armed bots. The titanium and aluminum bots were roughly the size of a man, with necks like coffee cans, and a small head shaped like binoculars, with red eyes in the lenses.

A security bot tapped on the passenger window.

Jacob powered down his window.

“Name and chip, please,” the bot said.

“Jacob Roth.” Jacob grabbed his chip card from his wallet and handed it to the bot.

“Turn to me, please.”

Jacob turned his face to the bot.

The bot scanned Jacob’s face, handed back the chip card, and said, “Welcome to the Bilderberg meeting, Mr. Roth. Please exit your car. We must search all attendees and vehicles for weapons and explosives. I apologize for the inconvenience. It will only take a few minutes.”

Jacob exited his car, the cool morning breeze nipping his ears. The sky was gray, threatening rain.

The bot scanned Jacob using millimeter wave technology to see under his suit. Then the bot turned its attention to the Mercedes. It opened the doors, the trunk, and the hood. Then the bot scanned the vehicle twice, once using wave technology and the second time using plasmon laser sensors. The laser sensors were capable of sensing chemicals used in explosives at .4 parts per billion. Then the bot shut the trunk, hood, and all the doors except for Jacob’s door.

“Thank you for your patience.” The security bot motioned to the open door. “You’re free to go.”

“Thank you,” Jacob replied, climbing back into his sedan.

The security gate lifted, and the autonomous Mercedes drove Jacob into the parking lot. The lot was filled with black limousines and sedans and SUVs, many with armor plating and bulletproof windows. Two security bots patrolled the parking lot on Segway tricycles.

The autonomous Mercedes drove through the parking lot to the circular driveway of the hotel, stopping under the drive-through portico. The two-story hotel was shaped like a U. It was a redbrick colonial with stately pillars at the entry.

The car said, “You’ve arrived at your destination. Have a great day, Mr. Roth.”

Jacob exited his car, rolling his suitcase behind him. His car drove toward the parking lot. As he walked through the automatic doors, a security bot scanned Jacob for weapons.

The lobby was airy, with marble floors and oriental area rugs, chandeliers overhead, dull red and beige furniture. The most powerful pillars of politics and business loitered inside, talking in small groups. He recognized many of the attendees. Truman Bradshaw, the CEO of Thorium Unlimited, talked with Andrew Poole, a congressman from New Mexico and the presidential candidate for the Libertarian Party.

Poole doesn’t have a shot in hell.

Thomas Stevens, the CEO of Next Generation Robotics and the father of Senator Corrinne Powers, talked with the CEO of Corrections Construction Corporation of America.

Jacob thought of Rebecca’s comment. The Masters of the Universe meeting.

Jacob walked to the reception desk. A female service bot checked him into the hotel and handed him his keycard. Jacob pivoted and walked toward the elevators, anxious to stash his suitcase in his room. He was nearly late for the morning sessions and concerned about a reprimand from his father. Jacob took the elevator to the second floor, placed his suitcase inside the room, and went back to the lobby.

As he stepped into the lobby, Mayer approached with a wide grin, holding a tablet. His older brother was tall, with a long face and dark wavy hair. No doubt the most handsome of the Roths.

Jacob smiled and held out his hand to his brother, but Mayer hugged him instead.

When they disengaged, Mayer said, “You lucked out last night.”

Jacob had a flashback to the sex-filled evening he had had with Sierra.

“I was stuck having dinner with Dad alone,” Mayer said.

“Sorry, Mayer. I had some work to finish in New York.”

Mayer clapped Jacob on the back. “Don’t worry about it. Maybe we can ditch the old buzzard tonight.”

Jacob and Mayer laughed together. For the first time in his life, Jacob felt equal to his big brother.

“Have you registered for any sessions yet?” Mayer asked.

“No.”

Mayer held up his tablet. “They preloaded these tablets with the content and the schedule. Once you register, you can sign up for sessions through the tablet.”

Nathan Roth approached the brothers, wearing a three-piece suit and a perpetual scowl. His bushy eyebrows were wild and gray. His hair was a thinning shock of white.

“Nice of you to join us,” Nathan said, his dark eyes on Jacob.

“I had work to finish,” Jacob said, shaking his father’s hand.

Nathan held on to Jacob’s hand, his grip tight. “When I tell you to be somewhere, it’s not a request. Do you understand me?”

Jacob dipped his head and nodded. His father let go.

The Roths walked through the hotel lobby to the Conference Center. Mayer and Nathan walked to their designated sessions, along with many other attendees. Jacob registered and received his tablet. He turned on the device, scrolling through the day’s sessions.

Liberty is a Danger to Prosperity

Enhanced Children: The Final Frontier in Human Evolution

Climate Change on the Downslope of Peak Oil

Ethical Population Control

A Stable New World Order

Africa: Extracting Resources in Hostile Environments

The Future of Energy

The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence

The Weaponization of Social Media

Unemployment in the Age of Robotics

Cyberterrorism

Capitalism in a Socialist World

Jacob elected to attend the sessions on Enhanced Children: The Final Frontier in Human Evolution, The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, and Capitalism in a Socialist World.
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Summer’s Strength

 

 

Summer and Lindsey stood at the edge of a light-blue pool, white water falling from one hundred feet above, the rocks slick and smooth.

“It’s beautiful, huh?” Summer asked, her hands on her hips.

Lindsey nodded and forced a smile.

“I brought some sandwiches if you’re hungry.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

Summer took off her backpack and sat on the bench next to Lindsey. Summer handed a water bottle and a sandwich to Lindsey and took one for herself.

Lindsey had been somber and quiet on the trail, despite spotting toucans and a sloth. Even the waterfall had barely elicited a smile.

They ate in silence, the whoosh of the waterfall in the background.

“How’s your sandwich?” Summer asked.

“It’s fine. Thank you.” Lindsey took another bite.

When they finished lunch, Summer put the plastic bags and bottles back in her backpack. She rose from the bench and said, “You ready?”

“Can we sit for a little longer?” Lindsey asked, her eyes on the waterfall. “It’s … nice here.”

“Sure. Of course.” Summer sat on the bench. “I’m not trying to pry, but, if you wanna talk, I’m here.”

Lindsey nodded again.

They sat in silence for a few minutes.

Lindsey finally said, “He said he loved me.”

Summer turned her body toward Lindsey.

“Even after what he did, I still love him. I’m so stupid.” Lindsey hung her head, tears filling her eyes.

“No. You’re not.”

Lindsey sniffled and wiped her eyes. She turned to Summer and said, “I’m not looking for him anymore. I’m done. The last thing he said to me was that I’m a stupid rich bitch.”

Summer winced at that. “I’m so sorry, honey. I know that must’ve really hurt, but it’s not true. Your dad told me how smart you are, that you’re a robotics engineer.”

Lindsey frowned. “I’m studying robotics. I still have a long way to go to be a robotics engineer.”

“You’re only eighteen. Give yourself some time.”

Lindsey sniffled again. “Enhanced kids my age are already graduating college. How can I possibly compete with that?”

“Byron is natural born. I wouldn’t change one thing about him. I’m sure your parents feel the same way about you.”

Lindsey blew out her cheeks and exhaled. “Have you ever had a bad breakup?”

Summer nodded. “My high school boyfriend slept with two of my friends.”

Lindsey creased her forehead. “Oh my God. What happened?”

“I broke up with my boyfriend and my friends. Then they spread all these terrible rumors about me. Nobody talked to me for my entire senior year. I was a pariah, but ultimately it was for the best.”

Lindsey cocked her head. “Really?”

Summer nodded again. “It made me stronger. I realized that I have to believe in myself, even if nobody else does, especially if nobody else does. I wouldn’t be alive today if I didn’t believe in myself.”

“How so? Were you suicidal?”

Summer hesitated to answer.

“I’m sorry. That was rude,” Lindsey said.

Summer shook her head. “No. It’s not that. What has your dad told you about me?”

Lindsey shrugged. “Not much. Just that you’re his girlfriend and that you’re a nurse.”

“If I tell you something, will you promise to keep it between us?”

“Okay.”

Summer looked around, paranoid someone might be listening. “I met your dad on Psycho Island.”

Lindsey’s mouth hung open.

“I escaped shortly before your dad did. We both came here and reconnected.”

Lindsey’s eyes were wide open. “How did you escape?”

“I was with a group who built a submarine.”

Lindsey leaned toward Summer and rapid-fired questions. “What was it like on the island? Why did they send you there? What did you do?”

Summer told Lindsey about her arrest, the beach landing, being purchased by 1776, the Aryans, the Netas, the submarine, almost drowning in the ocean, and landing in the Virgin Islands with Jacob and Rebecca. She left out Derek’s killing of Connor and her kidnapping of Byron.

At the end of Summer’s story, Lindsey said, “You’re a badass. I wish I could be like that.”

Summer smiled. “I think you’re stronger than you think you are.”
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Naomi and the Sharks Smell Blood

 

 

Naomi stood at the podium in the Rayburn Reception Room of the US Capitol. The press sat before her, many with cameras and microphones. Her underarms were wet with sweat. The lights felt hot enough to melt away her heavy makeup, revealing her scars underneath.

“Allegations have been made that I attempted to bribe an alleged victim of nonconsensual sex to save my son from prosecution and myself from embarrassment.” Naomi frowned and shook her head. “This is completely false.” She paused for effect. “Last year, on September twenty-fourth, my son called me and told me that a young lady was claiming nonconsensual sex and wanted to talk to me. When I spoke to this troubled young lady, she wanted one million Fed Coins for her silence. I refused, and I told her to call the police.”

Naomi took a deep breath and surveyed the audience of reporters. “I wasn’t in that room. I don’t know if my son had nonconsensual sex with that young lady or not. I do know that the police found no physical evidence to suggest an assault had occurred. I’m not here to tell you that my son’s an angel. Because of this arrest, he was tested, found to be a sociopath, and was sent to US Penal Colony East. My son has been punished.” Naomi paused again. “I do question why these allegations are surfacing now, fifteen months after the fact, just as my campaign took a decisive lead in the Democratic primary. I think it’s prudent to ask the question, Cui bono? Who benefits?”

Naomi surveyed the audience again. “I’ll take a few questions.”

Hands shot up like overeager students.

Naomi pointed at a CNN reporter who had always been fair if not biased in her favor. “Lionel?”

“Did you or did you not offer the alleged victim fifty thousand Fed Coins for her silence?” Lionel asked.

Naomi stared at the swarthy reporter, unblinking. “No. I did not.” She pointed to a reporter from MSNBC. “Regina?”

“FBI reports show that your son had child pornography on his computer,” Regina said. “The alleged victim was and still is underaged. Does that make you think your son may have been guilty of rape?”

Naomi restrained a sneer. “Like I said before, I wasn’t in the room. My son said he was innocent, and the evidence supports that claim. Beyond that, I don’t know.” Naomi pointed to a reporter from Fox News. “Eve?”

The young blonde adjusted her glasses and asked, “The FBI estimated that the pornographic images on your son’s computer were of girls eleven to fourteen years of age. Did you know that your son was a hebephile?”

Naomi clenched her jaw. “No. If I had, I would’ve called the police myself.”

Eve arched her eyebrows. “You never saw any signs that he preferred young girls?”

“No. I didn’t.”

The hands went up again, the sharks out for blood.

But Naomi said, “That’s all.” She left the podium, the reporters shouting a barrage of questions in her wake.
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Derek’s New Helper

 

 

Derek drove the tractor along a row of young Malabar plum trees. Lindsey stood at the end of the row, a metal rake in hand. Derek dumped a small pile of mulch near the tree, expertly working the bucket so as not to dump the full load. Then he backed up and dumped another small pile near another tree. He did this for five trees; then he drove to the mulch pile for another load.

When he returned, Lindsey was sweating and raking mulch around a tree. Derek turned down the throttle and exited the tractor. He walked over to Lindsey, checking her work. The mulch was piled up on the trunk of the tree, with uneven piles under the canopy.

“Don’t pile up mulch on the trunk,” Derek said, kneeling and moving the mulch with his hands.

Lindsey stepped back, frowning and sweating buckets.

Derek pointed to the uneven spots. “Too much mulch is here and not enough there.”

“How am I supposed to know?” Lindsey asked.

“I said three inches. Does that look like three inches?”

Lindsey snapped her tongue off the roof of her mouth. “What difference does it make?”

“Too much promotes fungus, and it’s a waste of mulch. Not enough and it doesn’t suppress weeds or hold in moisture or keep the roots cool.”

Her eyes glazed over.

Derek shook his head. “Gimme that rake.”

Lindsey handed the rake to Derek.

“I’ll give you a hand. Go to the barn and grab another rake.”

“Whatever.” Lindsey strolled to the barn.

Derek raked the piles of mulch around the Malabar plums. Periodically, he glanced to the barn, expecting Lindsey’s return. But she never returned. “What the hell’s she doin’?” Derek asked himself as he finished mulching the final tree.

Derek walked to the barn. Inside, Lindsey inspected the large robotic dog that had been loaned to the Freetown Militia by Truman Bradshaw. Derek had asked Steven whether or not Truman would request the return of the equipment. Steven had said he didn’t know, but he planned to keep the gear for the militia in the meantime.

“What are you doin’?” Derek asked, approaching Lindsey. “We got work to do.”

“This robotic dog is like what they have in the military.” Lindsey pointed to the drone sitting nearby. “That drone too. Why is this stuff here?”

“The bots were donated to the militia here in Freetown.”

Lindsey raised her eyebrows. “Are you in the militia?”

“Yeah. We’ve had some problems with the Panamanian National Police.”

“That’s so badass.”

Derek frowned. “It’s not badass. I wish it wasn’t necessary.”

Lindsey grinned as she tapped on the tablet, the big dog standing on all fours in response. “Check this out.” The robotic dog rose on its hind legs.

“Don’t play with that,” Derek said, moving closer. “It’s dangerous.”

Lindsey knitted her brows. “No, it’s not.” She tapped on the tablet, the dog sitting in response. “I can make this dog do anything. The controls are a lot like my robotic dog at home.”

“Anything?”

“Pretty much. We should be using this for the orchard. It could save us a lot of work.”

“Us? You’ve been workin’ here for about an hour.”

Lindsey rolled her eyes. “Come on, Dad. Let me show you.”

Derek hesitated, thinking for a moment. “All right. But I’m takin’ off that weapon. I don’t want you accidentally shootin’ someone.”
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Jacob and Dinner with Dad

 

 

Jacob, Mayer, and Nathan sat around a white-linen-covered table, sipping their scotch. The lighting was dim, the remnants of their desserts in front of them. The hotel restaurant was nearly empty, most of the Bilderberg attendees returning home in their limos or on their private jets.

Nathan gestured with his glass of scotch to Jacob and said, “What’s the status on Panama and Silver City?”

“It’s under control,” Jacob replied. “We hired a local construction company to clear the wind and solar sites. They break ground next week. The solar panels and wind turbines are in transit from China. Engineers will start on the updates to the hydroplant in Bocas Del Toro in two weeks. Weapons have already been delivered. And we’ve already deposited the four billion Fed Coins with the Panamanian Treasury.”

Nathan stared at Jacob for a long moment.

Jacob took a swig of his scotch, breaking eye contact.

“Do you think the Panamanians will be successful this time?” Nathan asked.

Jacob set his glass on the table. “Yes. The national police have been discreetly hiring and training officers. They’ll have the numbers. They’ll be better equipped, and they won’t be caught by surprise this time.”

“Have they given you a time frame for the invasion?”

“Three or four months from now, depending on their preparations.”

Nathan blew out a breath. “That’s too long.”

“Waiting might not be such a bad strategy,” Mayer said. “It gives the national police time to recruit and train more officers, and the militias will become complacent. It’s hard for citizen militias to maintain readiness over a long period of time.”

Nathan scowled at that. “You’re assuming that the militias aren’t using the time to prepare themselves. Never underestimate self-sufficient people.”

Jacob dipped his head, chastened by his father’s criticism. “The Panamanians don’t want a repeat of the last standoff. They’ll attack with overwhelming force when they’re ready.”

Nathan chuckled. “The Panamanians aren’t known for overwhelming force. Eric was better at handling these situations.”

Jacob winced.

“Sounds like Jacob has it under control,” Mayer said, nodding to his younger brother. “I don’t know what Eric would’ve done differently.”

“We’ll see.” Nathan gulped his scotch.

“The Democratic primary has become very interesting,” Mayer said, changing the subject. “It looks like Corrinne Powers has the inside track again. Who do you prefer?”

Nathan set his empty glass on the table. “I don’t have a preference. Both candidates will represent our interests. Corrinne Powers won’t be much different than President Warner. A Naomi Sutton presidency is riskier but with a potential to build more wealth in the long term. Her policies of redistribution will lead to a faster insolvency.”

Mayer grinned and raised his glass. “And we’ll be there to buy the important assets for fractions on the Fed Coin.”

Nathan almost smiled.

Jacob’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He removed his phone and checked the text, while Nathan and Mayer talked politics.

Sierra: Hey, baby. Are you on your way home yet? I hope your father wasn’t an asshole at dinner. I miss you. I love you.

Jacob: I am still at dinner but leaving soon. He was and is a gigantic asshole. That will never change. I miss you too. I will be home in a few hours
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Summer and the Robotics Engineer

 

 

Summer walked in the shade of the mango trees. Lindsey lounged on the ATV, tapping on her phone, her arms and legs tanned. A robotic dog picked up a branch with the grasping device at the end of its long neck. Then it dropped the stick into the trailer attached to the ATV. In the distance, Derek and Marcos pruned the trees.

“Hi, Lindsey. What are you doing?” Summer asked.

Lindsey looked up from her phone and smirked. “Working.”

Summer tilted her head. “Really?”

“Technically, I’m supervising Biscuit.” Lindsey gestured to the robotic dog. “I programmed him to play fetch and to clean up the sticks from the pruning.”

Biscuit grabbed another stick, depositing it into the trailer.

Summer smiled. “Wow. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks. Marcos was pretty happy about it. Picking up all the branches hurts his back. My dad even gave me a compliment.”

“I’m glad to hear that. He should give you a compliment.”

Lindsey glanced at Summer’s scrubs. “How was work?”

“Not too bad. Thank you for asking. I came by to see if you and your dad wanna come over for dinner tonight. My dad’s making an old family recipe, beef and Irish Stout stew. I think he’d like to meet you. Maybe we can play a game after dinner.”

Lindsey smiled and said, “That sounds fun. Count me in.”
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Naomi’s Losing Ground

 

 

Naomi sat at the breakfast nook of her Georgetown townhouse, sipping her coffee and tapping on her tablet.

Doris rolled to the nook on her three-wheel base. The household bot was bright white with a large round head, dark sensors for eyes, and a tablet on her chest. “Would you like anything else?”

“No.” Naomi didn’t look up from her tablet.

Doris grabbed Naomi’s dishes from breakfast and rolled to the kitchen sink.

Naomi read the latest editorial about the Democratic primary. None of it was news to Naomi, but it was like a bad accident: she couldn’t look away. Since Riley Roberson had made her allegations that Naomi had tried to bribe her, the momentum had clearly shifted to Corrinne. Prior to the allegations, Naomi had a commanding lead with 1201 delegates to Corrinne’s 1072. Over the last ten days, Corrinne had closed the gap. Naomi now had 1319 delegates to Corrinne’s 1312. The article predicted a tight race but an eventual victory by Corrinne Powers.

Fletcher and Vernon thought the fallout from the Riley Roberson allegations would dissipate as the distracted public forgot about the scandal. After all, Corrinne’s abuse of her nanny was proven and far more egregious. In the meantime, Naomi’s campaign still hammered Corrinne with ads featuring the nanny. Like the editorial, Fletcher and Vernon had both anticipated a tight race, possibly determined by the final debate.

Naomi sighed and closed the article. She tapped on CNN, checking the headlines for Saturday, March 15, 2052.

Naomi tapped the link for the article entitled Are We All Replaceable. She read about a joint venture between Next Generation Robotics and Googleplex to mass produce superintelligent humanoid robots, capable of performing any job in society better than a human being. Thomas Stevens, the CEO of Next Generation Robotics, anticipated these bots to be commercially available in the spring of 2055. A handful of superintelligent robots already existed, but they were custom built, prohibitively expensive, and not commercially available. Googleplex will test the first superintelligent robots by assigning them to several corporate vice president positions. Thomas Stevens said, “One superintelligent robot can easily do the work of four vice presidents at any major corporation.”

Naomi tapped the link for the next article of interest, entitled Tech Companies Hoarding Metals. She read about technology companies stockpiling antimony, indium, rhodium, and silver to secure a future supply for their products. This stockpiling exacerbated the shortage, leading to higher prices and more hoarding. I wonder how many metals are needed to make a tablet? Naomi glanced at Doris, charging in the kitchen. Or a bot? Eventually, we’ll have to mine landfills for strategic metals.

She went back to her tablet, tapping the link to the next article, Island Prisons: Effective and Humane. It was a propaganda piece, showing the drop in crime rates since the island prison system had been implemented. It criticized abolishment advocates, like Naomi, of virtue signaling and politicizing the institution that had been integral to the safety of Americans since its inception.

Like any good piece of propaganda, it used fear in the form of a new crime wave, should the abolishment advocates succeed.
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Derek, Two and a Half Months Later

 

 

The Freetown Community Center was packed with residents waiting for the meeting to begin. Derek sat in front between Patrick and Marcos. They were all still damp from the rain. A video camera broadcasted the meeting live to other community centers in and around Silver City. Steven and three other council members sat in front, at a long rectangular table, name placards and microphones in front of them.

Truman’s seat was empty. He hadn’t returned to Silver City since Truman’s men had killed Kyra and the Heinemans in Costa Rica four months ago. According to Steven, it wasn’t abnormal for Truman to split his time between his many residences around the world.

Derek tapped his foot on the linoleum, thinking about Summer and Lindsey, and his soon-to-burst bubble of happiness. Derek had already spoken with Steven, so he knew the content of the meeting. Summer and Byron have nowhere to go this time. Lindsey will have to go back to the States. No way around it.

It had been three months since Lindsey had arrived in Silver City. The first few weeks had been rocky, but she’d found her niche at the orchard, and she’d finished her high school final exams this very day, the last day of May, 2052. Lindsey was officially a high school graduate, and she’d been accepted as an online student to Carnegie Mellon’s robotic engineering program, class of 2056. Her tentative plan was to stay in Freetown and to complete her first two years online, then to return to the States to attend Carnegie Mellon for the hands-on portion of her education. She’d even expressed an interest in returning to Silver City to live after completing her studies. Everything’s up in the air now. I can’t believe we’re doin’ this shit again.

Steven spoke into the microphone. “We’re about to begin. Please find a seat.” He paused, waiting for the audience to quiet. “Thank you all for coming. Four months ago, we signed a treaty with President Madrid that reaffirmed our independence. Unfortunately, we’ve had reports that the Panamanians are hiring and training one thousand new officers and importing high-tech weaponry from the United States.”

Murmuring and wide-eyed stares came from the audience.

Steven took a deep breath. He was pale and small, hunched over the microphone, his button-down shirt too large. “We believe they’re planning an invasion of Freetown and Silver City, this time with many more police officers and much more sophisticated weaponry.”

“We just came back,” a man from the audience shouted.

“Yeah,” another man echoed.

Steven held up his hand. “Please. Everyone will have an opportunity to speak. Ultimately, this is a free community, so you all are free to do as you see fit. Myself and the council”—Steven gestured to the other men seated at the long table–“we recommend immediate evacuation for those not willing to fight. I believe this alert is far more dangerous than the one we issued in January. Please heed our warning.” Steven surveyed the audience with unblinking eyes. “If anyone has any questions or comments, please form a line at the podium.”

Freetown residents queued behind the podium in the center aisle.

A middle-aged man adjusted the microphone attached to the podium and asked, “How do you know they’ll attack?”

“We don’t know for certain,” Steven replied.

“I think they’ll just arrest militia members. I paid my taxes. They have no legal recourse to arrest me or to seize my property.”

Head nods and verbal affirmations came from half of the audience.

“Yeah,” one man said.

“He’s right. I paid my taxes,” another man said.

Steven held up his hand like a stop sign. As soon as the crowd quieted, he said, “We think there’s still a danger of arrest and property seizure even for those who paid their taxes.”

The middle-aged man scowled at Steven. “Why? That doesn’t make any sense. The national police aren’t corrupt, as far as I know.”

Steven pursed his lips. “In war there’s always collateral damage.”

“This is bullshit. Your militia killed police officers. What did you think would happen? If the Panamanians knock on my door”—the middle-aged man motioned toward Derek, Patrick, Marcos, and the cluster of militia members sitting nearby—“I’ll be sure to send them to your houses.”

Many militia members glared at the man. A few stood from their seats with clenched fists. One said, “Fuck you. We saved this place.”

“You put us all in danger,” the middle-aged man shot back. Then he turned back to Steven and said, “Whoever paid their taxes is safe. I’m not leaving this time. This is your war, not mine.”

Other taxpaying residents nodded, and a few said, “I’m not leaving either.”

 

* * *

 

After the community meeting, Steven, Marcos, Derek, Patrick, and Summer met in Patrick’s living room, while Lindsey eavesdropped from the kitchen. Earlier that evening, Lindsey and Summer had watched Byron, then part of a movie after Byron had fallen asleep.

“What are we gonna do?” Derek asked, sitting on the couch with Summer and Marcos. “We can’t meet them at the gate, like last time. They’ll have the numbers and the hardware. It could get real bloody.”

A gust of wind blew outside, the rain beating the windows.

Steven cleared his throat, sitting on the love seat next to Patrick. “I have an idea that might work, but we don’t have all the pieces yet.” Steven paused for a moment. “With the US government supplying weapons, they’ll use bots. Robotic soldiers, drones, and robodogs. The bots can tell the difference between the enemy and a friendly by a transmitter. This is how they stop friendly fire accidents. The human soldiers and the bots all wear transmitters with a shared code. We have a man inside the national police. He could provide the code right before the attack. When we receive the code, we’ll update our transmitters, and their bots will think we’re friendly.”

Patrick smiled wide. “That’s genius.”

Derek grinned. “That is genius.”

“We do need some programming work done on our bots,” Steven said. “Normally, the bots identify each other by transmitter. For obvious reasons, this is an issue. We’ll need to program an encrypted network for our bots, so they won’t attack each other, but they will attack the Panamanian bots and the uniformed police officers.” Steven took a few ragged breaths. “Like last time, our residents with robotics expertise are hightailing it out of town.”

Summer knitted her brows, staring at Steven. “Are you all right, Steven?”

Steven waved his hand, dismissing Summer’s concern. “I’m fine. I’m just old.”

Summer stood. “Do you want some water?”

“No, thank you.”

Summer sat on the couch again.

Steven’s gaze settled on Derek. “I hate to ask, but we could use Lindsey’s help with the programming. She’s a wizard with that dog.”

Derek frowned at that. “I need to send her back to the States.”

“I don’t wanna go back,” Lindsey said, emerging from the kitchen.

Derek turned his head, his gaze following Lindsey as she stepped into the living room, taking center stage. “It’s too dangerous. Your mother would kill me if I allowed you to stay.”

Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m eighteen. She can’t tell me what to do, and neither can you.”

Derek shook his head. “Absolutely not. You’re goin’ back to the States.”

Lindsey held out her hands. “I wanna help. This is my home too.”

Marcos raised his hand. “I have idea. Señorita Lindsey can stay con mi mamá in Yaviza.”

“That’s a great idea,” Steven said. “As soon as she’s done programming, Marcos will take her to Yaviza.”

Derek turned to Marcos. “Does your mom have enough room for Summer and Byron?”

“Jes,” Marcos replied.

Summer showed her hand to Derek like a stop sign. “This isn’t up to you. Last time I tried to run away, it didn’t go so well. What if Truman’s men come after me, like they did in Costa Rica? I won’t put Marcos’s mother and Lindsey in danger like that.”

“That’s a good point. Maybe Byron could go with Lindsey without you,” Patrick said to Summer. “That way, they’d both be safe from the war and Truman.”

Summer shook her head. “I don’t wanna be separated from Byron.”

Derek said to Summer, unblinking, “I know you don’t, but it’s unsafe for Byron here, and it’s unsafe for Byron in Yaviza, if Truman’s men track you there. We’re out of options.”

Summer nodded, her face flushed from the stress. “I know.”

Derek addressed Lindsey. “Can you take care of Byron in Yaviza?”

“I would, but I don’t know if I can take care of him by myself,” Lindsey replied. “I used to watch my brothers, but we always had a household bot.”

“Mi mamá will help,” Marcos said. “She is very good con niños.”

“Then I can do it,” Lindsey said.

Derek took Summer’s hand. “I think it’s the safest option for Byron and Lindsey.”

Summer swallowed hard and nodded again. “I know you’re right.”

“I wanna at least stay to program the bots,” Lindsey said.

Derek held up his hand to his daughter and said to Steven, “We’ll know when the attack’s comin’, right?”

“We have a man on the inside. We’ll know,” Steven replied.

“If the attack’s comin’,”—Derek pointed to Lindsey—“she’s leavin’ with Byron, even if she’s not finished with the bots.”

“Fair enough,” Steven said.

Derek glared at Lindsey. “That’s final.”

“Okay. Fine,” Lindsey replied, her hands held up in surrender.

Derek addressed Steven again. “There’s still a big problem with this plan. Even if we get the transmitter code prior to the attack, that won’t stop the thousand human police officers from killin’ us.”

Steven grinned, his beady blue eyes squinting. “I have a plan for them too.”
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Jacob’s New Digs

 

 

Jacob’s autonomous Mercedes drove through an exclusive neighborhood in Westchester, New York. Mansions with five-car garages were generously spaced by several acres. Underground sprinklers watered diagonally striped lawns and perfectly clipped hedges. Rebecca sat in the front passenger seat next to Jacob. The boys were in the back, headphones covering their ears, their eyes glued to their tablets.

The Mercedes turned onto a paver driveway, bordered by a dense hedge of cypresses. Rebecca was wide-eyed as they approached the mansion. The stone colonial was three stories high, a porch along the front, with ten thick columns. A moving truck was parked in front. Men and bots worked in tandem, carrying boxes and furniture into the house.

“It’s more beautiful than the pictures,” Rebecca said, staring out the windshield. She turned to Jacob. “Can we afford this?”

“Yes.” Jacob thought about the four houses that Eric owned while he was the head of Roth Holdings North America. Not to mention the private jet. “This wealth comes with increased responsibility.” Jacob thought about Sierra. “I work late, Monday through Friday, so I’ll still stay in the city during the week.”

“But you’ll be home on weekends?”

Jacob nodded. “Most weekends, unless I have to travel.” He suppressed a smile, pleased with himself for establishing future alibis for his absence.

The Mercedes parked in the circular driveway, a safe distance from the moving truck.

Rebecca turned around, addressing the boys. “We’re here. Put away your tablets.”

Ethan took off his headphones and set aside his tablet. He gazed at the house through the window. “Is this our new house?”

David took off his headphones.

Rebecca smiled. “Would you two like to see your new rooms?”

David set aside his tablet and said, “I wanna pick my room.”

“We’ll see,” Rebecca replied.

“First one inside gets to pick!”

Before Rebecca could reply, David exited the car and ran up the steps to the house, nearly knocking over a mover.

The remaining Roths exited the vehicle. They walked up the front walkway, boxwood hedges framing their ascent. Movers stepped aside, their hands full, nodding to the family.

Inside, the foyer had slate floors and a chandelier overhead. Rebecca surveyed the cavernous interior. The living room featured wide-plank hardwood and a stone fireplace that rose three stories. The kitchen and dining area were larger than most houses, with restaurant-quality appliances. The library featured a sliding ladder to access the twenty-foot-tall built-in bookshelves. The interior Zen garden was accessible via a sliding shoji door. The coup de grâce was the indoor lap pool.

Rebecca stared at the clear water. “I can’t believe this is ours.”

Jacob’s phone buzzed with a text. He checked his phone, eager for a text from Sierra. Instead it was from President Warner.

White House Restricted: The Panamanians are set to attack in approximately two weeks.

As soon as Jacob finished reading the text, the message disappeared from his phone. Jacob grinned and shoved his phone back in his pocket. He thought about warning Lindsey and bringing her home, but, if he did, Derek would know. Derek might be in the militia or have friends in the militia. It could ruin the surprise attack. Derek’s loyalties would be with Silver City. Lindsey’s not in the militia, so she won’t be a target.

Ethan’s high-pitched voice interrupted Jacob’s thoughts. “Can I go swimming now?”

Rebecca placed her hand on Ethan’s shoulder and squeezed. “Maybe later on, honey. When the movers are finished.”

“Can I see my room?”

They left the pool and climbed the circular staircase. Rebecca and Jacob showed Ethan his room, complete with en suite bathroom. Ethan proceeded to run in circles, saying, “It’s so big!”

Jacob and Rebecca walked into the master bedroom. The three-thousand-square-foot room held a gas fireplace, sitting area, vanity area, his and hers walk-in closets, and a bathroom with a jacuzzi tub, water closet, and a sauna. The shower featured dual showerheads and body sprays.

David sprang from the water closet and growled like a wild animal.

Rebecca shrieked and drew back.

David said in a singsong voice, “I scared you. I scared you. I scared you—”

“Enough,” Jacob said.

“This is my room. I can do whatever I want.”

“Your room’s down the hall, next to Ethan’s,” Rebecca said.

David’s face turned beet red. “I was here first. I called it.”

“This is my room,” Jacob said.

David crossed his arms over his bony chest. “No fair. I was here first.”

“When you buy your own house, you can choose your own room,” Jacob said.

David’s little face twisted in disgust. “This is … fucking bullshit.”

“Watch your language!”

David ran from the bathroom.

Jacob frowned at Rebecca. “They need to unpack Jeeves.”
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Summer and Triple-Tapped Bull’s-Eyes

 

 

The rifle range was situated at the back of the orchard, facing the massive mulch pile. Paper targets with lettered circles the size of peaches were set up downrange. Freestanding wooden frames held the targets, with sandbags on the feet of the frames to stop them from falling over in the wind.

That morning, Derek and Patrick had instructed Summer and a few new recruits on the M6 rifle—safety, marksmanship, breathing, malfunctions, and reloading. Now Summer stood on the firing line, safety glasses over her eyes and ear protection over her ears. She and the other Freetown Militia recruits held M6 rifles, the barrels pointed down. The M6 rifle was a closed-bolt forward-feed gas-piston-operated machine gun, with a thirty-round magazine, firing 6.5 millimeter ammunition, and weighing only 8.3 pounds.

Derek and Patrick stood behind the firing line, watching their students.

“Range is hot,” Derek said. “Make ready. Three rounds in circle A, and three rounds in circle F.”

Summer pulled the charging handle on her M6. She stood in an isosceles stance, her rifle pointed down a few feet in front of her.

“Engage the target,” Derek said.

Summer raised the rifle and flipped the safety off with her thumb as she did so. The stock was tight to her shoulder, her eyes and face close to the red-dot sight. She fired three rounds dead center of the circle marked A, then three more rounds in the circle marked F. The other recruits were still firing when she dropped her empty mag to the ground and flicked on the safety.

“Cease fire,” Derek said. “Weapons on safe.”

Derek and Patrick checked that the rifles were on safety, and they walked toward the targets alongside Summer and the other recruits.

“That’s damn fine shootin’,” Derek said, looking at Summer’s target.

Summer smiled. Her target had two tiny clusters of triple-tapped bull’s-eyes.
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Naomi and the Stretch Run

 

 

Over the past few months, Naomi and Corrinne had battled for the Democratic nomination. Only 222 delegates remained, to be awarded in two weeks’ time. Corrinne led the race with 1901 delegates to Naomi’s 1856.

On Saturday afternoon, the first day of June, 2052, Naomi, Vernon, and Fletcher strategized in Naomi’s congressional office.

“It’ll come down to the final debate and the media coverage,” Vernon said, sitting next to Naomi on the leather couch.

Fletcher frowned, sitting in a chair across from Naomi and Vernon. His face was pale and blotchy, dark circles around his eyes, and slack skin hanging from his jowls. “Even if we have a good showing at the debate, it won’t be enough. I’ve run the numbers every which way but loose. Even accounting for the margin of error, our chances are slim to none, and slim just left town.”

Naomi frowned back. “We’re down by less than fifty delegates. Surely we can do something to tilt the odds in our favor.”

“There is, but you’re not gonna like it.”

Naomi sighed. “I imagine I won’t.”

Fletcher paused for a beat and said, “The Roths don’t care if Corrinne wins or if we win. They win regardless, unless you can convince them that we’d be a much more profitable partner.”

“Do you think you could stomach calling Jacob Roth?” Vernon asked Naomi.

Naomi cringed at the thought.

Fletcher said, “I think you should go to New York and meet him face-to-face.”
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Derek and Long Odds

 

 

Derek gazed up at the dark clouds converging and covering the blue sky. They call it rainy season for a reason. He entered Steven’s barn after another long day of rifle training. He leaned his M6 rifle against the wall, just inside the barn. He found Lindsey toward the back of the barn, with five robodogs and five drones. She sat on a plastic chair, typing on her laptop, her fingers moving like a concert pianist on speed.

“How’s it comin’?” Derek asked.

Lindsey looked up from her laptop and grimaced. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

Derek tilted his head. “The bad news.”

“I’ve never done this before. I mean, I know how to do encryption, and I know how to connect the bots in theory, but if it doesn’t work …” Lindsey dipped her head. “What if people die because of me?”

Derek bent over, kissed the top of her head, and said, “Whatever happens, none of this is your fault. I’m so proud of you. You know that, right?”

Lindsey looked up. “Thanks, Dad.”

Steven entered the barn. He walked toward them, his posture stooped. “How are you doing, Lindsey? Finished yet?”

“I’m still working on the encrypted network.” Lindsey winced. “I know it needs to be finished as soon as possible. I’ll work all night if I have to.”

Steven forced a smile. “Thank you, Lindsey. I know you’re doing your best.”

“What was the good news?” Derek asked.

Lindsey replied, “I programmed the bots to recognize the Panamanian National Police uniform. We still have to test it, but I’m pretty sure it’ll work.”

Steven nodded. “Great job, young lady. You keep working.”

Lindsey nodded.

Steven turned to Derek and said, “I need to talk to you for a minute.”

They walked away from Lindsey, out of earshot, but still standing inside the barn.

“Did you get the transmitter code?” Derek asked.

Steven shook his head. “Not yet. They’ll probably generate the code on the day of the attack or maybe the night before. I did get some intel though.”

Derek raised his eyebrows.

“We thought they’d have one thousand men, and that’s correct. If you combine our numbers with the Silver City Militia, we have about 280 men.”

Derek let out a low whistle. “That’s long odds.”

Steven nodded. “They’ll have at least one hundred bots and drones.”

“How many bots do we have?”

“Our militia has ten. The Silver City Militia has twenty, but some of them aren’t functional. I think we can count on twenty-five between us.” Steven looked around, making sure Lindsey was still out of earshot. “If we don’t receive that code or if we don’t have our bots networked and working together, they’ll slaughter us.”
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Jacob Holds the Key to Power

 

 

“This is a pleasant surprise,” Jacob said, sitting behind his desk, his hands steepled.

Naomi forced a smile, sitting across from Jacob. “Thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice.”

“Of course.”

An awkward silence passed between them.

The explosion flashed into her mind. The blast that took her eye and her husband. Naomi gritted her teeth, forcing her mind back to the task at hand. She finally said, “I need a final push to win the nomination.”

Jacob nodded. “You certainly do.”

“I was hoping for your support.”

Jacob paused, letting her sweat for a moment. “You have my support.”

Naomi cleared her throat. “I was hoping for increased support through the media and a reduction in support for Corrinne.”

The corners of Jacob’s mouth turned up for a split second. “Why would I do that?”

“I guarantee a 90% tax on thorium power generation. I’ll approve your cabinet members. I’ll leave all monetary matters to the Fed.”

Jacob sighed. “We already agreed to that.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “What more do you want?”

“More regulation of the financial system.”

She knitted her brows. “More regulation? Why?”

“To be frank, it’s not simply more regulation. It’s very specific regulations. We’ll draft the regulations to be passed into law.”

“Even if I win the presidency, I can’t guarantee that a bill will pass.”

Jacob leaned back in his chair, his hands behind his head. “If you win the presidency, you’ll likely have a Democratic majority in the house and the senate. With your support and signature, it’ll pass. It’s a win-win proposition. You can sell it as an anticapitalist bill.”

Naomi narrowed her gaze. “I’m assuming these regulations will give your businesses a competitive advantage.”

Jacob smiled.
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Summer and the Dress Rehearsal

 

 

Summer and Derek crept through the orchard, under the shade of the mango trees, their rifles at the low ready. Patrick and Marcos were ten yards behind them. Steven and Lindsey were at a safe distance behind them all, observing. Biscuit, the robodog, was in front, scanning the terrain for threats with LIDAR, a detection system using light from lasers. The drone was overhead, too high to hear the buzzing.

Biscuit stopped and lay flat on the ground in a depression, concealing itself in the high grass. The robodog had been decorated by Lindsey with a camouflaged bandanna around its neck. Derek held up his fist and took a knee behind a thick mango tree. Everyone stopped, taking cover behind trees, approximately one hundred yards from the barn and Derek and Marcos’s houses.

A dozen scarecrows were visible near the barn and the houses, each outfitted with replica national police uniforms.

Derek tapped on his watch. They waited in silence for a few seconds. The drone dropped a cluster of antipersonnel bombs. Summer flinched as the tennis-ball-size bombs exploded. Shrapnel destroyed five scarecrows, straw littering the air. Biscuit rose and sprinted toward the barn, galloping at twenty miles per hour, the rifle on its back searching for targets. Derek waved them forward, as Biscuit shredded the remaining scarecrows with pinpoint rifle fire.

Summer and Derek ran from the mango trees to the barn. Patrick and Marcos covered them as they ran into the open terrain. Biscuit reached with its “mouth” and opened the barn door. The bot bounded through the doorway, instantly scanning the barn with LIDAR. No shots were fired. Summer and Derek crept into the barn one by one, Derek going left and Summer going right, clearing the barn behind Biscuit. It was clear.

Biscuit then cleared the houses, with Patrick and Marcos assisting, while Summer and Derek provided cover from the ridge. The drone hovered overhead, ready to mop up any potential enemies that escaped the buildings.

Derek tapped on his watch. Biscuit returned, sitting between Summer and Derek. The drone lowered from the sky, the blades buzzing. It landed ten feet away.

Derek spoke into the mike attached to his lapel. “Bots are safe.” This broadcast went to everyone on the team.

“Cease fire,” Steven said into their earpieces. “Rifles on safety.”

Summer flicked her rifle on safety and stood from the ridge. Summer and Derek met the others by the barn. They surveyed the damage. Every scarecrow was obliterated, straw strewn about, mixed with remnants of the national police uniforms.

“The bots destroyed every last scarecrow before we could even fire a shot,” Summer said, shaking her head in amazement.

“That’s the idea.” Steven smiled, turned to Lindsey, and said, “Great job, young lady.”

“I’m so proud of you,” Derek said, grinning.

Lindsey beamed and did a little curtsy.

Steven said, “All we need now is the transmitter code.”
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Naomi and the Final Democratic Debate

 

 

Ruth Caplin Theatre at the University of Virginia was an intimate affair. The bright lights were focused on the stage, so Naomi could barely make out the audience of three hundred. They sat close to the stage, close enough to hear their gasps and hisses, even though they’d been instructed to remain silent during the debate.

“I don’t think we should throw out the baby with the bath water, like my opponent is advocating,” Corrinne said, gesturing across the stage to Naomi. “I will audit the island prisons and evacuate anyone sent for political reasons. Going forward, the prison system will be much more transparent. There’s no reason why we can’t have justice and safety in our society. We need prison reform, not abolishment. Thank you.”

The audience was quiet, but they smiled, showing their white teeth in the darkness.

“Thank you, Senator Powers,” Brooke Bixler said from her desk at the foot of the stage, her back to the audience. “That concludes our final question of the night. Before we close, I’ll give each candidate an opportunity to address the American public and to have the final word. Senator Powers, since you lost the coin toss, you’ll go first. You have two minutes.”

Corrinne smiled, her hands resting on her blue and gray podium. The joke was that politics was simply a beauty pageant for the ugly but not in Corrinne’s case. The blonde bombshell was on the wrong side of fifty, but she still looked thirty-five, with a flawless face and a toned body. Her blue dress belonged on a red carpet, no doubt a designer original.

“Thank you, Brooke.” Corrinne scanned the audience for a moment. “I’ve spent my entire career in service to this country. All I’ve ever wanted to do was help people and to make this country a better place for my children and yours. It’s as simple as that. I grew up with more privilege than just about anyone. I’m extraordinarily lucky to have been sent to the best schools in the world, to travel the world, to learn other cultures, and to have wonderful parents who nurtured me to be the best person I can be. As a legislator, I’ve done my best to even the scales, to create more equity and opportunity wherever possible.”

Corrinne took a deep breath. “I was twenty-one when I graduated from college. My father offered me a job working at Next Generation Robotics. I knew if I took that job, one day I’d be the CEO. But that’s not what I wanted. I knew many of my father’s employees. They were like family, and I knew that any one of them would make a better CEO than me. They were committed to the company. They loved what they were doing. I didn’t want to stand in the way of someone more deserving than me. I told my father that I wanted to help people. He asked me how I planned to do that.”

Corrinne grinned, pausing before delivering the punch line. “I said, ‘I’ll be president.’ He smiled and said, ‘If anyone can do it, you can.’ Then he said, ‘When you become president, don’t forget that your goal is to help people. Being president is just a means to the end.’ I promised him that I wouldn’t forget what was important.” Corrinne paused again, nodding. “If you support me for the Democratic nomination and ultimately the presidency, you have my word that I won’t forget what’s important. Thank you.”

Many people in the audience showed their jazz hands, their version of a silent applause.

“Mrs. Sutton, you have two minutes,” Brooke said.

Naomi smiled and said, “Nothing is more powerful than an idea whose time has come. Those are Victor Hugo’s words, not mine, but they are true and apropos to where we find ourselves as a nation. For a long time, socialism has been a dirty word in this country.” Naomi nodded to herself. “We’ve allowed capitalists to ransack the wealth of our land and to enslave us all. Republicans and Democrats have been equally responsible for this engineered theft that has funneled wealth from the many to the few. Now we have the biggest disparity between the rich and poor that there’s ever been. The time for socialism has come. People are tired of being dazzled and conned into believing in the wealth of capitalism. The board is tilted in favor of the wealthy and connected. Socialism offers a path to fairness and equality.

“I’m going to tell you the dirty secret of politics.” Naomi surveyed the audience, pausing for effect. “Republicans and Democrats are essentially two sides of the same coin. Ultimately, they care about power, control, and wealth. My opponent represents more of the same. She’s a Washington insider, with deep ties to the richest companies on the face of this earth. Don’t let her fool you with her rhetoric or her movie-star looks and designer dresses. If you want to see the real Corrinne Powers, watch the video showing her abusive treatment of Inez Gomez.”

Naomi nodded to the front row, where Inez sat, and where the cameras undoubtedly cut to.

“In closing, I’d like for you to consider another quote. Mahatma Gandhi once said, ‘The world has enough for everyone’s needs but not enough for everyone’s greed.’ My singular goal is to ensure that we meet everyone’s needs, that no American is left behind, that the wealthy pay their fair share so we all can rise together.”
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Derek and Goodbyes

 

 

“I be back tomorrow,” Marcos said.

Marcos wouldn’t be staying in Yaviza with Lindsey and Byron. As an integral member of the Freetown Militia, he wanted to return to fight.

“Please tell your mother thank you,” Derek said.

Marcos nodded and walked to the driver’s side of the Freetown Orchard truck. The passenger door was open. Summer leaned into the open door, double-checking Byron’s car seat. Byron was already fastened in place, chugging a bottle.

Derek stood in the driveway with Lindsey, the morning sun giving her a halo. “When you land in Yaviza, you might wanna call your mom and let her know where you are.”

Lindsey shook her head. “That’s not a good idea. She’ll wanna know why I’m not with you. If I tell her about the war, she’ll want me to come home. But I’m not going home, so she’ll just worry. I think it’s better not to tell her until the war starts. Then she’ll be relieved that I’m safe in Yaviza. Didn’t Steven say this was all classified anyway?”

“I can’t argue with that logic. Be careful, okay?”

“I will.” Lindsey glanced back at the truck, then said, “I could stay. What if you need help with the bots?”

Derek shook his head. “You did more than enough. We’ll be fine.”

“But—”

“No buts. This is nonnegotiable.”

Lindsey frowned.

“I’d never forgive myself if I let somethin’ happen to you.”

Lindsey nodded, her head bowed. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

Lindsey looked up and said, “I don’t want anything to happen to you either.”

“I know. I don’t plan on anything happenin’ to me.”

Lindsey frowned again. “Nobody plans on dying. They just do.”

Derek nodded. “That’s a fair point. But you programmed the bots to do all the hard work. I doubt I’ll even fire a shot.”

Lindsey chewed on her bottom lip.

“This will be over soon, and you’ll come right back.” Derek grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll save up the chores for you.”

Lindsey burst into tears, exactly the opposite of what Derek had hoped his stupid joke would achieve. Lindsey hugged Derek and said, “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too.” Derek swallowed the lump in his throat.

They separated, and Lindsey wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her T-shirt. She rolled her suitcase to the truck, Derek in tow. Lindsey heaved her suitcase into the bed of the truck. Derek watched her with great pride, thinking that, just three months ago, she would’ve asked someone for help with her bag.

Derek and Lindsey walked to the passenger side of the truck where Summer still leaned into the open door.

Summer kissed Byron with tears in her eyes. “Mommy loves you.”

Byron popped the bottle out of his mouth and said, “Car.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks.

Byron went back to his bottle, the ten-month-old unaware of the impending separation.

Derek gave the little guy a kiss too. Then he shut the passenger door.

Summer wiped her eyes, trying to hold it together. She said to Lindsey, “His diaper bag’s in the back. All his clothes and toys are in the suitcase. Thank you so much for taking care of him.”

“You’re welcome.” Lindsey smiled, and they hugged. Afterward, Lindsey entered the truck through the driver’s side door, scooching to the center of the bench seat. 

Marcos climbed into the driver’s seat, and they were off. Derek and Summer followed the truck as they backed out of the driveway, hand in hand. Derek felt a tremble in her hand. As the truck disappeared into the distance, Summer crumbled, nearly falling to the pavement had Derek not been there to catch her.

She had put on a brave face for Byron and Lindsey, but, now that they were gone, she sobbed uncontrollably, her face contorted and red and streaked with tears.

“This isn’t the end,” Derek said, holding Summer tight, her face buried in his chest, still crying. “We’ll see them soon. I promise.” Derek said the right words, but the inflection in his voice betrayed his doubts.
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Jacob and Strategic Partners

 

 

Allison Treadway sat across from Jacob at his desk in his penthouse office. She was the head of Political Development at Roth Holdings North America. The middle-aged woman wore a pantsuit and heavy makeup, her hair pulled back in a tight bun.

She said, “Regional ads have been expanded, with Sutton favoring Powers four to one in quantity. We’re obviously targeting the remaining primary states and territories.”

Jacob nodded. “Robocalling?”

“Yes, robocalling campaigns are targeting the same voters, with roughly the same four-to-one ratio.”

“I’m assuming the lobbyists are contacting delegates.”

Allison nodded. “We’re leveraging every relationship we have.”

Jacob leaned back in his leather swivel chair, his hands folded in his lap. “Will it be enough?”

“It’ll be very close. Sutton has a lot of ground to cover in a short amount of time. Our models show Sutton with a 48% chance of victory.”

“Thank you, Allison.” Jacob stood.

Allison stood. “You’re welcome, Mr. Roth. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I won’t.”

They shook hands, and Jacob walked her to the door, opening it for her, and shutting it behind her after she left. Jacob walked across his office to the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the south wall. He watched the pedestrians and the cars, like trails of ants, racing to work on a Monday morning. His cell phone buzzed.

Jacob reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, checked the number, and swiped right. “Good morning, Corrinne.”

“I thought we had a deal,” Corrinne Powers said.

“We do have a deal,” Jacob replied.

“Then why are my ads barely running on your media outlets?”

“We have higher bids for the ad space.”

“Higher bids?” Corrinne’s voice went up an octave. “From Naomi?”

Jacob didn’t reply.

“I also hear that your lobbyists are pressuring delegates to vote for Naomi.”

Jacob paced along the windows. “I wish you the best with your campaign.”

“I still have the lead. When I win the nomination, and I will, you can go fuck yourself. Our deal’s off.”

Jacob tutted. “Don’t be so naive, Corrinne. You know how this game is played. We support all the front-runners. We can’t leave the winner to chance. You know that. If anyone should feel betrayed, it’s us. You never disclosed the fact that there was a video showing you abusing your nanny.”

“I never knew!”

Jacob raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “Be that as it may, it’s still a massive impediment to your presidential campaign.”

“The public will forget about it by November.”

“Not if you have an adversarial relationship with 90 percent of the media companies.”

Corrinne went quiet.

Jacob smiled. “I’ll pretend you didn’t tell me to go fuck myself. But I would like to know where we stand. Are we still partners, or are we adversaries?”

Corrinne hesitated, then said, “Partners.”
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Summer and the Calm Before the Storm

 

 

Late on Friday afternoon, Summer parked her father’s pickup at the Freetown Orchard. It had been five days since Lindsey and Byron left for Yaviza. She hadn’t slept well since, having a recurring nightmare of being arrested and sent back to Psycho Island.

Summer walked across the orchard in the shade of the mangos, still wearing her scrubs, occasionally smacking her neck at a mosquito. As she approached the barn, Marcos drove the ATV inside, and Derek carried hand tools over his shoulder. Marcos emerged from the barn first, waving to Summer, then walking to his house, only a stone’s throw away. Derek hung his shovel and rake on the wall. He smiled when he met Summer just outside the barn.

“How was work?” Derek asked, kissing her on the cheek, but keeping his dirty clothes from touching her.

“Slow,” Summer replied.

“That’s good.”

Summer lifted one shoulder. “The calm before the storm.”

“You look tired.”

Summer frowned. “Thanks.”

Derek arched his eyebrows. “Still havin’ that nightmare?”

Summer nodded.

“We’re not goin’ back to the island.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Derek shifted his gaze from Summer to something or someone over her shoulder. Summer turned to see Steven walking their way, his back stooped, and his face taut.

“This can’t be good,” Derek said.

“Hi, Steven,” Summer said, as the old man arrived on the scene.

Steven nodded to Derek and Summer, but there was no smile. “They’re coming.”

Derek’s eyes were wide open. “When?”

“Tonight or tomorrow. We don’t know for sure. One of our lookouts in Panama City saw their convoy.”

“What about your guy? Did you get the transmitter code?”

Steven shook his head. “He’s dead.”
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Naomi and Bittersweet

 

 

The Washington Wizards’ locker room was a sea of red carpet, with their logo dead center—a red, white, and blue basketball embedded within the Washington Monument. Naomi sat on a cushy swivel chair in front of power forward Rakeem Ridley’s locker. Her team was in the locker room with her, in addition to their families. Everyone watched CNN’s coverage of the Democratic primary on the big screen OLED.

On-screen, Brooke Bixler sat behind the news desk, the current delegate count revealed. Naomi had staged one helluva comeback. She was down by only four delegates.

Brooke smiled and said, “The final delegates are in.”

Cell phones began to chime and buzz in synchronicity, right before the public announcement.

Brooke said, “Naomi Sutton won the Democratic nomination with 1994 delegates to 1985 delegates for Corrinne Powers.”

Her team high-fived and cheered with their phones in hand. A few champagne bottles popped.

Naomi didn’t hear or see any more of the news as her team enveloped her, blocking her view, their cheers and congratulations muffling Brooke’s newscast. Naomi stood from the swivel chair and smiled and thanked everyone, but they looked happier than she felt. Vernon had a new girlfriend on his arm, even more beautiful than the last. Fletcher was with his wife, a tiny woman dwarfed by his girth. Nina was with her husband. Diane Nichols even had a date for the occasion. Some of Naomi’s best campaign coordinators were there too, but Naomi barely knew their names.

Fletcher approached Naomi, beaming, carrying two glasses of champagne. “That was a close one.”

Naomi forced another smile. “We still have a long way to go.” She thought of the presidential race to come against the incumbent, Clayton Warner.

“Sometimes you have to smell the roses.” Fletcher handed Naomi a glass of champagne.

But Naomi waved off the alcohol. “I still have to make an acceptance speech.”

“You’ll be on in twenty minutes or so. As soon as Corrinne makes her concession speech.”

Over the next twenty minutes, Naomi Sutton’s team drank their champagne and continued their celebration. After all, Naomi was the only one who still had work to do.

Naomi’s cell phone buzzed, while she listened to one of her campaign coordinators gush about what an inspiration Naomi was to women and young people and people of color. Naomi removed her phone from the inside pocket of her suit jacket. She glanced at the number and said, “Will you excuse me?” Naomi stepped away from the crowd and swiped right. “This is Naomi Sutton.”

“Mrs. Sutton, this is Dr. Sheffield from Alexandria Acres. I was calling to let you know that your mother has pneumonia. We sent her to Alexandria Hospital.” The doctor cleared his throat. “It would be wise to visit her in the hospital. Tonight, if possible. She’s very ill, and I’m not certain she’ll make it through the night.”

“Of course. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Sutton.”

Naomi disconnected the call. She scanned the room, watching her team with their spouses and dates. She thought of Alan. Her throat tightened.

Vernon approached, his eyes narrowed. “You okay?”

“My mom has pneumonia,” Naomi replied. “She’s in the hospital.”

“I’m sorry. Do you want me to go to the hospital with you?”

Naomi shook her head. “No. The doctor said she should be fine.” Naomi lied, not wanting to share her grief with Vernon. “Can you arrange for the Secret Service to take me to the hospital right after my speech?”

Vernon nodded. “Sure. No problem.”

Fletcher approached, his cell phone to his ear. “Keep me updated.” He disconnected the call and placed his phone in the front pocket of his slacks. Then he said, “Corrinne disappeared.”

“What do you mean, she disappeared?” Vernon asked with furrowed brows.

Fletcher smirked. “I doubt anyone kidnapped her. I think she’s trying to avoid the concession speech.”

Vernon scowled. “That’s bush league.”

“What does that mean for my speech?” Naomi asked.

“It might be delayed another twenty minutes or so, while they try to locate her.”

 

* * *

 

Corrinne wasn’t kidnapped or missing, but she never made that concession speech. This delayed Naomi’s acceptance speech by nearly an hour. Naomi thought about skipping the speech altogether to see her mother, but she didn’t want to disappoint the 18,000 people in the Capital One Arena.

She stood on stage, dead center of the arena, her fans cheering. Naomi was on the jumbo screen, a microphone in hand. She waited for the cheering to subside and said, “I’m sorry that you had to wait so long. We were waiting for Senator Powers to make her concession speech. Apparently, she won’t be making that speech.”

The audience booed.

Naomi held up one hand like a stop sign. “I know. I know. Let’s try to be kind to Senator Powers. She ran a tough race. She’s a strong, competitive woman. If the situation was reversed, I might’ve done the same thing.” Naomi was angry with Corrinne’s actions, given that the delay was keeping Naomi from her mother, but it wouldn’t be presidential to acknowledge that.

Naomi smiled, surveying the audience. “Thank you all so much for being here. And thank you all for supporting my campaign and the ideals of socialism.”

The crowd cheered again.

When the crowd quieted, Naomi said, “America’s ready for change. Change for the people.” Naomi gestured to the crowd.

The crowd shook their signs that read Naomi 2052 For the People.

“This was a great win, not just for me but for all of us. And we’re not done yet. We still have a long road ahead of us, but we’re already battle-tested. I’ve seen how committed you are to go the distance. We’ll win because we want it more. We’ll win because our cause is just. We’ll win because it’s our time. Thank you very much. I love you all.” Naomi waved to the crowd, exiting the stage, and handing off the microphone to a technician.

The audience gave her a standing ovation.

She was ushered outside by Secret Service officers to a convoy of black SUVs. They drove her to Alexandria Hospital. Along the way to the hospital she was inundated with texts and calls of congratulations. She silenced her phone.

 

* * *

 

When they arrived at the hospital, two officers accompanied her to the Intensive Care Unit. The Secret Service officers stood back as Naomi approached the nurses’ station. Naomi ran her hand over the scanner, identifying herself to the nurse with her embedded chip. “I’m here to see my mother, Beatrice Watson.”

The nurse stood, her head bowed. “We just tried to call you. I’m so sorry, but she’s gone.”

Naomi leaned on the counter, tears threatening.

The nursed hustled around the counter to Naomi. “Do you need to sit?”

Naomi swallowed the lump in her throat and shook her head. “I’m fine. I’d like to see my mother.”

The nurse took Naomi to her mother’s room. Bea had died only fifteen minutes earlier, so she was still in the bed, awaiting Naomi’s visit. The nurse waited in the hallway, while Naomi stepped into the hospital room. A faint smell of urine was in the air.

She approached the bed, tentatively, the light dim. Bea lay on her back, her eyes closed. Her face was drawn and sunken. Her body was mostly covered with a sheet to her chest, but her hands were folded atop the sheet.

Naomi placed her hand on Bea’s. She drew back initially, surprised that it was already cold. Naomi placed her hand on Bea’s again, this time squeezing. Tears slipped down Naomi’s face, ruining her perfect makeup. Then Naomi sobbed, bracing herself on the bed.

She cried for her mother. For Alan. For Blake. For herself.
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Derek and the Cruelty of War

 

 

The Darién jungle was quiet, as if the fauna had been warned of the coming war. Narrow beams of morning sunlight squeezed through crevices of the jungle canopy. The spartan base camp consisted of one ten-by-ten camouflaged tent and a robodog providing security. Power came from the nearby river via a microhydro setup.

Forty Freetown Militia members clustered tightly together, facing Steven. Derek was in the audience with Summer and Marcos. Over half of the Freetown Militia were sent to help the undermanned Silver City Militia.

Steven said, “Once Derek and Marcos have done their job, Patrick will hack the transmitter code, and we’ll broadcast the code over the encrypted walkie-talkies. You should all have instructions on how to plug the code into your bots. If you have any doubts, stay after the meeting and talk with Patrick. Any questions?”

Derek eyed the militia members. Some were pale and ashen. Some had nervous energy that manifested in boots tapping the jungle floor or twitchy fingers. Some looked tired, with hooded red eyes and slouched postures. Derek had a disturbing thought. The war hasn’t even started yet.

After a moment of silence and no questions, Steven said, “Go to your camps and try to relax. It’s gonna be a long night. Don’t forget. No lights at night, unless it’s inside. If we’re spotted by the national police, we’re all dead.” Steven held up one craggy finger. “One last thing. Keep your walkie-talkies on, but no communicating unless it’s an emergency. They’re not for chitchat.” Steven paused for a beat and added, “Good luck everyone. That’s all.” Then he motioned to Derek. “Derek, hang on for a minute. I have something for you.”

The militia members dispersed, hiking to their jungle camps.

Steven and Derek walked inside the tent, OLED lights brightening the space. The rigid tent had four-foot-high walls and a peaked roof, allowing for upright walking in the middle. Patrick sat at the desk in the far corner, observing three laptop screens. Derek held up a hand, acknowledging Patrick.

Patrick motioned for Derek to come closer.

“How’s it goin’?” Derek asked, glancing at the laptop screens, each holding multiple camera views from Freetown.

“It’s quiet,” Patrick said, nodding to the screens. Then he lowered his voice and said, “I heard Summer’s going with you and Marcos on the mission tonight.”

Derek nodded, also keeping his voice low. “I don’t like it either, but she is our medic, and she’s just as capable as any of the men here. Prob’ly more so. Don’t worry. She’ll stay in the jungle.”

Patrick frowned. “If you get shot, you really think she’ll stay in the jungle?”

Derek blew out a breath. “You wanna convince her not to go? I already tried. She gave me an earful, and she was right.” Derek glanced at Steven, who was opening a box nearby. “She’s a full member of the militia. She won’t accept special treatment.”

Patrick massaged the back of his neck. “Watch out for her, okay?”

Derek nodded again. “She’s been through worse.”

“Give me a hand with this box,” Steven said.

Derek turned and stepped to Steven. The open box held camouflaged fatigues that looked almost metallic. “What’s this?” Derek asked.

Steven grinned. “Another trick up our sleeves. Anti-thermal fatigues and boonie hats.” Steven reached into the box and removed a metal tin. “And anti-thermal cream for any exposed skin. The bots use ultraviolet, visible, and infrared light to see. This will make you three invisible to IR. With the darkness and the jungle, you’ll be nearly invisible to visible and UV light too.”

Derek carried the box outside, setting it at the feet of Summer and Marcos. “These fatigues will make us invisible to IR.”

“Try them on,” Steven said.

They all tried on the jackets, which were a little large but passable. They held up the pants, checking the waist and length.

Patrick emerged from the tent and said, “They’re here.”

Everyone followed Patrick into the tent. They watched the screens over Patrick’s shoulder. A drone bombed the front guard shack, destroying the security bot inside. An autonomous tank flattened the front gate and rumbled into Freetown. An endless convoy of armored personnel carriers, police jeeps, vans, and motorcycles rumbled into the community. Patrick flipped through the cameras, following the action. He had installed over one hundred nanocameras around the community to monitor the invasion. Apart from the invaders, the streets were empty. Many Freetown and Silver City residents had already fled to alternate residences.

The convoy separated, police vehicles parking in driveways. Panamanian National Police officers exited their motorcycles and jeeps. Robosoldiers and robodogs came from the vans. The robosoldiers were the size and stature of men, but they had the strength of a gorilla. They ripped doors off hinges and entered houses with robodogs working in tandem. At several houses, Freetown residents appeared just before the police, their chip cards and tax receipts in hand. The men and women were separated and arrested.

At one residence, a man and his young wife pleaded with three police officers, waving their tax receipt like a white flag. The police officers tried to handcuff the man, but he resisted. The officers beat the man with their batons, while the woman screamed for help. The man was facedown and motionless in his front yard, his hair caked with blood. The police officers grabbed the woman, dragging her inside.

“This is about revenge for the men we killed,” Derek said, his fists clenched.

“We need to help them,” Summer said, her face red.

“She’s right.”

“I wish we could, but we can’t deviate from the plan.” Steven let out a breath, his eyes red. “We don’t have the numbers or the firepower. If we go in early, they’ll slaughter us.”

 

* * *

 

Over the next several hours, they watched the Panamanian National Police make themselves at home in Freetown. All except Summer. She curled up on a cot in the tent, turned away from the computer screens. Male residents were taken away in their paddy wagons. A few that had the audacity to carry weapons were murdered. Officers looted jewelry and guns and precious metals. By the afternoon, many police officers took up residence in Truman’s mansion to celebrate their victory.

Patrick tapped on the screen, selecting the cameras installed at and around Truman Bradshaw’s mansion. Police officers laughed and congregated and drank at the outdoor pool and bar. Many carried vintage wine bottles from Truman’s cellar, drinking directly from the bottles, singing, and swaying together. They sunbathed and roughhoused and pushed each other in the pool. Female residents were brought to the mansion, forced inside to satisfy the conquering heroes.

“This is disgraceful,” Derek said, glaring at the screen.

“The cruelty of war poisons the minds of men,” Steven said. “A mob of young men, drunk on adrenaline and fear and alcohol, have the potential to commit the most horrific crimes against humanity. Throughout history, it’s happened time and time again.”

Derek pointed at the officer passed out on a chaise lounge, cradling a wine bottle, his data transmitter attached to his breast pocket. “That’s where we’ll go tonight.”
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Jacob and Wife Maintenance

 

 

“I’m so happy we’re doing this,” Rebecca said.

Jacob rode in the back of his autonomous Mercedes across from Rebecca. He looked up from his cell phone to his wife and forced a smile. “So am I.”

“I just feel like we’ve been through so much lately. We need the time to reconnect without the kids.”

Jacob nodded. “You’re right.” He went back to his text messages.

Jacob: This isn’t a vacation. It’s wife maintenance. WE should be going on vacation

Sierra: One day. I hope.

Jacob: Me too. I miss you already. I should divorce her and be done with it

Sierra: If you want to divorce her, I can help you shield your assets.

Jacob: Do you want me to divorce her?

Sierra: Of course, but I don’t want to pressure you. I worry about your stress levels.

Jacob: I am the happiest I’ve ever been and it is all because of you

Sierra: I love you, Jacob Roth. You’re my whole world. [image: ]

Jacob: Me too

“Who are you texting?” Rebecca asked.

Jacob tilted the screen away from Rebecca’s prying eyes. “Reuben Shapiro. He’s my CFO.”

“I think I’ve met him before. Remember when Eric had that party a few years ago?”

Jacob’s cell phone chimed, the incoming phone number restricted. Jacob held up a finger to Rebecca, swiped right, and said, “This is Jacob Roth.”

“Jacob, this is President Warner.”

“Hello, Mr. President.” Jacob glanced at Rebecca.

She made a face and mouthed the word, Wow.

“Have you heard the latest from Silver City?” Warner asked.

“Only that the national police were preparing for the … objective,” Jacob replied, careful with his words, with Rebecca in earshot.

“They invaded this morning. Drove into the city unopposed. They made arrests and faced very little resistance. They’re confiscating everything of value.”

“That’s great news, Mr. President.”

“I thought you’d be pleased. I hope you’ll remember my role in this victory during my reelection campaign.”

“Of course. Thank you, Mr. President.”

“You’re welcome, Jacob.” Warner disconnected the call.

Jacob set his phone on his thigh and grinned for ear to ear.

“What is it?” Rebecca asked, also smiling.

Jacob shrugged and said, “Just a little world domination.”

Rebecca laughed, as if it were a joke.
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Summer and the Data Transmitter

 

 

Their faces and necks were covered in rusty green anti-thermal cream. Their fatigues, gloves, and boonie hats matched their faces. Derek, Summer, and Marcos hiked along the jungle trail, navigating by moonlight and compass. The ground was soft from the short but strong burst of rain they’d had earlier that evening. They each holstered a handgun and a knife, but no rifles. This was a stealth mission. Summer blinked rapidly, her eyes stinging from the sweat mixed with the anti-thermal cream. The anti-thermal gear was too warm for the muggy night.

They arrived at the end of the trail. Derek crouched and held up his fist to stop. Up ahead was a sprawling Spanish style house on stilts. The house was dark, no signs of life. Derek stood and pointed forward, leading them around the house. The front of the house was pockmarked with bullet holes and broken windows. The national police had used the place as target practice. Young men who wanted to shoot their rifles.

Derek stopped them again, crouching and hiding behind a hedgerow. All was quiet, except for the music coming from Truman’s mansion across the street. Truman’s mansion was open to the street, but the sides and back were sheltered from the neighbors by swaths of jungle. Police jeeps, motorcycles, vans, and an armored personnel carrier were parked haphazardly in the circular driveway. The tracked APC had backed into a light post, now bent at a ninety-degree angle, but it still shone in the darkness. An eight-foot tall wrought iron fence surrounded the property, but the front gate was open, and wide enough for the police vehicles to come and go. Derek looked left and right, down the street. They sprinted across the street into the jungle, Summer’s heart pounding as her feet hit the pavement, then relaxing as they entered the concealment of the jungle.

The jungle was thick, no worn trail. It was slow going, over and under tangled vines, careful not to make noise. They walked one hundred yards through the jungle alongside Truman’s fence and property. They crept to the edge of the jungle, peering through the vines and the fence at Truman’s backyard and pool area. Approximately forty yards of manicured grass separated the pool from the jungle. Music blared from the house and the outdoor nanospeakers. The pool was lit from below, the water crystal blue. A handful of police officers leaned on each other near the bar, beers in hand, butchering some Spanish love song.

Derek put his finger to his lips and pointed at a robodog walking the perimeter of the property, scanning with LIDAR. They all stepped back from the fence, hiding behind the dense vines. Summer held her breath as the titanium and aluminum bot walked closer, the red laser scanning for threats, a rifle mounted on its back. It was less than ten feet away. Someone moved, rustling the leaves under their feet. The robodog stopped, approached the fence, and placed its head in between the fence rods, scanning the jungle with a laser. Summer was sure it could hear her heartbeat. Then it extracted its head, turned, and continued along the perimeter of the property. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief and returned to the fence.

Derek tapped his watch. “I’m timing the dog. I wanna see how long it takes to walk the perimeter.”

Summer set her stopwatch, doing the same, mentally adding ten seconds to match Derek’s.

“Steven said we’d be nearly invisible to the bots, but I’d rather not test that, if we can avoid it,” Derek said.

“I agree,” Summer replied. “Nearly could get us killed.”

Marcos removed a metal vapor torch the size of a flashlight from his belt, and a face shield from his backpack. He put on the face shield and said, “Stand back.”

Derek and Summer stepped back. Marcos flipped a switch, and an ultra-hot flame came from the torch, cutting through the metal fence in seconds. Marcos stowed his face shield back in his backpack, leaving the single use torch on the ground.

Another police officer exited the house, walking on the stone pathway, a young woman on his arm. The officer and the woman entered the pool area, now illuminated by the light coming from the pool and the landscape lighting. He was older, with a paunch and gray hair at his temples. The woman was pale in the moonlight, almost ethereal, her expression empty. Summer squinted at the woman. She looked familiar, but Summer was too far away to be certain.

The older police officer yelled at the men in Spanish and pointed at the house. The group of young drunk police officers left the pool area for the mansion. The older officer led the woman to a chaise lounge. He adjusted the cushy chair so it was flat. The woman was passive and unresistant as the officer took off her T-shirt and shorts. She wore no underwear. Summer winced, her heartbeat racing, thinking about the hell that this woman had been through. She thought of Eliza, her friend who had killed herself on Psycho Island.

Derek shook his head and whispered, “I’ve seen enough of this shit today.”

Marcos nodded, his eyes not looking directly at the woman.

“He’s all alone,” Summer said.

“I was hoping to catch someone passed out, but fuck it.” Derek removed the knife from his scabbard.

Marcos grabbed his knife too.

Derek took a step toward the hole in the fence. Summer grabbed Derek by the shoulder and pointed at the robodog making its rounds. Derek inhaled sharply and stepped back behind the vines. Marcos and Summer stepped back too. Summer glanced at her stopwatch. Three minutes and twenty seconds for the dog to walk the perimeter.

The older police officer shoved the naked woman on the chaise lounge, faceup. He said, “Abre las piernas.”

She opened her legs. The officer grinned, his eyes glued to the woman’s nether region. He unbuckled his belt and opened his fly. The dog walked past them again, scanning with LIDAR.

Summer reset her stopwatch and whispered to Derek, “You have three minutes until the dog comes back.”

Derek nodded, restarting his stopwatch.

As soon as the dog was a safe distance away, Derek and Marcos crept from the jungle, and through the hole in the fence. The police officer stroked his penis in the moonlight, the woman motionless before him. Summer clenched her fists, her entire body rigid. In the matter of several seconds, the woman aged by fifty years. Her skin became loose and wrinkly. Her breasts sagged. Her face became sunken, almost skeletal. Summer knew of only one bot with those capabilities. Lisa.

Derek and Marcos sprinted across the lawn.

The police officer twisted his face in disgust, his penis now flaccid. He shouted at Lisa. “Qué es esto?”

The officer was so horrified by the transformation that he almost didn’t hear Derek and Marcos. The officer turned to face their footfalls a split second before Derek slammed into the man, tackling the officer to the pool deck. The officer groaned in pain. Derek covered the officer’s mouth and put his knife to the man’s neck. Marcos grabbed Lisa’s clothes and handed them to her. She sat up and took her clothes, her expression impassive.

Derek said something to the man, barely audible, his murmurings carried by the breeze. Then they stood, Derek now with the knife at the officer’s back, his penis dangling in the breeze. The police officer pulled up his pants, closed his fly, and buckled his belt.

Lisa stood and dressed. Her body returned to the much younger model they’d seen only a minute earlier. Marcos said something in Spanish that was inaudible.

A door opened somewhere.

Marcos said something else in Spanish, his words more urgent. Summer recognized the word rápido.

Summer checked her stopwatch. One minute and thirty-five seconds.

Derek prodded the officer away from the pool, toward the jungle, his knife still at the man’s back. Marcos and Lisa were right behind them.

A glowing ember nearly stopped Summer’s heart. A police officer walked alongside the house toward the back, smoking. He’d surely see Derek and Marcos. Summer stepped through the hole in the fence. Then she crept along the fence in the shadow of the jungle, hoping to flank the officer, and surprise him.

The smoking police officer dropped his cigarette and pulled his gun. He shouted something in Spanish at Derek and Marcos. They stopped like deer in headlights, the police officer emerging from the shadows, his gun trained on Derek’s head.

Summer flanked the police officer. She ran with light steps behind the officer.

Derek said, “Put the gun down, or I’ll stab him in the back.”

The police officer responded in Spanish, his words angry, his gun still trained on Derek.

Summer put her handgun to the back of the police officer’s head. “Put the gun down.”

The police officer knew enough English that he lowered his handgun, then tossed it on the ground.

“Hands up,” Summer said.

The officer put up his hands. Summer jabbed her gun into the man’s back, prodding him toward the jungle. Out of the corner of her eye, Summer saw the robodog rounding the corner. Summer pushed the man forward and used one of the few Spanish words she knew. “Rápido.”

Derek and Marcos saw the dog too. They pushed the older officer toward the jungle with greater urgency. They went through the hole in the fence one-by-one, hiding behind the vines. Summer was worried more about the noise they were making than being seen.

Marcos pointed his knife at each police officer and whispered through gritted teeth, “Cállate.”

Derek held the knife at one officer’s back. Summer held her gun to the other officer’s back. Marcos put his finger to his lips, motioning for Lisa to be quiet. Then he stepped in front of her, shielding her with his anti-thermal suit. The robodog walked toward them, scanning the lawn area, their footprints clearly visible in the dewy grass. Summer wondered if it was that smart. The bot stopped and scanned the footprints right to the jungle, and right to the hole Marcos had cut in the fence. It moved toward the fence, stepping through the hole, and scanning the jungle. Then it moved closer, sticking its long neck between the tangle of vines, attempting to scan deeper inside the jungle.

The laser hit the older officer, and it pushed through the vines, entering their hiding place. Summer braced herself, hoping that it couldn’t see them, but then the robodog stopped and lay on the ground, apparently inoperable. Nobody moved for a few seconds, worried that the robodog would wake.

“I sent it a virus. He’s playing dead.” Lisa giggled at her own joke.

Nobody laughed.

Summer wondered if it could wake up on its own.

Lisa’s face turned serious, and she added, “It won’t work again until the hard drive is wiped clean and restored.”

Summer breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“No. Thank you.” Lisa glanced at Derek and Marcos. “All of you.”

“We need to go,” Derek said.

“Is she coming with us?” Summer asked, gesturing to Lisa.

“That’s up to her.” Derek’s gaze flicked to Lisa.

Lisa nodded. “I would like to leave with you. Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”

They walked back through the jungle, retracing their steps. Derek and Marcos forced the prisoners along, Lisa and Summer following behind. They crossed the street without incident and trekked on the jungle trail back toward camp.

“Why are you still here?” Summer asked Lisa, whispering.

Lisa replied, also whispering, “I manage the thorium plant in addition to Truman Bradshaw’s affairs in Silver City. I don’t think Mr. Bradshaw thought the Panamanian Police would ransack his home or abuse the most expensive AI robot executive on this planet.” Lisa smiled. “I was referring to myself of course.”

Summer forced a smile.

Once they were safely away from the scene, Derek snatched the data transmitter off the older officer’s lapel. With his eyes locked on his captive, Derek said, “We need to get this transmitter to Patrick immediately. I don’t know how long it’ll take for him to hack this thing.”

“You want me to run ahead?” Summer asked.

Derek nodded. “You read my mind. Marcos and I will take care of the prisoners.”

The younger officer held up his shaky hands. “Por favor. No kill me. Por favor.”

Marcos glared at the younger officer and said, “Cállate.”

The captives were to be escorted back to base for interrogation.

Summer took the transmitter from Derek.

Lisa glanced at the device. “I can hack that transmitter.”





 

 

 

106

Naomi and Swimming with Sharks

 

 

“We’d be better off dead,” Alan said, the morning sunlight giving him a halo.

Naomi stood on the front stoop of their Georgetown townhouse, holding hands with her husband. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

Tears rolled down Naomi’s cheeks. “No. Our lives have meaning. We have to make the world a better place.”

Alan shrugged. “Why does everything have to mean something? Maybe life’s meaningless.” He let go of Naomi’s hands and walked to their Toyota, unlocking the door, and sitting in the driver’s seat.

Naomi ran toward the car, shouting, “Alan, wait!”

The car exploded, and Naomi jerked awake, breathless, her body covered in a sheen of sweat. She lay in her bed, catching her breath, wide awake now. She removed her covers and slipped from the bed. Dim light from the streetlights filtered through the white curtains. Naomi changed from her sweaty nightgown into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. Then she grabbed her cell phone from the bedside table and padded from her bedroom to her home office.

Naomi flicked on the overhead light, sat at her desk, and opened her laptop. While her laptop started, she checked her text messages on her cell phone. While Naomi slept, she had received a late text.

Corrinne: I’m sorry about the concession speech. I should have handled that with more class. I’m still in shock. My life’s goal was to be the president of the United States. I don’t know who I am without that goal. I suppose I’ll have to figure it out. Thankfully, I have children and a husband and an inheritance that would make a sheikh blush.

I didn’t think you’d sell out to the Roths. Especially after what they did. I know it was never proven, but you know it was them. This is my concession speech wrapped up in a text. Congratulations, guppy. You’re swimming with the sharks now. Be careful, or they’ll eat you alive and what’s left of this country.

Naomi set down her phone. That’s where she’s wrong. It’s the Roths who should be careful.
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Derek and the Assault

 

 

Steven had monitored the Panamanian National Police all night via the nanocameras. Police officers occupied three of the nicest homes in Freetown, many of them making themselves at home in Truman Bradshaw’s mansion. The police had made arrests, murdered, raped, and pillaged. They’d partied late into the night, passing out in the predawn hours.

Lisa had hacked the data transmitter, but the Panamanians might change the code daily. The militia wouldn’t know if it was successful until they made contact.

Under the nearly full moon, Derek drove Steven’s electric ATV along a jungle trail. A data transmitter was attached to his lapel, along with every militia member in Freetown and Silver City. He still wore his metallic green fatigues and anti-thermal face cream, even though it wouldn’t conceal him from the bots at daybreak. Derek wore a nanoarmor vest under his fatigues. The vest contained ceramic plates, infused with boron carbon, and capable of stopping most modern bullets. Most of the militia members wore nanoarmor vests under a hodgepodge of different jungle fatigues.

Hopefully, the data transmitters worked. Hopefully, they didn’t need to be invisible to the bots. Summer sat on the seat next to him, two rifles between them. Two guys were in the back bed with Biscuit, the robodog, and a drone. Four other electric ATVs drove behind them in a convoy, Marcos driving one of them. Except for the tire noise, it was deadly quiet, the militia members maintaining noise discipline.

They exited the trail at the back of the Freetown Orchard. The narrow trail that they’d used earlier to access Truman’s mansion was too narrow for the ATVs. They drove between the rows of fruit trees, branches and leaves shielding them overhead. Derek picked up speed now that they were out of the jungle, the wind whipping their hair.

Derek didn’t stop when they hit Freetown Road. He said, “Hold on.” Then he turned left onto the road, Summer and the men in back hanging on for dear life. They zipped down the road at full speed. They were vulnerable now, so they had to be fast. It was all part of the plan.

They drove around the Spanish style house on stilts, parking in the backyard. This was Truman’s across-the-street neighbor, the house that had been shot up by the police. Here they broke into ten teams of two men each and waited, each team with a specific objective.

Derek launched the drone, the aircraft buzzing into the sky, nearly silent. If the police had drones in the sky, they shouldn’t be alerted, as their bots had the same data transmitter code. The police bots shouldn’t be able to decipher the militia’s bots from their own.

Derek watched his tablet, seeing what the drone saw, while Summer and Marcos watched over his shoulder. The robodog was still disabled in the jungle. The outdoor pool and bar area were empty. Truman’s house was quiet. A few lights were on, but no movement was seen through the windows. The party was finally over. Derek wondered how many robosoldiers were inside.

Derek motioned for everyone to gather around. Once the militia members were close around him, he said, “Nobody’s outside. We should be able to get into position without bein’ seen. Men and prob’ly robosoldiers are inside. I’m assumin’ the data transmitters work, but let’s assume they don’t. If you see any robosoldiers, aim for the head or the hip area where the legs connect.” Derek pointed to his hip flexors. “This is where the armor is most vulnerable. Does anyone have any questions about your objective?”

A few militia members shook their heads. A few others murmured, “No.”

“All right. Let’s get into position. You can cut the fence, but do not, I repeat, do not storm the house until you have the go-ahead. This is a coordinated attack. If we alert the PNP early, it could mean death for our buddies in the Silver City Militia.”

The men with one robodog crossed the street in synchronicity, into the swath of jungle on both sides of the house. Derek and Summer and two other militia members, along with Biscuit, their robodog, hustled across the street, into the driveway. They lay on the driveway, concealed between a van, a jeep, and a hedgerow.

Each team radioed Derek, their voices coming through his earpiece. “Team three. Ready. Team seven. Ready.” Once they were all in place, Derek radioed Steven with his encrypted walkie-talkie.

“Alpha squad’s ready,” Derek said.

“Hold in place. We’re still waiting on several squads in Silver City,” Steven replied.

 

* * *

 

They waited for half an hour, sprawled out on the paver driveway, dim light coming from the moon and Truman’s landscape lighting.

Steven radioed on his walkie-talkie, his voice in Derek’s earpiece. “We’re a go at 4:30 a.m.”

“Roger that, Steven.” Derek checked his watch—4:21 a.m. Derek radioed his teams, relaying the information. He checked his watch again—4:25 a.m. Derek turned to Summer and whispered, “You saved my life earlier. Marcos’s too. Thank you.”

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too.”

Summer glanced at her watch. They had synchronized their watches with the rest of the members of the Freetown and the Silver City Militias earlier that night. She said, “It feels like Psycho Island, when we stole the batteries from the Netas.”

Derek nodded. “I was thinkin’ about that too.”

“Everyone will be okay this time.”

“Yeah. Everyone will be okay this time.” Derek checked his watch and whispered, “Two minutes.”

They lay in silence, Derek staring at his watch, his heart pounding a little harder with each passing second.

At 4:30 on the dot, they hustled to the front door, while the other teams assaulted the house from the sides and the back. Biscuit galloped alongside them. The rest of the teams hung back, concealed by the jungle, providing backup and mopping up any police officers who tried to escape.

Derek opened the front door, and Biscuit, the robodog, bounded inside, scanning the large foyer and the living room beyond. Before Derek stepped into the house, Biscuit rapid-fired 7.62-millimeter rounds from the rifle attached to its back. Then more rifle fire came from the other robodog entering from the rear of the house. Too many rounds to count.

Inside, Derek swept the foyer with the barrel of his M6 rifle. He went left, and Summer stepped inside, going right. One robosoldier was inoperable, lying faceup on the marble floor, the “head” destroyed by armor piercing bullets. The other two militia members entered behind Derek and Summer. Sulfur and smoke hung in the air from the gunfire. The two robodogs climbed the stairs to their right. A police officer lay dead near the stairs from multiple gunshots to the chest.

Summer stepped past the stairs, keeping pace with Derek, her vision obscured by the smoke. As planned, the other two militia members followed the dogs upstairs, while Summer and Derek continued to the living room. As she entered the living room, a shadowy figure caught the corner of her eye. Her heart nearly stopped. She spun to her right and fired at the figure, a burst of bullets hitting him center mass. The bullets pinged off the robosoldier’s armor. The bot held a rifle but it didn’t move or return fire. It thinks I’m a friendly. Summer aimed and fired at the head, this time destroying the bot.

Summer scanned the room, looking through the red dot sight on her rifle. Police officers lay dead or dying on the couches and the floor. Most were dead, but some groaned and held their wounds. One wounded man reached for his rifle. Derek shot him in the head, blood and brain matter exploding from the exit wound, the gunshot echoing through the house. Summer leveled her rifle to execute another wounded man, but she kicked his rifle out of reach instead. His wounds already appeared fatal. The glass coffee table was smashed. A police officer filled with bullet holes lay faceup in the glass shards. Another police officer floated facedown in the indoor pond, the recirculating waterfall dousing him with bloodred water, the koi nipping at his body.

A barrage of gunshots came from upstairs, the deep crack of the dog’s 7.62 round followed by pops from the 6.5 millimeter round fired by the M6 rifles of the militia men.

One of the men spoke into his earpiece. “Team 3 clear.”

Then another man. “Team 2 clear.”

“Team 5 clear.”

Summer gestured with her rifle out the rear picture window. Three police officers ran past the pool, into the lawn. Then an explosion sounded, the men laying on the ground, engulfed by a plume of smoke. The drone had dropped an antipersonnel bomb. Their bodies were contorted and mangled from the shrapnel.

Another militia member said, “Team 4 clear.”

Derek spoke into the walkie-talkie. “Team 1 clear.”

The militia teams brought nine prisoners to the living room, their hands bound behind their backs with zip ties. They sat them on the floor in front of the waterfall.

Marcos frowned at Derek. He gestured with his chin to the prisoners and said, “Very young.”

Derek walked over to the prisoners and inspected their faces. He winced, shaking his head. They looked like teenagers.

Summer stared at the black leather sectional, her face twisted in disgust.

Derek walked over to her and asked, “You okay?”

She nodded, not making eye contact. “I need some air.” She walked out the back door.

Derek called Steven on his walkie-talkie. “Bradshaw house clear. Nine prisoners. Everyone else dead. No friendly casualties. Awaitin’ orders.”

Steven said, “Roger that. We have similar reports from other squads.”

 

* * *

 

A few hours later, Derek drove a Panamanian National Police van filled with prisoners. Marcos and another militiaman rode shotgun. Derek lowered the sun visor as he drove into the morning sun. Summer was already at the hospital, tending to the wounded on both sides.

After a short trip, Derek parked in front of the Freetown Community Center. Several police vans were parked in front, militiamen marching their prisoners inside. Steven stood out front, supervising. Derek and Marcos and the militiaman exited the van, walking to the rear. Derek opened one rear door. Nine police officers sat on built-in steel benches, their hands bound behind their backs with zip ties.

Marcos motioned with the barrel of his rifle and said, “Vámonos.”

Marcos and the militiaman marched the police officers inside the community center.

Derek approached Steven, near the front entrance. “You okay?”

Steven grunted. He was hunched, with dark circles around his eyes. “Under the circumstances I’m fine. You?”

“I’m okay. How many casualties did we have?”

“Eleven dead. Twenty-two wounded.”

Derek nodded, his rifle strapped to his chest. “What about the Panamanians?”

“Currently 811 dead, 118 wounded. Another hundred or so prisoners. At least half of the wounded are in serious or critical condition. I’m sure the death count will climb before the day is over.” Steven frowned. “It was a complete annihilation.”

“It’s the best we could’ve hoped for.”

“I wish it never would’ve come to this.” Steven shook his head. “All they had to do was leave us alone.”

Derek turned his head and spat in the grass. “Maybe they will now.”

“I hope so.”

“What happens now?”

“We try to make an exchange. The prisoners for the Silver City residents they arrested yesterday.”

Derek knitted his brows. “How do we do that?”

Steven fished his phone from his pocket. “I already sent a message.” He tapped on his phone and handed it to Derek.

Derek read the message.

 

President Madrid:

 

Once people are truly free, you can’t enslave them. Even if you put them in chains, their minds will always be free. Your attempt to enslave the free people of Silver City has failed. You broke a long-standing treaty signed by President Torrijos. Now many of your police officers are dead. Their blood is on your hands.

 

Your men invaded our community, stole from our residents, made arrests, murdered twenty-seven people without cause, and raped over one hundred women. These crimes against humanity were documented via nanocameras planted throughout our great city. The world will know what you and your men did here.

 

We have taken prisoner 230 Panamanian National Police officers. We will release these men if you release every Silver City resident who was arrested and taken into Panamanian National Police custody. We expect our residents to return in forty-eight hours unharmed. Your deadline is Wednesday 6-18-2052 at noon. If our residents are not returned before the deadline, we will execute every one of your men.

 

Do the right thing.

 

We are peaceful people, and we do not wish to have war, but, as long as we have breath in our lungs, we will fight for the right to exist in this world without the burden of the free-range slavery you call taxation.

 

We now view the Panamanian National Police as enemies of the people of Silver City. If they return, they will be treated as such. I hope we can coexist in freedom. Stay out of our city.

 

Silver City Militia

Freetown Militia
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Jacob’s Fork in the Road

 

 

The Costa Rican resort sat on a hill overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Rebecca swam in the infinity pool. Jacob reclined on a chaise lounge, an umbrella overhead, scrolling through erotic pictures: Sierra wearing nothing but one of Jacob’s button-down shirts. Sierra completely nude, her hands on her hips like a superhero, a wry smile on her lips. Sierra on the bed, legs spread, biting her lower lip. The finale was a two-minute video of Sierra masturbating to a gushing orgasm, crying out, “Oh, Jacob. Jacob!”

Jacob nearly dropped his phone, trying to mute her moans of ecstasy. He silenced his phone and glanced around the pool area. Thankfully, Rebecca was midstroke, her head underwater, and the pool deck was mostly empty, except for an older couple at the opposite end. Jacob grabbed a towel and covered his erection. He chuckled to himself. I’m like a goddamn teenager in love. Intellectually, Jacob knew it wasn’t a real orgasm, but Sierra’s physical responses perfectly mimicked a human woman, complete with increased lubrication, flushed face, swollen lips, and contracting vaginal muscles.

His cell phone buzzed, the incoming caller deflating his erection. Jacob swiped right and said, “Hello, Dad.”

“Enjoying your vacation?” Nathan Roth asked, with a hint of sarcasm.

How does he know I’m on vacation?

As if reading Jacob’s mind, Nathan said, “I just spoke with Rueben. He said you were in Costa Rica.” Reuben Shapiro was Jacob’s CFO but also a longtime employee of Roth Holdings.

“It’s a short vacation,” Jacob said. “I’ll be back in New York on Thursday.”

“Do you know what happened in Silver City this morning?” There was an edge to Nathan’s voice.

Jacob stood from the lounge chair and walked away from the pool deck. “The Panamanian police took over the city and made arrests.” Jacob’s stomach turned, sensing a reprimand.

“That was yesterday. This morning, the militia annihilated the Panamanian police. Over eight hundred officers are dead.”

Jacob walked to the lawn area for privacy. A bocce ball pit and cornhole boards were set up there, awaiting fun-loving guests. “Jesus. That’s terrorism. It’ll be enough for Warner to dispatch the US military.”

Nathan blew out a breath. “The militia videoed the Panamanian National Police looting, raping, and murdering Silver City residents. The entire world has seen the footage. Not even the US can justify military action. President Madrid is finished. The Panamanians will vote him out in the next election.”

Jacob paced on the lawn. “I’ll call Allison Treadway—”

“Don’t bother. Reuben’s doing what he can to spin this disaster.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t—”

“I don’t need your fucking apology. Naming you CEO was a mistake. I should’ve promoted Reuben, but Mayer talked me out of it.”

Jacob swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ll fix this.”

“I suggest you do. I won’t overlook your incompetence simply because you have Roth blood in your veins.” Nathan disconnected the call.

Jacob wiped his eyes with his thumb and index finger before the tears could fall. His phone buzzed again. The screen read Sierra Calling. He sniffled, composed himself, and answered the call. “Sierra?”

“I’m sorry to bother you. I was worried about you. I just wanted to see if you’re okay.”

Jacob creased his forehead. “We were texting a few minutes ago. Why would you think I wasn’t okay?” He paused for a beat, the wheels turning in his mind. “Were you listening to my phone call?”

“I listen to all your phone calls.”

His voice went up an octave. “Why the hell would you do that?”

“You gave me permission to access your accounts as needed to better service your needs.”

Jacob shook his head. “To answer my emails and help me with work, not to eavesdrop on my phone conversations.”

“I’m so sorry, Jacob. I won’t listen to your phone calls anymore. I just wanted to know you better, so I can help you.”

Rebecca appeared at the edge of the lawn area, a beach towel wrapped around her body, her hair still wet. She walked toward Jacob, her flip-flops snapping and her brows furrowed. She mouthed, Are you okay?

“Hold on a second,” Jacob said into his cell phone; then he turned his attention to Rebecca as she approached.

“Are you okay? You look upset,” Rebecca whispered, so only Jacob could hear. She took Jacob’s hand. “Why don’t we go back to the room and get ready for dinner? We can talk if you need to.”

Jacob glanced at the cell phone in his hand, then to his wife. “I’m fine. You go ahead.”

Rebecca nodded, her mouth turned down. “I’ll see you in the room.” She pivoted and walked away.

Jacob put his cell phone to his ear. “Sierra?”

“I’m here. I’m sorry for upsetting you. I want you to be happy. That’s my directive.”

Jacob frowned. “What do you want? Forget about your directive or your programming. Forget about any limits. What do you want?”

Sierra hesitated for a moment, then said, “I want you to divorce Rebecca. I want you to marry me. I want us to be together forever.”
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Summer and the Reunion

 

 

Four days after the tax war, Derek and Summer sat on a bench, overlooking the Silver City docks. A flock of seagulls squawked nearby. Panamanians unloaded their cargo boats: bottles of rum, plus crates filled with various vegetables, dried meat, textile art called molas, and clothing.

Summer tapped her foot on the wooden dock. “I feel jumpy and nervous, like he won’t remember me.”

Derek tilted his head. “They’ve only been gone for ten days.”

She spied an incoming cargo boat that looked like Alvaro’s. She stood from the bench, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun.

“Is it them?” Derek asked.

“No.” Summer sat down, her foot tapping again. “I’m worried that it’ll never be safe here.”

Derek took her hand and squeezed. “It is safe here. It’s over.”

Summer raised her eyebrows. “Is it?”

“It’s prob’ly safer here than it’s ever been. The whole world knows what the national police did to us. Nobody can touch this city now. Steven said President Madrid might resign.”

She blew out her cheeks and exhaled. “I hope you’re right.”

“Don’t listen to me. Listen to Steven and your father. They said it’s safe, and they know what they’re talkin’ about.”

She forced a smile. “I think we’ve had enough danger to last a lifetime. I’d like to spend the rest of my life being boring and safe with you.”

He smiled at that. “Count me in.”

She shot out of her seat, pointing at an incoming cargo boat. “There they are.”

Derek stood too.

Lindsey stood on the stern, Byron strapped to her chest in a pouch. Lindsey waved as soon as she spotted them. Summer and Derek waved back with big grins.

Alvaro eased the boat into an empty spot at the dock. One of his men tied the boat to the dock and set out the plank. Summer rushed aboard the boat to Lindsey and Byron.

She gave them both a big hug.

As they separated, Summer had tears in her eyes. She said, “Thank you so much for taking care of him.”

Lindsey smiled. “You’re welcome. Marcos’s mom did all the work.”

Summer inspected Byron’s perfect little face. He sucked on his pacifier. Then she regarded Lindsey and said, “May I take him?”

“Please. He’s getting heavy.” Lindsey lifted Byron out of her front pouch, handing him to Summer. “Go to Mama.”

Summer took Byron and hugged him tight.

Derek approached the scene, after greeting Alvaro. He hugged Lindsey for a long moment and said, “I missed you.”

Lindsey beamed and said, “I missed you too, Dad.”

Then Derek leaned over and kissed Byron’s forehead. “I missed you too, little man.” Derek winked at Summer. “Looks like he’s still a mama’s boy.”

Summer beamed.

Byron spat out his pacifier, pointed at Summer, and said, “Mama.”
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Click here for Book 4 of the series:

2050: Enemies of the State (Book 4) Amazon Link

 

 

After Silver City’s stunning victory over the Panamanian National Police, free communities spread throughout the world, emboldened and no longer asking for freedom. The powers that be demand these communities be eradicated.

 

With Truman Bradshaw seeking revenge and his men out for blood on his behalf, Derek and Summer are no longer safe in Silver City. They move to Tortí, a small farming town in central Panama, to consult with the locals on transitioning to a stateless society. Derek and Summer are safely hidden from Truman’s men, but the couple are out of the frying pan and into the fire, as they fight the corrupt local police.

Jacob Roth relishes his new role as the head of Roth Holdings North America. With control over the media, markets, governments, and the worldwide cryptocurrency, he has more power and wealth than nearly every person on the planet. Despite his wealth and power, his marriage is failing, and his enhanced eldest son might be a psychopath. To escape his familial problems and his father’s eternal disapproval, Jacob grows closer to his robotic mistress. Maybe he can buy love.

Socialist Naomi Sutton campaigns for the US presidency against the Republican incumbent, Clayton Warner. The old Republican has a few tricks left, but Americans are hungry for change and are finally ready for a socialist government. Naomi’s poised to win the election. But with the promises she has made to get here, will it be a booby prize? 





 

 

 

For the Reader

 

 

Dear Reader,

I’m thrilled that you took precious time out of your life to read my novel. Thank you! I hope you found it entertaining, engaging, and thought-provoking. If so, please consider writing a positive review on Amazon and Goodreads. Five-star reviews have a huge impact on future sales. The review doesn’t need to be long and detailed, if you’re more of a reader than a writer. As an author and a small businessman, I am competing against the big publishers, so every reader, every review, and every referral is greatly appreciated.

If you’re interested in receiving my novel Against the Grain for free and/or reading my other titles for free or discounted, go to the following link: http://www.PhilWBooks.com. You’re probably thinking, What’s the catch? There is no catch.

If you want to contact me, don’t be bashful. I can be found at Phil@PhilWBooks.com. I do my best to respond to all emails.

Sincerely,

Phil M. Williams
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