
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

[image: ]

 





 

 

 

© 2020 by Phil M. Williams

 

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

 

First edition, 2020.

 

Phil W Books.

www.PhilWBooks.com

 

ISBN: 978-1-943894-54-3

 

Cover design by Tugboat Design





 

 

Table of Contents

A Note from Phil

Chapter 1: Derek and the Family Orchard

Chapter 2: Jacob and His Enhanced Family

Chapter 3: Summer Stock

Chapter 4: Naomi Sets the Stage

Chapter 5: Derek and the Boys

Chapter 6: Jacob and the Bilderberg Meeting

Chapter 7: Summer and The Resistance

Chapter 8: Naomi and Alexandria Acres

Chapter 9: Derek and the Treatments

Chapter 10: Jacob, Captain of a Sinking Ship

Chapter 11: Summer’s Hope-for-the-Best Baby

Chapter 12: Naomi and It’s Always about the Money

Chapter 13: Derek and the Picker

Chapter 14: Jacob Meets Naomi

Chapter 15: Summer and Gradualism

Chapter 16: Naomi and Vernon

Chapter 17: Derek and the Harvest

Chapter 18: Jacob and Beholden to Lies

Chapter 19: Summer and Watched or Paranoid

Chapter 20: Naomi and Suffer the Consequences

Chapter 21: Derek Burns the Midnight Oil

Chapter 22: Jacob, Drunk on Tiger Bone Wine

Chapter 23: Summer’s Stash

Chapter 24: Naomi and the Next President

Chapter 25: Derek and from Bad to Worse

Chapter 26: Jacob and No Good Deed

Chapter 27: Summer and Two Heartbeats

Chapter 28: Naomi’s Secret Weapon

Chapter 29: Derek and the Oldest Profession

Chapter 30: Jacob and Thankful

Chapter 31: Summer and the Thanksgiving Chicken

Chapter 32: Naomi Announces

Chapter 33: Derek and Nothing Left

Chapter 34: Jacob and the Funeral

Chapter 35: Summer and Things Left Unsaid

Chapter 36: Naomi and Cruella

Chapter 37: Derek and the First Cold Morning

Chapter 38: Jacob and No Leverage

Chapter 39: Summer Breaks the News

Chapter 40: Naomi on CNN

Chapter 41: Derek Almost Eight Months Later

Chapter 42: Jacob’s Swiss Family Reunion

Chapter 43: Summer and Nine Months

Chapter 44: Naomi and Get Out

Chapter 45: Derek and Closure

Chapter 46: Jacob and Hedging Bets

Chapter 47: Summer and the Day Everything Changed

Chapter 48: Naomi and Counterterrorism

Chapter 49: Derek Does Recon

Chapter 50: Jacob, the Murderer

Chapter 51: Summer and Treason

Chapter 52: Naomi and NEA

Chapter 53: Derek’s Destiny

Chapter 54: Jacob and Fishing

Chapter 55: Summer and Byron

Chapter 56: Naomi and the Headlines

Chapter 57: Derek and the Test

Chapter 58: Jacob and Selling Short

Chapter 59: Summer and Hell on Earth

Chapter 60: Naomi and Wall Street

Chapter 61: Derek Goes on a Cruise

Chapter 62: Jacob and the Ex is Gone

Chapter 63: Summer’s Nightmare

Chapter 64: Naomi and Union Money

Chapter 65: Derek and the Landing

Chapter 66: Jacob and Happy Wife, Happy Life

Chapter 67: Summer Goes to Market

Chapter 68: Naomi’s the Solution

Chapter 69: Derek and the Chosen Ones

Chapter 70: Jacob and Project Freedom

Chapter 71: Summer and El Morro

Chapter 72: Naomi Begs for Donations

Chapter 73: Derek and the Stew

Chapter 74: Jacob and the Stock is Down

Chapter 75: Summer and Soda

Chapter 76: Naomi Opposes Psycho Island

Chapter 77: Derek and the Games

Chapter 78: Jacob and to Hell with Everything

Chapter 79: Summer and Race Wars

Chapter 80: Naomi and CCCA

Chapter 81: Derek’s New Family

Chapter 82: Jacob’s Resignation

Chapter 83: Summer Goes on a Scavenger Hunt

Chapter 84: Naomi and Politically Motivated

Chapter 85: Derek and the Prize

Chapter 86: Jacob and the Mercenaries

Chapter 87: Summer and Connor’s Killer

Chapter 88: Naomi and Republican Gun Control

Chapter 89: Derek and Castillo San Felipe del Morro

Chapter 90: Jacob Lands in Sandy Bay

Chapter 91: Summer and the Laughing Gulls

Chapter 92: Naomi and the Ban

Chapter 93: Derek and Joy and Meaning

Chapter 94: Jacob and the Drones

Chapter 95: Summer and 1776

Chapter 96: Naomi, the Extreme Leftist

Chapter 97: Derek and the Aryans Strike Back

Chapter 98: Jacob and Cat Two

Chapter 99: Summer and We’re All on Borrowed Time

Chapter 100: Naomi and the Man about Town

Chapter 101: Derek and into the Storm

Chapter 102: Jacob and Five-Star Accommodations

Chapter 103: Summer and Another Night in Paradise

Chapter 104: Naomi and Man Up

Chapter 105: Derek’s All Alone

Chapter 106: Jacob and Moving On

Chapter 107: Summer and the Sub

Chapter 108: Naomi and the End of a Marriage

Chapter 109: Derek and the Dead

Chapter 110: Jacob and Letting Go

Chapter 111: Summer and Psycho Island

Continue the Story …

For the Reader

Gratitude





 

 

 

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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Derek and the Family Orchard

 

 

“Mornin’, Mom.” Derek kissed his mother on the cheek.

Hannah Reeves stood over the electric stovetop, cooking scrambled eggs. A pitcher of fresh-squeezed orange juice was on the counter. “Good morning, honey,” she replied, not looking at her son.

Derek stared at his mother, his eyes squinting. She was a sturdy woman with thick gray hair. Chubby, not fat, but she looked a little thinner than usual. And she had dark circles around her eyes. “You okay? You look tired.”

Hannah frowned at her son. “Thanks for noticing.”

“You eatin’ enough?”

“That’s my line.” She went back to the eggs. “Put your toast on.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I’m fine.”

Derek raised his eyebrows. “You need me to work the farmers’ market this weekend?”

“I said I’m fine. You got enough to do. Make your toast. Your eggs are almost done.”

Derek eyed his mother one last time, then grabbed the loaf of bread from the counter. “You want any?”

“I already ate.”

Hannah sat with her adult son as he ate his breakfast. The kitchen table was wooden, painted white, made by Derek’s late father. Derek took a gulp of his orange juice.

“You gonna have the George oranges ready for market?” Hannah asked.

Derek set his glass on the table with a smile. “I should have ’em picked and boxed with a day to spare.”

Hannah smiled back. “I remember when we had to hire ten guys for the picking.”

“Good thing we don’t have to anymore. We can’t afford it. And, even if we could, I’m not sure we could find farm labor. Not with UBI.”

“Your dad always struggled to find help. Even before UBI.”

Derek nodded and stood from the table, grabbing his plate and glass. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom. I should get movin’.”

Outside, scattered clouds parted for the rising sun. Birds chirped. Dew covered every surface but would quickly evaporate as the sun took center stage. From the porch of the old farmhouse, Derek surveyed the orchard. Ninety acres of premium farmland in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. The orchard sat on a gently sloped, south-facing hill. Every twenty feet or so, ditches had been dug along the contour lines, berms formed downslope, and trees planted on the berms. The ditches collected valuable water and nutrients to feed the trees planted on the berms. Eight compacted clay ponds had been constructed to collect excess runoff and to feed the trees in times of drought.

Derek walked to the barn, a dilapidated relic of a time long gone. Two large machines were parked inside: the tractor and the picker. The picker was long and tall and sat on four skinny knobby tires. On the right side of the machine, a hose end, large enough to pass a grapefruit, was connected to a track that extended twenty-five feet in the air. Derek climbed on the machine, sat in the captain’s chair, and pressed the Start button.

The touch screen appeared in front of him, the battery-powered engine silent. He used the joystick to drive the machine into the orchard. The picker was very slow. Even in transport mode, it inched forward at less than five miles per hour. Derek drove the picker to the first row of ripe oranges, the right side of the machine and the mechanical hose facing the fruit. He tapped the screen, selecting the speed and the settings.

The hose end came to life, moving up the track, then pivoting forward on a joint into the tree canopy. The hose end suctioned an orange from a branch, then another, and another. The oranges were fed through the hose to a soft conveyer belt and deposited into a cardboard box.

The machine inched forward as it picked the tree clean. Derek dismounted the picker and checked the box in the rear of the machine. He pushed aside the full box for storage later and added an empty box. Every five minutes or so, Derek would need to add another empty box.

While he waited, he used another suction hose, one that wasn’t automated but could be used by humans to vacuum fruit from the orchard floor. As he vacuumed, he smelled the lemongrass and oregano and basil that grew underneath and confused would-be orange pests. Vacuuming was an art as much as it was a science. He had to be careful of his herbs and to avoid gleaning damaged fruit. He had the picker down to a science. The speed he selected on the picker was just enough time for him to hand-vacuum the fruit under the tree and to change the box before the picker moved on to the next orange tree.

A mimosa tree grew between each orange tree, planted for nitrogen fixation and bee fodder. In the last few years, as the weather had warmed, Derek had planted ice cream bean trees for nitrogen fixation instead. Mimosas still grew, but, if the warming trend continued, the ice cream bean tree would be a better selection.

When Derek was born, the orchard was firmly rooted in plant hardiness zone 7. In his early teens, the orchard was in zone 8. During this time he had started experimenting with citrus, eventually breeding two orange varieties hardy enough for their mild Virginia winters, which felt shorter and milder each year. It had been dumb luck really, like hitting the lottery … twice.

He had grown thousands of oranges from seed, the cold weather killing most of them. But some of them had survived. So he had cultivated these trees until they had produced fruit, which had taken about twelve years. Most of the fruit was bitter and of poor quality, but two of the trees produced tasty oranges, and these trees he used to propagate all the orange trees in the orchard.

These two trees produced delicious oranges, but they were slightly different from one another. One ripened in early November and bore smaller, but juicier and sweeter oranges. He currently harvested these oranges. The other ripened two weeks later, produced twice the yield, with larger but less sweet oranges. He had named the orange varieties after his parents. The earlier ripening variety, George oranges, and the later, Hannah oranges. The George oranges produced a decent income, but the Hannah oranges saved the farm every year.

Derek had patented his cold-hardy oranges and had sold the rights to grow them for a small fee. Many local orchards had grown his orange trees, and it produced a modest additional income for him. Seven years ago, a large conglomerate had developed cold-hardy oranges suspiciously identical to Derek’s. Unfortunately, Derek did not have the money to sue a well-connected conglomerate with a full-time legal staff.

Since that time, many of the small orchards that grew his trees were saddled with debt and went out of business, losing to massive mechanized farms and imported fruit. The banks and financial institutions had suppressed commodity prices, hurting the farmers, causing defaults, and placing farms firmly in the grasp of multinational banks. The consumers rarely complained because they wanted cheap food, but they didn’t get cheap food. The low commodity prices only served to allow for a bigger markup for middlemen and grocers. Derek was part of a dying breed of small farmers.

His phone chimed in his pocket. He grabbed his cell and swiped right with his left thumb while still holding the suction hose with his right hand. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself,” April replied. “I’m sorry to bother you. I know you’re busy.”

“I’m not that busy. The picker’s doin’ all the work. I can do my job with one hand tied behind my back.” Derek continued to suction oranges as he spoke with his girlfriend.

“I won’t be able to see you this weekend.”

“I was lookin’ forward to seein’ you.”

“I know. Me too. I’m sorry. We’re prepping for next week’s trial. I’ll be lucky to sleep, much less have the weekend off. Don’t you have Lindsey with you this weekend anyway?”

“I want you both here. It’d be good if Lindsey got to know you better.”

“She probably wants some father-daughter time.”

Derek exhaled. “I doubt that. I don’t think she even wants to visit anymore.”

“That’s not true.”

“I wish it wasn’t. I don’t blame her. She lives in a mansion where she has all the latest gadgets and doesn’t have to lift a finger. She comes here, with no VR room, no butler cleanin’ up after her, and the internet’s slow as molasses in January.”

“She’s a teenager. It’s a phase. She’ll get over it.”

“You’re right.” Derek paused for a moment. “I need to quit my whinin’.”

“I should get back to work. I’ll call you this weekend.”

“Okay.”

“Bye.” April disconnected the call.

Derek replaced his phone in his pocket. The picker shuddered and stopped cold. Derek checked the dashboard screen. It was blank. He turned off the power and waited. He’d been having trouble with the machine overheating. To save itself from frying any important parts, the picker shut down when it got too hot.

His mechanic had told him that the picker was in desperate need of refurbishment and probably needed a new motherboard, but Derek hoped to get through the fall, using the money from the harvest for the repairs. Ten minutes later, he turned on the machine. The picker resumed work, and Derek breathed a sigh of relief.
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Jacob and His Enhanced Family

 

 

The Roths tapped on their tablets as the robot served them breakfast. The dining room table was covered in white linen, a chandelier overhead, antique and ornate plates on display in the nearby china cabinet. Jacob and Rebecca had smoked salmon and eggs benedict and roasted potatoes with chicory and hollandaise sauce. Their boys, David and Ethan, had buttermilk pancakes, bacon, and organic apples. Their eldest child, teenager Lindsey, also had pancakes, but hers were chocolate chip with cinnamon whipped cream.

“Hey, no fair,” David said, scowling at his sister’s breakfast. “Why does she get whipped cream?”

“And chocolate chips. You need to learn to code.” Lindsey grinned at David and took a bite of her pancakes.

“I do know how to code,” David said to Lindsey. “Better than you, stock girl.” He said stock girl under his breath.

“But who has chocolate chip pancakes, and who doesn’t?”

“All the pancakes are good,” said Ethan, the youngest. He looked up at the robot and said, “Thank you for breakfast, Jeeves.”

“You’re very welcome, Master Ethan,” Jeeves replied.

“Make me chocolate chip pancakes now,” David said to the bot.

“Right away, Master David.”

The five-foot-six robot was shaped like a human, with arms and legs and a head roughly proportional to a human being. His aluminum and titanium frame was covered in white and blue plastic, making him look softer and more toylike. Six years ago, when Jacob had purchased the household bot for Rebecca, the bot’s demeanor and British accent had been chosen by Lindsey.

Rebecca looked up from her tablet. “No, Jeeves. Don’t spoil him. Nothing is wrong with the breakfast he has.”

David crossed his arms over his chest, his face reddening. The six-year-old had straight dark hair parted to the side, dark eyes, and a gap where his bottom front baby teeth had fallen out. “That’s not spoiling me. Pancakes cost like one Fed Coin.”

“It’s not about the money.”

“Do you want me to have a bad day?”

“This isn’t a debate.”

“I want chocolate chip pancakes!” David smacked the sides of his fists on the table.

“That’s enough,” Jacob said, glaring at David.

Rebecca took a deep breath, closing her eyes for a moment. “Jeeves isn’t making you another breakfast. That’s final.”

David huffed and pouted, his lower lip protruding.

Jacob held out his coffee cup, never lifting his eyes from his tablet. “More coffee.”

“Right away, sir,” Jeeves said, taking his cup and walking to the kitchen.

Rebecca turned to her daughter. “Don’t forget. You’re at your dad’s this weekend.”

Lindsey set down her fork with a clang. “Do I have to go?”

“You missed last time.”

“But the farm is so boring. And I wanna go to this VR party.”

“I’m sure your dad will be fine with you going to the party.”

“His internet’s too slow for VR.”

“Well, I’ll talk to him. We’ll see what he says.”

“What about the adoption?” Lindsey asked. “Once I’m adopted, I don’t have to go, right?”

With that, Jacob looked up from his tablet, chewing his food.

“He hasn’t agreed to that yet,” Rebecca said.

“Have you even asked him?” Lindsey replied.

“Not yet, but I will. He’ll want to talk to you about it though.”

Lindsey’s eyes widened. “But he’ll be upset.”

“He’ll understand,” Jacob interjected. “It’s for the best. He’ll see that.”

“One step at a time. I’ll talk to him this week,” Rebecca said.

“About the weekend and the adoption?” Lindsey asked.

“Yes.”

David giggled and said in a singsong voice, “Lindsey’s not a Roth. Lindsey’s not a Roth—”

“Lindsey’s already a Roth,” Jacob said, cutting off David’s song. “This is just a formality.”

Lindsey smiled at her stepfather sitting across the table.

Rebecca turned to Jacob and mouthed I love you. Jacob placed his hand atop his wife’s and squeezed. Rebecca was in her late-thirties, but she looked ten years younger, no doubt improved by modern cosmetic surgeries. She was naturally pretty with high cheekbones and bright brown eyes, but she was made flawless by science.

Unwanted fat cells were killed by nanolipo, a technique that injected gold nanoparticles into problem areas, the fat then melted by a laser. Other lasers were used to smooth and to tighten her skin, to remove unwanted veins and stretch marks, and to heal sun damage. Without invasive surgery, she stayed young, … at least in appearance.

“Grandpa doesn’t think Lindsey’s a Roth,” David said with a crooked smirk.

“Yes, he does,” Rebecca replied. “Who told you that?”

“You did.” David paused for a beat. “’Cause you said Lindsey has a different dad.”

“Not another word,” Jacob said, pointing his knife across the table at David.

“Word.”

Jacob shook his head, looking at Rebecca. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Without Jeeves, I’m not sure I could.”

“I love you,” Ethan said to his half sister. “I don’t care if you get adopted.”

“Thanks, peanut,” Lindsey replied.

“That was sweet, Ethan,” Rebecca said.

Five-year-old Ethan beamed at his mother’s approval. Like his brother, he looked like he could be a child actor, with his light-brown hair and big brown eyes, like his mother; whereas David had jet-black hair and dark eyes, like his father.

“Last night, on MeTube, I saw this awesome video about a dog just like Spike,” David announced, jockeying for the spotlight. He tapped on his screen. “Look. It’s so cool.” David handed his tablet to Lindsey.

Lindsey played the video, holding it up so everyone could see.

Jeeves entered the dining room and set Jacob’s cup of coffee in front of him. Then he stood at attention in the back corner of the room, awaiting instruction.

The video footage showed a man breaking a window from the outside and attempting to enter a nicely furnished home. The robotic dog, outfitted with a rotating rifle on its back, shot the man in the head.

Lindsey stopped the video. “That wasn’t very appetizing.”

“I don’t want you watching that violence. I could have Jeeves suspend your access to the internet,” Rebecca said.

“But he was a bad man,” David said.

“Wouldn’t it be better if the dog just called the police or used a Taser?” Rebecca asked. “What if that was the owner of the house? What if he was locked out?”

David shook his head. “That was a bad man. He had on a mask. All the bots know faces anyway. He was prob’ly a murderer.”

“Where are you learning these things?”

“It’s normal for enhanced kids,” Jacob whispered to Rebecca. “Mayer’s kids did the same thing. They just grow up faster.”

“I know, but he’s only six,” Rebecca whispered back.

David gulped his milk. “Can we put a gun on Spike?”

“We’re not putting a gun on Spike,” Rebecca said.

“I could program Spike to bite their junk,” Lindsey said.

The boys howled, milk shooting from David’s nose.

Rebecca laughed too. “We’re not doing that either.”

Jacob stood up from the table and held out his coffee cup. “Put this in a travel mug.”

The bot approached Jacob, took the cup, and responded, “Right away, sir.”

“You’re leaving already?” Rebecca asked.

“I’d rather stay home, but I have a ton to do before the Bilderberg Meeting on Friday,” Jacob said.

“Is that this week?”

“Afraid so.”

“You’re invited this year?”

Jacob stiffened. “Dad wants me there for the after-meetings.”

“It’s a waste of your time,” Rebecca replied.

“Maybe. I’m hoping to secure financing while I’m there.”
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Summer Stock

 

 

Summer sat on the toilet, peeing on a stick. She washed her hands and checked the tiny digital screen on the stick. Nothing yet. She leaned on the sink and stared into the mirror. Summer’s wavy brown hair touched her shoulders. She had a round face with wide-set blue eyes, a prominent nose, and glowing skin.

Do I even want a baby? I’m not getting any younger. She’d just turned thirty last month. Can we afford it? Summer sighed. It’s never a good time. She checked the digital readout again, the result now clear. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a few seconds, not sure how to feel. Summer placed the test in the bathroom wastebasket, shoving it to the bottom and covering it with the existing trash.

She padded to the kitchen. Her fiancé, Connor, sat at the breakfast table, eating cereal, watching his tablet. He worked for Next Generation Robotics as an entry level programmer, specializing in household bots.

“Good morning,” Summer said without conviction.

“Morning,” Connor mumbled, his eyes glued to the shadowy figure on the screen, aka Braveheart. Connor’s hero.

The kitchen was tiny, barely enough room for their table for two. Summer turned sideways to pass between Connor’s chair and the counter. She filled up her water bottle and grabbed a banana.

“Now, with every wealthy couple designing their own superspecial bundle of joy, the gap between the haves and the have-nots continues to widen.” Braveheart’s rant was apropos.

“I need to talk to you,” Summer said.

Braveheart continued, his voice digitized to protect him or her from the authorities. “We continue to fall behind, and that’s exactly the plan.”

“Can you turn that off?”

Connor held up one finger, still mesmerized by Braveheart.

Summer sat across from Connor, eating her banana, as Braveheart finished his rant.

“The elites don’t need us anymore. Robots do the work we used to do. They do it better, cheaper, faster, and without any bitching and complaining. The elites don’t need or want us to train for the new economy. They have us chipped, tracked, and using the same currency worldwide. Now they want us to shut up and to accept our fate.” Braveheart paused. “Until next time, stay safe and watch your back.”

Connor stopped the video and looked up from his tablet. He had a handsome face: blue eyes, a strong chin, and a perpetual stubble. He wasn’t overweight, but his body was soft and doughy from his sedentary lifestyle. “You gotta listen to the beginning of that before they erase it. It was crazy.”

“The NSA’s probably monitoring everyone who watches Braveheart,” Summer said. “It’s illegal hate speech.”

“It’s not illegal to listen to hate speech.”

Summer shrugged. “I think you’re tempting fate.”

“Stop being such a drone. Nothing’s gonna happen. Too many people watch his videos.”

“If you say so.”

“Did you know that the first designer babies were made in 2019?”

“Really?”

“It was in the video. These Chinese scientists removed the CCR5 gene to be resistant to diseases linked to chronic inflammation. Then they found out that removing that gene gave people better memories. And they were using the DEC5 genetic mutation way back then.”

“The mutation to reduce the amount of sleep people need?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought the first enhanced babies were in 2032?” Summer said.

Connor had a crooked grin. “You’re so PC. You can call ’em designer babies. I’m not gonna tell Big Brother.”

“I’d rather not get in the habit. I see a lot of enhanced people at work. Can you imagine what would happen to me if I called someone a designer baby? I’d be fired in a nanosecond.”

“This PC bullshit is out of control.”

“I agree, but this is the world we live in.”

“Unfortunately.” Connor rubbed the back of his neck. “Anyway, you’re right in a sense that the first designer babies were in 2032. The earlier models focused on disease prevention for the most part. It wasn’t nearly as much of an advantage as the ones in 2032. Braveheart talked a little about how they’re eighteen now, and almost every one of them is super successful. Half of them already graduated college. A lot of them have corporate and government jobs. Almost all the Olympic gymnasts are designer babies. They’re totally dominating high school sports now. In the next few years, they’ll start dominating college sports, then the pros. Must be nice to be a designer baby.”

“Do you think a natural baby can compete?”

“A stock baby? Hell no. I would not wanna have a stock baby.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Now I can’t say stock baby? I don’t get how that’s offensive. I’m a stock baby. You’re a stock baby. We’re all stock babies.”

“It’s upsetting to people. It’s belittling.” Summer discreetly wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. Connor didn’t notice. Summer stood from the table. “I should go.”

Connor furrowed his brows. “Are you mad at me?”

“No, it’s getting late. I need to hurry if I’m gonna finish my run before work.”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

Summer nodded and left the apartment. The park was only a few blocks from her apartment. She jogged on the sidewalk, passing apartment buildings, restaurants, hotels, and commercial high-rises. A digital billboard urged Americans to vote in the midterm elections. Real Americans vote. Exercise your right to vote today, 11-5-2050! The ad portrayed a diverse group of people wearing I Voted T-shirts and big smiles.

Facial recognition cameras hung from every stoplight and every corner of every building, covering every square inch of Arlington, Virginia, deterring most would-be criminals.

The traffic was moderate and flowed efficiently, with perfect spacing between vehicles, given that most of the automobiles were autonomous. Driving wasn’t the American pastime that it once was. With high energy prices, many people worked remotely, as well as played at home in VR. As a result, fewer people owned cars, preferring to use autonomous car services as needed.

A few trucks rattled by with their diesel engines, but most of the vehicles were silent, running on batteries. Some thought the Greater Depression of the 2020s was sparked by rising interest rates, exposing shale oil companies as insolvent. Most of those companies went bankrupt. They’d already exhausted the profitable oil fields, and what was left was not economical without the cheap money to finance their Ponzi schemes.

Their bankruptcies—and the subsequent decline in oil production—destroyed the myth of American energy abundance and created shortages, which led to a spike in the prices of all commodities. The shortages were exacerbated by government-enforced rationing, which caused a panic and further hoarding and even higher pricing.

Ultimately, the high commodity prices popped the worldwide stock and debt bubble, leading to the decade-long Greater Depression. After that, rich people bought electric cars. Poor people bought bicycles.

The Washington & Old Dominion Railroad Regional Park was built on an old railroad bed, with massive powerlines overhead. It boasted forty-five miles of nearly straight running and biking paths. The asphalt was cracking, but that fact kept the bike traffic to a minimum. Despite the many fissures and imperfections, Summer glided along the trail, expertly adjusting her stride as needed. She passed walkers, joggers, and even a few bikes. The powerlines hummed. Traffic was still audible beyond the narrow buffer of the woods.

She felt strong. Fast. She competed in the eight-hundred-meter run in college. Summer wondered if she’d even make the team today, given the domination of the enhanced athletes. She tried not to think about the baby. Her stock baby. Even if they could afford an enhanced baby, this baby would be stock.

Enhanced babies were planned, the fertilized eggs enhanced in a lab, and implanted in the mother. The wealthy mostly birthed enhanced children. Surrogates were common as many wealthy women didn’t want to subject their bodies to pregnancy and childbirth.

Only poor people had unplanned pregnancies. They’re like animals. They can’t control themselves. That’s what the wealthy mothers at the hospital said about the poor mothers and their stock babies. Of course, they never used the term stock. Natural was the correct term. They were too classy to use lower-class slang.

Early in her career, Summer had worked as an obstetrics nurse. She had helped doctors deliver enhanced and natural babies alike. The haves and the have-nots shared the nursery space in those first few days of life. She wondered if that would be the first and last time they’d be considered equal.
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Naomi Sets the Stage

 

 

The afternoon sun glowed orange in the background. Naomi Sutton’s rented and autonomous limousine drove adjacent to the Manhattan Sea Wall. The massive concrete dike was constructed to stop the flooding that plagued the city in the 2030s.

“It’s a mistake to announce now,” Vernon said.

“I would think this would be a perfect opportunity,” Alan replied, referring to the buzz around Naomi’s reelection to the House of Representatives.

“We discussed it, but ultimately we decided that there’s too much noise to drown us out. Naomi?”

Naomi turned from the tinted window to her chief of staff. “I agree, but we can’t wait too long. Money’s an issue.”

“How much money do you need to run a competitive presidential campaign?” Alan asked.

“Competitive? Shit, we’re running to win,” Vernon said.

Naomi glanced at Vernon; he winked back at her. Vernon wore a tailored black suit. He was always well-appointed. Manicured beard. Fresh fade. Built. Beautiful caramel skin. He looked a decade younger than his forty-five years.

“Of course,” Alan replied.

Naomi turned her gaze from Vernon to her husband. “We need a lot more than we have.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you.” Alan grasped her hand and squeezed. “I’m so proud of you.”

“We still have a long way to go to reach the promised land.”

“It’s good to stop and smell the roses.”

“I’d rather keep my eye on the prize.”

“Then I’ll keep my eye on you.” Alan squeezed her hand again, then looked at Vernon. “When do you think Corrinne will announce?”

“Within the next week or so would be my guess,” Vernon replied.

“She’s the woman to beat, right?”

“My money’s on Naomi.”

Alan smiled. “Mine too, but my family doesn’t own Next Generation Robotics.”

Vernon chuckled. “Corrinne does have that robot money. But she doesn’t have the right ideas. Nothing is more powerful than an idea whose time has come.”

“Victor Hugo.”

Vernon nodded to Alan. “Damn straight.”

They often bantered like friendly rivals. People who didn’t know them thought Vernon was Naomi’s husband and Alan was her chief of staff. Even in 2050, with racism relegated to the dark corners of society, people were still surprised she had married a white man.

“It all depends on whether or not the party’s ready for socialism,” Naomi said.

“Democratic socialism,” Alan said with a grin.

“Sixteen new democratic socialists were elected in the midterms,” Vernon said. “We’re definitely gaining ground.”

 

* * *

 

Two hours later, Naomi stood on stage at the convention center. A banner hung behind her that read Naomi Sutton, Congress, New York’s 12th District. The audience was packed with voters and supporters, enjoying the collective victory. Naomi waited for the cheering to dissipate.

“Thank you so much for coming tonight. And thank you for trusting me to represent your interests. When I first started in congress, I thought if I worked hard and proposed good policies, I could make a difference. Now that I’m on my fourth term, my outlook has changed. I know the ins and outs of the DC swamp. I’ve seen the corruption of congresspeople, senators, and even presidents. I’ve seen corporate lobbyists buying and selling politicians, the same politicians who claim to represent the people.

“We no longer have democracy in this country. We have a fascist system that benefits the wealthy and the powerful.” Naomi paused for effect. “I have to say, capitalism has been quite successful.”

The audience went quiet, followed by hushed whispering.

“You heard me right,” Naomi said. “Capitalism has succeeded beyond my wildest dreams.”

Hissing and a few boos erupted from the audience.

Naomi waited for the crowd to quiet. “You’re probably thinking, That’s not true, Naomi. But it is. The goal of capitalism is to take from the many and to give to the few, to concentrate money and power at the top of the pyramid. The goal of capitalism is for powerful companies and individuals to take as much of the pie as possible. The rich get richer, and the poor get poorer.

“By my estimation, that’s exactly what’s happened. The largest companies grow larger. The wealthiest men grow wealthier. And they do this at the expense of everyone else. I, for one, am tired of watching the middle class being destroyed, jobs being outsourced to robots, and our environment being polluted. We live here too.”

The crowd cheered.

Naomi smiled at her constituents but motioned with her hands to quiet the crowd again. “I will continue to fight for you, but I can’t do it alone. I need you to fight for what’s fair and just and equitable. I need you to support not just my campaign but other democratic socialists as well. Together, we can take back our country.”





 

 

 

5

Derek and the Boys

 

 

The mechanical picker suctioned oranges from the tree, the hose moving up and down and forward and back with the precision of a 3-D printer. Derek used the handheld hose attachment to suction undamaged oranges from the ground. The four-wheel machine inched forward, making efficient work of the harvest. Satisfied that he’d gleaned the suitable oranges from the ground, he hung the hose on the machine.

Knowing he had a minute to rest before the picker moved to the next tree, he twisted his torso, stretching his lower back. He needed to be careful about bending over all day when running the suction hose. He was still young at thirty-eight, but not that young.

As Derek stretched, he glanced up at the morning sun, already bright yellow and glorious. Something caught his eye, something in the treetops a few rows over. Something big. Derek paused the picker and walked between the rows of trees. He frowned at the two skinny boys hiding in the center of an orange tree, about twelve feet up. They looked to be about ten years old, both dirty, one tan, the other pale.

“This is private property. What are you two doin’?” Derek asked.

“Um, … nothin’. We just wanted to climb. That ain’t a crime,” the tan boy said.

“You’re stealin’ my oranges. Get down before you hurt yourself.”

The boys climbed down the tree, their faces solemn. Their shorts’ pockets bulged with round oranges. The tan boy wore a backpack, no doubt also filled with oranges.

“Shouldn’t you be at school?” Derek asked.

“Don’t you know nothin’?” the tan boy asked with a scowl. “Everyone goes online, unless you’re rich.”

“Shouldn’t you be in front of a computer then?”

“We go at night,” the pale boy said. “Internet’s cheaper at night.”

“Where do you two live?” Derek asked.

The pale kid pointed to the government-assisted apartment building in the distance. “Over there at Hillside Grove.”

“Don’t tell him that,” the tan boy said through gritted teeth.

“Do your parents know you’re here?” Derek asked.

“We can do whatever we want.”

“How would you like it if I stole somethin’ from you?”

The boys didn’t respond, staring at their dirty sneakers.

“What are your names?”

Still no response.

“I’m Derek.”

Still nothing.

Derek took off his wide-brimmed hat. “You’re not in trouble, but we need to make a deal.”

The boys looked up.

“What kinda deal?” the tan boy asked.

“The kind that’s good for both of us,” Derek said. “But I don’t make deals with people I don’t know. Again, what are your names?”

“I’m Ricky,” the pale boy said.

“Nice to meet you, Ricky,” Derek said.

Ricky wore a stained baseball cap and had a splash of freckles under his eyes and across his nose.

Derek looked to the tan boy. “And you?”

The boy shrugged. “Carlos.”

“Nice to meet you, Carlos.”

Carlos had dark eyes, disheveled brown hair, and teeth covered with a yellow film.

Derek said, “Here’s the thing. I don’t make much money. It’s a struggle to keep this farm goin’ year after year. If I let people steal from me, it makes it difficult to stay in business and to take care of my family. You understand?”

“We only took a few. You have lots of oranges,” Carlos said.

“How many do you have?”

“Like four.” Carlos looked down at his bulging pockets.

“That all? What about your backpack?”

Carlos blushed. “Maybe like ten.”

Derek arched his eyebrows.

“Okay, maybe fifteen.”

“I sell these oranges for half a Fed Coin each. That means you stole seven and a half Fed Coins from me. That’s enough for a decent meal. How would you like it if I came to your house and took your dinner?”

“Go ahead and try,” Carlos said, his arms crossed over his chest.

“What if I told you there was a way to have all the fruit you can eat without stealin’ a single orange?”

“How?”

“I’ll show you. Come on.” Derek walked back to the mechanical picker.

The boys followed.

“That’s so cool,” Ricky said, gazing at the picker.

“Only rich people have robots,” Carlos said.

Derek ignored the comment and pointed to the row behind the picker. “This row has already been harvested up to this point, but good oranges are still on the ground. It’s fruit that I can’t sell because it might be oddly shaped or slightly damaged, but it still tastes great. You two are welcome to take as many as you like but only the leftover fruit after the picker has been through. Understand?”

The boys smiled from ear to ear.

“That’s way more than we can eat,” Ricky said.

“You didn’t hear this from me because it’s illegal, but you could sell the extras to your neighbors,” Derek said. “Say ten for a Fed Coin. It’s up to you, what you think they can pay, but you’re young enough that, if you do get caught, you won’t get into too much trouble.”

“I bet we could make like twenty Fed Coins in a few hours,” Carlos said, still grinning.

Derek grabbed two empty boxes from the back of the picker. “Here. You can use these boxes. I have an old hand cart you can borrow to take your haul home with you.”

“Thanks, Derek!” Ricky said.

“If I were you, I’d keep our little agreement a secret. You wouldn’t want other people to take your fruit.”

“Yeah, don’t tell anyone,” Carlos said to Ricky.

“I won’t,” Ricky replied, annoyed.

The boys went to work, and Derek went back to the picker, restarting the machine. Shortly thereafter, his cell phone chimed. Derek answered while suctioning oranges from the ground, leaving the imperfect ones for the boys. He grabbed his phone and checked the caller ID. It was the call he’d been dreading. The one where Lindsey backed out of her visit at the last minute, and Rebecca made an excuse for her.

Derek swiped right. “Hey, Becca.”

“Hello, Derek. I’m calling to let you know that Lindsey won’t be able to visit this weekend. She has a very important school project, and she needs VR access. I know your internet doesn’t have the capability for reliable VR.”

“It’s slow and pixelated, but it’ll work.”

“Well, like I said, it’s a very important school project, and I don’t want her hindered by an unreliable internet.”

Derek sighed. “I’d like to see her. She missed last time. I feel like we’re driftin’ apart.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Rebecca took a deep breath. “I have something else to tell you, but I need you to be calm and open-minded.”

“Okay?”

“Lindsey wants Jacob to adopt her.”

“What? You can’t be serious.” Derek’s entire body tensed. He hung the hose on the picker and paused the machine. “Where’s this comin’ from?”

“Well, … from all of us. Jacob has grown very close to her over the years, and I think it’s a good idea. It’s been hard for her to fit in with the extended family, and this is a step in the right direction.”

“That’s bullshit. If they don’t accept her now, then they don’t deserve her.”

“I agree, but it’s complicated. Bloodlines are very important to them. A large trust fund is given to Roth children. If Jacob doesn’t adopt Lindsey before her eighteenth birthday, she’ll be ineligible for the trust fund.”

Derek pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. “It’s always about money.”

“No, this is about Lindsey.”

“We could’ve made it. You didn’t have to leave.”

“Derek, stop.”

“I’m still hangin’ on here. We could’ve been happy. We wouldn’t be rich, but we would’ve been happy.”

“Let’s not do this. It was eight years ago. What’s done is done.”

“Are you happy?” Derek paced, his gaze on the ground.

“This isn’t about me.”

“Answer the question.”

Rebecca hesitated for a beat. “Yes. I’m very happy.”

“I guess it all worked out for you then.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t make me feel guilty for taking responsibility for my life.”

“Responsibility? That’s priceless comin’ from someone who doesn’t have to work. Shit, you don’t even have to be a mom with that robot.”

“How dare you. You have no idea. I left because I wanted more for my life, but you were happy with the status quo. And now you’re holding back our daughter. She’ll be set for life. She’ll be able to do whatever she wants to do. Don’t you want that for her?”

“She’s my only child. I don’t wanna lose her,” Derek said.

“All the more reason to do what’s best for her,” Rebecca replied.

“I wanna talk to her.”

“She getting ready for school.”

“You want me to sign her over, like a used car, and I can’t even talk to her for five minutes?”

Rebecca let out a breath. “Fine. Hold on.”

A minute later, Lindsey spoke with a tremor in her voice, “Hello? Dad?”

“Hey, honey. Your mom told me about the adoption. Is this what you want?” Derek felt a lump forming in his throat.

Lindsey hesitated for a moment. “It doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

“But you do want Jacob to adopt you?”

“I’m sorry, Dad.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry. I wish I would’ve been a better …” Derek swallowed hard. “I have to go.”

“Then you’ll let Jacob adopt me?”

“It’s a big decision. Can I think about it?”

“Yeah.” Disappointment was evident in her voice.

“I have to go.” Derek disconnected the call and started to throw his phone in frustration but thought better of it midwindup. He didn’t have the money for a replacement.





 

 

 

6

Jacob and the Bilderberg Meeting

 

 

The Grove Hotel was only eighteen miles from London, yet isolated on three hundred acres of Hertfordshire countryside. The hotel was once a mansion, the former home of the Earls of Clarendon. The exterior had been impeccably restored to its eighteenth-century glory, with the inside updated to cater to the most discerning guest.

Jacob stood in the ornate lobby, watching the hallway as a few attendees filtered out. Twenty minutes ago, it had been like a who’s who of power players. Kings, queens, princes, prime ministers, premiers, commissioners, CEOs, central bankers, government ministers, chancellors, congresspeople, senators, and cabinet members. Security was tight. It had taken Jacob nearly an hour to go through three checkpoints and two searches.

The attendees fell into one of three categories: old banking money, politicians bought by said old banking money, and up-and-comers. The up and comers were the wild cards, the people with the potential to upset the established power structure. They were invited and shown the hierarchy, given the opportunity to benefit from the can’t-lose system.

There’d been rogue elites, against the status quo, but they’d never had enough power to effectively oppose the families who owned the world. These families could give away their money and their land and then, with a few taps on a keyboard, buy it back again.

This year, three up-and-comers were the prime ones to watch: Zhang Jun, the CEO of the Bank of China (North American Division); Corrinne Powers, the Democratic senator from Virginia, probably the next POTUS; and Truman Bradshaw, the CEO of Thorium Unlimited, the growing worldwide energy supplier. Of the three, Truman Bradshaw posed the biggest threat to the existing power structure.

Jacob checked his watch again—7:18. The last session of the Bilderberg Meeting finished at seven, but still he saw no sign of his brothers or his father. He’d tried texting them but got no response. They were supposed to meet in the lobby at seven, but maybe he’d misunderstood. They were supposed to have dinner in the hotel, but maybe they’d gone to London.

Or more likely they were networking with important people, too busy to bother returning his texts. Jacob felt like a puppy waiting for his owner. He continued to watch the hallway as attendees filtered out. Only the elite of the elite were invited. Jacob would’ve loved to have been a fly on the wall. He’d been invited to the hotel by his father, but Jacob’s status as CEO of a failing government-sponsored enterprise wasn’t prestigious enough to garner an invite to the meeting.

Jacob finally saw his father, Nathan, walking down the hallway with Randal Montgomery. Jacob smoothed his suit and straightened his tie. The Democratic congressman from South Carolina shook Nathan’s hand with a big grin, then walked past Jacob, as if he were invisible.

Jacob approached and said, “Father.”

Nathan narrowed his dark eyes, looking down on his son. “Jacob.” They shook hands. Nathan was average-size, but still taller than Jacob by two inches. He had big bushy eyebrows, thinning grayish-white hair, and a perpetually downturned mouth that rarely smiled in Jacob’s company.

“How did it go today?” Jacob asked.

Nathan nodded ruefully. “Much work needs to be done. Still many opponents to the world peace we’ve engineered.”

Laughing came from the hall. Jacob’s brothers, Mayer and Eric, appeared with Truman Bradshaw, all smiles and dissipating laughter. Mayer and Eric wore dark suits, as did most attendees, but Truman wore a purple polo and khakis. This wasn’t surprising. Truman had a reputation for nonconformity. They said their goodbyes and shook hands.

Truman exited the hotel, and the brothers approached Jacob and Nathan. Mayer, the eldest, was tall, dark-haired, and handsome. Eric, the youngest, had an average build, with a small paunch and a squinty smile. Unfortunately Jacob, the middle son, looked more like Eric.

“Jacob,” Mayer said, still grinning. “How was your flight?”

“Long,” Jacob replied, accepting a hug from his older brother.

“Didn’t you fly hypersonic?” Eric asked. “It’s only an hour and a half flight from New York to London.”

“I’m not rich like you.”

“Come on.” Eric knitted his brows. “You can’t tell me that the CEO of Housing Trust can’t afford a hypersonic flight.”

“I can afford a lot of things. That doesn’t make it prudent to buy them,” Jacob replied.

“Touché, brother.” Eric hugged Jacob.

 

* * *

 

The Roth men settled around a square table in the hotel restaurant. Aptly named the Glasshouse, the restaurant boasted floor-to-ceiling glass windows along the length of the building. Despite the darkness outside, tasteful lighting illuminated a nice view of the kitchen garden and formal pools. A spattering of Bilderberg attendees were also in the restaurant, but the parties were seated discreetly, and everyone kept to themselves, adhering to the unspoken rule: what happens in the Bilderberg Meetings stays in the Bilderberg Meetings.

A robotic waitress rolled to their table. The bottom half of the robot was a tapered block, covered with a dark dress, four wheels underneath. The top half looked like a female torso, with arms and a human-size head. The titanium and aluminum frame was covered in silicone, with wavy dark hair to her shoulders. She didn’t look perfectly human, nor was she meant to for this purpose. She was made to replace servers, but her model was only used in high-end restaurants. Most restaurants used a boxy waist-high robot that looked like a small van. Customers had to remove their food from the tray atop the robot.

The waitress took their orders, sending the message automatically to the robotic cooks. Then she moved on to another table.

The Roth men spent most of the meal talking about Mayer’s and Eric’s families. Wives, children, and vacations. To the unaware, the Roth brothers looked like three successful middle-aged men out to dinner with their father.

During dessert, Mayer asked Jacob, “How are David and Ethan?”

“They’re good,” Jacob replied, glancing up from his crème brûlée. “Lindsey’s doing well too.”

Nathan grunted at the mention of Lindsey.

“How old is Lindsey now?” Mayer asked, trying to recover from his faux pas.

“Sixteen,” Jacob replied.

“She wasn’t at the last family reunion, was she?” Eric asked.

Jacob set down his fork with a clang, staring through his circular glasses. “She couldn’t make it.”

Eric nodded, as if he were just figuring something out. “She was with her father, right?”

Jacob clenched his jaw, unresponsive.

“I don’t know how you do it. I certainly couldn’t.”

“Do what?”

“Raise another man’s child.”

Nathan blew out a ragged breath, the old man no longer eating, as if the idea of Jacob raising another man’s child made him sick.

Mayer scowled at his youngest sibling. “That’s uncalled for.”

Eric showed his palms. “I was complimenting Jacob. He’s a bigger man than me.”

“How’s Rebecca doing?” Mayer asked, trying to change the subject.

“She’s great,” Jacob said. “Has her hands full with the boys, but she loves being a mother.”

“Not much to it these days,” Eric said. “Abigail lets the nanny bot do all the domestic chores. She still has plenty of time to be a great wife, mother, and pursue her passions. She’s actually writing a romance novel.”

“Is she better than the robot writers?”

Eric chuckled. “Touché again, brother.”

“I read a robot-written thriller on the plane ride over,” Mayer said. “It was a little formulaic, but it wasn’t bad.”

After dessert and bourbon, the restaurant was empty except for the Roths. Jacob hoped with the relative privacy and the relaxed inhibitions, he could complete his mission.

Jacob cleared his throat. “Housing Trust could be a good investment.”

“Not yet,” Eric said, grinning.

“The stock price is reasonable since the last downturn. If I can turn it around, it’ll be—”

Nathan set his bourbon on the table. “No. We’re not buying American companies at the moment.”

“Since when?” Jacob asked.

“The socialist agenda of the New World Order is bearing fruit,” Eric said.

“Really?” Jacob narrowed his eyes in disbelief. “I know some democratic socialists were elected in the midterms, but the US is still a capitalist country.”

“Not for long, according to the trends,” Mayer said. “Based on the demographics, death rates, and the trending preferences, we think the US will be a socialist country before 2060.”

“We’ve done quite well under socialist regimes,” Jacob said.

“No doubt about that,” Mayer replied. “We’re simply trying to avoid the inevitable crash during the final transition. We’ll buy important land and companies when the time is right.”

“When there’s blood in the streets,” Eric added with a crooked grin.

“Have we been selling US securities?” Jacob asked.

Eric nodded. He would know. He was the head of Roth Holdings North America. “Slowly. We’d rather not cause a panic.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’m telling you now.”

Jacob rubbed his temples. “Then I’m going down with the ship.”

“The Chinese are still buying,” Mayer said. “They might be interested in an equity position. Eric could get you a meeting with Zhang Jun.”

Jacob turned to Eric.

“I suppose I could,” Eric said.

Jacob nodded. “Thank you.”

“Arranging deck chairs on the Titanic,” Nathan said.

“I’d rather help you at Roth Eurozone,” Jacob told his father, “or I’d take a position at the World Bank or the BIS.” The BIS was the Bank of International Settlements in Switzerland.

Nathan shook his head. “No.”

“I’d be willing to work for Mayer in Hong Kong,” Jacob said.

“No. You’re right where we need you to be.”

“I’ll be out of a job soon.”

Nathan shook his head again. “Stop being so melodramatic. The US government won’t let a GSE fail. Too much is at stake. They’ll nationalize the company.”

Housing Trust was a Government-Sponsored Enterprise, receiving federal subsidies and loans in return for partial ownership and adherence to regulations to maintain their preferred status.

“They’ll give us a bailout or subsidies, but they can’t outright nationalize,” Jacob said.

“Semantics,” Nathan continued. “Bailouts are de facto nationalizations. You know that. We create the money, and the US government doles it out. The US government will own Housing Trust, but we own the US government. If all goes well, you’ll likely find yourself as the treasury secretary. And you’ll be in the perfect position to make sure the one-world-currency survives the transition.”

“What makes you think I’d want to be treasury secretary? I make fifteen times what the treasury secretary does. You’re making these plans that include me and my family without even telling me.”

“We weren’t sure of the direction of the US, but, after what we saw today, we are now,” Mayer said. “We didn’t want to alarm you until we knew for sure.”

Jacob stared at his father. “What makes you think I want to be front and center of this shitstorm?”

“You’re welcome to do as you wish, but I don’t have to give you a job in this company or at any of the major banks,” Nathan said.

Jacob opened his mouth to speak but shut it instead.

Nathan leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, glaring at Jacob. “If you ever want to take over Roth Eurozone, I suggest you pay your dues. We’ve done very well in communist and socialist countries, but the timing has to be right. We have to be out of the US markets before the downturn, and we have to do this without triggering a crash or a major spike in precious metals. Then we have to be in position to buy strategic businesses, land, and resources at the bottom. This often requires cooperation with the government as markets are illiquid in these situations. Ideally, the socialist government survives the transition, but whatever government arises from the ashes, whether it be free-market capitalist or communist or anything in between, it uses our money and only our money. To ensure our business interests are protected, we need people in key positions of power within the US government.”

“This isn’t 1930. Americans aren’t self-sufficient anymore. Half of them would be undernourished without UBI.” Jacob looked around to make sure nobody was listening. “If this happens, millions—no, tens of millions—of people will die, and nearly everybody will be impoverished.”

Eric and Mayer had the decency to look down, uncomfortable or ashamed at profiting from pain.

However, Nathan was unabashed. “It’s unfortunate, but it’s coming whether we like it or not. We can either profit from it or watch as someone else does.”

“What am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Jacob asked.

“You need to meet with Naomi Sutton,” Nathan said.

“The socialist congresswoman?”

“Given the data we’ve recently obtained, we think there’s an outside chance she might win the presidency. If so, she might be the perfect candidate to further our interests and to bring this destiny to fruition quickly.”

“Why me? Eric has a whole division of lobbyists at Roth North America.”

“She hasn’t been amenable to our advances. You’re the head of a Government-Sponsored Enterprise that finances low-income housing. She’s a socialist who thinks housing is a human right.”
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Summer and The Resistance

 

 

A knock came at their apartment door. Connor opened the door and stepped aside for Javier. They formed two-thirds of The Resistance, as they called themselves. Their conspiracy group wasn’t nearly as serious as it sounded. Mostly they ate junk food and talked shit about the government. Summer set a bowl of chips and salsa on the coffee table.

“Hi, Javier,” Summer said with a smile.

“Hey, girl.” He smiled back, but it was forced, his voice unenthusiastic. Despite the half-hearted attempt, Javier had a nice smile with big luscious lips. He had thick curly hair tied back in a tight ponytail, high cheekbones, big brown eyes, and a thin build. If not for the strong jaw and the protruding Adam’s apple, he could pass for female.

“You okay, dude?” Connor asked.

Javier sat on the couch. “I got an SCS violation. Lost ten points. Whatever, I don’t give a shit about my social score, but they hit my fuckin’ UBI for 5 percent.”

Connor sat on one of the chairs opposite the couch. “Shit. That sucks.”

Summer sat in a matching chair next to Connor.

“Yeah. I also gotta fuckin’ message from the SCA, reminding me that, by installing a chip, I could boost my SCS and my UBI payment.” The Social Credit Administration—in conjunction with the IRS—administered taxes, UBI payments, and social credit scores. “They’ve been trying to get me to install a chip forever.”

“The chip’s not so bad.” Connor held up his right hand. “I didn’t get the tracker option.” Between Connor’s thumb and index finger was a rice-size RFID chip that doubled as his driver’s license, birth certificate, voter registration, passport, credit cards, bank account, checkbook, car keys, and social credit score.

“Shit, I bet everyone with a chip got the tracker regardless.” Javier shifted his gaze to Summer. “You don’t have a chip, do you?”

“I’m chip-free,” Summer replied, holding up her hands and wiggling her fingers. “When I was little, my dad refused to let my school insert one, and he’s always been adamantly against them. I guess it rubbed off.”

“It’s dumb though,” Connor said. “We’re all still chipped, whether you carry the card or have the implant. You get bonuses on your SCS and a higher UBI payment if you get the implant. The extra Fed Coins add up over time.”

“Yeah, but you don’t have to take the card with you,” Javier said.

“It doesn’t matter. If they wanna find you, they’ll find you. You can’t buy anything without your card, and the facial recognition cameras are everywhere.”

“It’s the principle.”

“I guess.” Connor rolled his eyes. “What did you do anyway?”

“To get the violation?”

“Yeah.”

“I was arguing with this douchebag on Chirper about Psycho Island.”

“Did you want something to drink?” Summer asked, standing from her chair.

“Anything with alcohol.”

Summer went to the kitchen and grabbed a six-pack from the fridge. She knew Mark would be there soon, and she didn’t feel like getting up again. Her feet ached from the double she had pulled last night. She returned to the living room and set the six-pack on the table. Summer grabbed a beer for herself and sat next to Connor again.

“I told that punk ass the truth,” Javier said, shaking his head. “Nobody believes this shit until it happens to them. People think we’re safe because there’s no crime and the psychos get a one-way ticket to a fuckin’ island.”

Summer opened the can and stared at her beer.

Javier grabbed a beer, opened it, and took a swig.

“You have to be brain dead to think they’re only sending psychos to those islands,” Connor said. “Guaranteed they’re sending antigovernment activists too. They probably fake the psycho test.”

“A hundred percent,” Javier said. “I remember when I was a little kid, people used to say all sorts of crazy shit on the internet. They used to talk about government conspiracies all the time. The Gulf of Tonkin, 9/11, Venezuela, Operation Paperclip, the fuckin’ Lusitania, the USS Liberty.”

“Operation Northwoods. Operation Ajax,” Connor said.

“Exactly. Now people are so fuckin’ afraid. I bet all those people who used to post those conspiracies were sent to the island. Nobody’s left to tell the truth.”

“I bet they sent Roger Kroenig there.”

“A hundred percent.”

“Who’s Roger Kroenig?” Summer asked.

“The ex-congressman who quit midterm because of all the corruption,” Connor said. “He disappeared five years ago. He was huge in the freedom movement.”

Javier nodded in agreement.

“Do you want this?” Summer asked, handing her beer to Connor.

Connor took the beer, his head cocked in confusion. “You don’t want it?”

“No, I don’t feel like drinking.” Summer thought of the life growing inside her.

“I always feel like drinking. I’m surprised it’s still legal.” Javier took another drink from his beer.

“Why would they make it illegal?” Connor asked. “It’s another thing that’s killing us off.”

Javier chuckled and grabbed a few chips from the bowl on the coffee table.

“Do you think they’re using the threat assessments to determine who to send to the island?” Summer asked.

Javier swallowed. “Definitely. The other thing they do is classify people as Unlawful Enemy Combatants. Once they do that, you’re done. No due process. No rights. Nothing. If they say you’re an Unlawful Enemy Combatant, they’ll do whatever the fuck they want with you.”

“The NSA flags certain words and phrases. I’m sure it’s easy to get caught in the net, even if you’re not an activist.” Connor gestured with his beer to Summer. “You should tell Javier about what happened to that guy at the hospital. The one with the yellow threat level.”

Summer looked from Connor to Javier. “We can actually see people’s threat levels. We use them so we know who to be careful with. A few weeks ago, we had a guy come in with a yellow threat level. Almost everyone we see is green and maybe a few blue, but rarely do we get a yellow. Usually when we have a yellow threat, the guy’s brought to the hospital in handcuffs. But this guy came in on his own, and he was a real pain in the ass. Super rude to the doctor and the nurses. We finally had a bot take care of him because nobody could stand to be around him. He broke some things in the room, and the bot reported him. Then he was gone. The police came and took him away. When I looked him up again, his threat level was orange. I’ve never seen an orange before.”

“Man, they snatched him up. I wonder what you gotta do to get red?” Javier asked.

“Kill the president?” Connor asked with a crooked grin.

“Don’t say that shit out loud. You never know, I could be COINTELPRO,” Javier replied with a smirk.

COINTELPRO was an abbreviation derived from the FBI’s Counter Intelligence Program—a series of covert projects conducted from 1956 until 1971, for the purpose of disrupting domestic political groups.

“Wasn’t that on The Underground last night?” Connor referenced the dissident vlog.

Javier nodded. “I love me some Braveheart.”

“I’m surprised they haven’t caught him yet.”

“I bet he’s not even in the US. He’s probably in South America, using a really good VPN.”

Connor’s phone buzzed. He tapped on the screen, his app showing the entrance to the apartment building. He tapped the green button, buzzing his guest inside. “Mark’s here.” Connor went to his apartment door, opened it a crack, and sat back down.

“You gotta ask Mark about this hive mind,” Javier said. “Some scary shit.”

“What’s a hive mind?” Summer asked. “Like everyone thinking the same thing?”

Mark Benson pushed into the apartment, shutting the door behind him.

“Mark, come over here and tell Connor and Summer what you told me about the hive mind,” Javier said.

Mark was tall and pale, overweight, slightly cross-eyed, with a big bushy beard. As Mark approached the couch, his BO wafted over Summer. It wasn’t as bad as usual. He sat on the couch with a groan.

“I have something much bigger to tell you guys,” Mark said, his eyes wide open. Mark grabbed the bowl from the coffee table, put it in his lap, and shoved a fistful of chips into his mouth.

“Seriously, dude?” Javier asked.

“What?” Mark mumbled, his mouth full.

“I thought you had huge news.”

Mark swallowed. “I do.”

“Tell ’em about the hive mind first.”

“Don’t you wanna hear about the biggest news I’ve ever had?”

This wasn’t the first time they’d been tantalized by the biggest news ever. Usually it was bullshit or something they already knew.

“I’d like to hear about the hive mind,” Summer said.

“Me too,” Conner added.

“Fine.” Mark acted miffed, but he loved being the center of attention and the bearer of conspiracy theories, even if it wasn’t in the order he’d like. “The hive mind is a Googleplex project, where they plan to connect human brains directly to the cloud. That would mean these people could speak any language on the planet, could quote any famous poem, and could access infinite information in a nanosecond. These people would be legit cyborgs.”

“Sign me up,” Connor said.

“Fuck that. They’ll use it to control our minds from the inside out,” Javier said.

Mark pointed to Javier. “That’s exactly what they’ll do, and they’ll have no shortage of sheeple to connect to the cloud.”

“They’ll have to get FDA approval,” Summer said. “That could take a decade.”

“Yeah, if it was for profit. This isn’t about profit. It’s about control. The government wants to use this technology. If they want it approved, it’ll be approved. You really think they give a shit about our safety?”

Summer shrugged. “The police do a good job protecting us. Women used to be afraid to walk the streets alone. I go running by myself without a care in the world.”

Mark’s nostrils flared. “Seriously, Summer? We live under the iron grip of tyranny, where criticizing the government might send you on a one-way trip to Psycho Island. We may have a low crime rate according to their statistics, but nobody counts all the rape and murder that happens on the island prisons. They don’t count that for good reason. I bet it’s apocalyptic there.”

“Mark has a point,” Javier said.

“Damn right I do.”

“I have a point too,” Summer said, her voice even. “It’s not black-and-white. Police officers and soldiers and even politicians, they’re people too. Obviously, you have some power-hungry A-holes, but you also have a lot of people who are trying to do the right thing.”

“I think you’re missing the point,” Mark said. “It doesn’t matter that some of these people are nice. Everything that they do is paid for with extortion.”

“Well, I don’t think—”

“What about the big news?” Connor asked, interrupting, eager to quell the growing disagreement between Mark and Summer.

Mark nodded, chewing lazily, like a cow on cud, building suspense in the process. He swallowed and said, “This is the biggest news I’ve ever had.”

The room was quiet.

Then Javier exploded. “Spit it out already.”

Mark said, “My sister got a job working for Jacob Roth, and she’s watching him.”

“The Roth banking family?” Connor asked.

“Yeah. I’m gonna have her install a nanocamera in his office.”

“I’ve never heard of Jacob Roth.”

“He’s the middle brother. The CEO of Housing Trust. The other brothers and the father are the ones who really run things.”

“You really expect us to believe that?” Javier asked.

“It’s true. You can find him on Housing Trust’s website.”

Javier blew out a breath. “No, do you really expect us to believe that your sister is working for him and that she’ll install a nanocamera?”

“I don’t know if she’s gonna install it or not. I’m gonna try to get her to do it though.”

“This sounds suspiciously like the time you supposedly talked to a former NASA scientist, and he admitted that we’ve never been to the moon.”

Mark blushed beet red. “That was true.”

“How about the FBI agent who said that the technology used to make thorium reactors came from aliens?”

“That’s what he told me. I can’t say if it’s true or not.”

“What about the time you met Naomi Sutton?”

Mark crossed his beefy arms over his chest. “I didn’t say I met her. I said I thought I saw her.”

“Come on,” Javier said. “That’s not true.”

“What do you guys think about her?” Summer asked.

“She might be the only honest politician in Washington,” Javier said.

“She’s a socialist,” Mark said, one side of his mouth raised in contempt.

“So what? What’s wrong with making the rich pay their fair share?” Javier asked.

“I kind of like her too,” Connor said. “She tells the truth. Or at least she seems to.”

Mark shook his head. “She’s just another statist out for power and control over us.”
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Naomi and Alexandria Acres

 

 

Their autonomous sedan drove in synchronicity with the Saturday traffic. Naomi sat in the back, scrolling through headlines on her tablet. Alan did the same at the opposite end of the bench seat.

Thorium Supplies One-Quarter of Our Energy

Population Declining

New Jersey Legalizes Bot Marriage

NASA Scraps Manned Mission to Mars

Man Starves Himself to Buy Sex Bot

Arctic Oil: The Last Prize

Naomi tapped the NASA Scraps Manned Mission to Mars link. The article referenced the SpaceX disaster five years earlier, when the first Mars inhabitants all died in a massive dust storm. NASA had planned to launch a manned mission to Mars, but that plan was suspended indefinitely, the article citing budgetary issues as the cause.

Naomi tapped the link on Population Declining. She skimmed the article, noting that the world population had declined from 8.3 billion people in 2035 to 6.8 billion in 2050. The article attributed the causes to famine, disease, extreme weather events, suicides, cancer, water and air pollution, male sterility, and even the trend for many men to forgo traditional marriage in favor of sex bots as companions.

“Anything interesting?” Alan asked, setting down his tablet.

Naomi looked up from her screen. “Not really. NASA canceled their manned mission to Mars.”

“I knew that was coming. Anything else?”

“Apparently, men will choose sex over food.”

Alan smirked. “That’s news?”

Naomi laughed.

The sedan eased onto 495 South, the traffic moving steadily, the computer-controlled cars perfectly spaced.

“On a more serious topic, we should probably discuss our mothers and their living situations,” Naomi said.

“I know.”

“With Blake at Georgetown and our mothers living it up in a five-star retirement community, we’re bleeding our retirement.”

“We’ll have our federal pensions,” Alan said.

“But what will they be worth by then? Raises, even for federal government employees, haven’t kept up with inflation.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting we cut our subsidies to our mothers.”

Alan knitted his brows. “Where will they go? They certainly can’t afford Alexandria Acres.”

“I’m not suggesting that we don’t help them out. I’m just suggesting that they go someplace less expensive. There are reasonable state-run facilities.”

Alan twisted his face in horror. “Have you ever been to a state-run retirement home?”

“Have you?”

“Yes. My uncle Chester was in that place in Manassas. It smelled like death, the food was awful, and, even with people dropping like flies, it was overcrowded.”

“Well, we’d have to find a decent place.”

“I’m against it. They don’t have many years left. It’s our responsibility to take care of them.”

“You’re afraid to tell your mother, aren’t you?”

Alan flushed scarlet. “It’s not about that. It’s about doing the right thing. Plus, it’s really convenient having them in the same place. What if we move them, and they don’t want to live at the same place?”

“So, we’re supposed to bankrupt ourselves to take care of our eightysomething mothers?”

“If we have to.”

Naomi frowned. “Well, I’m against that.”

“Let’s give it some more time.”

“Fine, but if your mother makes another racist comment, I’m walking out.”

“She’s from a different time.”

“I don’t care.” Naomi turned from Alan and gazed out the window.

The autonomous sedan exited 495 South, turning onto Braddock Road. Naomi, knowing they were getting close, dug in her purse and retrieved her makeup mirror. She opened the mirror, checked her face and hair. Even at fifty-two, her dark skin was smooth and even. She wore little makeup, just a little to accent her eyes and her full lips. If it wasn’t for her close-cropped gray hair, she could pass for thirty.

The sedan idled in front of the high-rise. An ambulance parked in front of the emergency entrance. Naomi stepped from the car, waiting for her husband. Alan exited the car, all gangly arms and legs, like a human spider.

He held a bouquet of roses for his mother. It wasn’t her birthday, but Alan often brought her gifts. Now the ritual was expected, his overtures rarely eliciting a positive grunt much less a thank-you. Alan offered to pick up flowers for Naomi’s mother as well, but the old woman wasn’t interested in watching something else die. As they walked through the automatic doors, the car drove toward the parking area.

Inside, the lobby was marble floored and nicely appointed with leather couches, a massive fireplace, and fresh flowers. Alexandria Acres was one part hospital and one part high-end hotel. Residents had to be buzzed in and out, as did their guests.

Naomi and Alan approached the front desk and waved their hands over the chip reader. The receptionist checked their credentials, smiled, and unlocked the door leading past the lobby. They took the elevator to the eighth floor, then walked to room number 852.

Nurses and orderlies walked along the halls. The eighth floor was a monitored floor, for residents who couldn’t live without help. Six months ago, Naomi’s mother, Bea, was on the twenty-second floor in an independent apartment. However, after she was found roaming around the city of Alexandria in her bedclothes, she was moved to the eighth floor.

Alan set his flowers on the floor just outside the room. Naomi knew he didn’t want to explain that the flowers weren’t for Bea. Naomi knocked on the door and stepped into the room. Bea sat upright on the inclined bed, streaming some old movie. She was a tiny woman with a prune-like face.

“Hi, Mom,” Naomi said, approaching the hospital bed.

Bea squinted at Naomi, as if trying to place her. “Oh, hi, dear. What are you doing here?” She turned back to the screen and said, “Genie, pause the movie.”

“Movie paused,” a female voice said from the speakers, the movie now stilled on the screen.

Alan entered the room.

“Alan and I are here to visit. I told you that we were coming.”

“Hello, Bea,” Alan said with a wave and a grin.

“Alan, honey. Look at you,” Bea said. “Either you’re getting taller or I’m getting smaller.”

Alan chuckled. “I think I’m too old for growth spurts.”

“Well, sit down. Stay awhile.”

They moved two chairs near her bedside and chatted for the next hour. She was having a good day.

 

* * *

 

“Well, thank you two for coming to visit,” Bea said, as the conversation fizzled. “I do cherish our time together. If you talk to Joshua, make sure that boy comes to see me. I can’t remember the last time I saw your brother.”

Naomi and Alan gave each other a pained look.

“Mom, Joshua died in Syria almost thirty years ago,” Naomi said.

Bea scrunched up her face and looked away. She grabbed a tissue and dabbed the corners of her eyes. Finally, she turned back to Naomi and Alan. “Of course. I remember. Sorry.”

They hugged and said their goodbyes. Alan scooped up the flowers from the floor, and they rode the elevator to the twenty-fourth floor. On the way, he sent a text to his mother, letting her know they were in the elevator.

At room 2413, Francine greeted Alan with air kisses and a distant hug. Naomi received a curt handshake. Francine was a tall, thin woman, with the posture of a finishing-school valedictorian. They sat around the dining room table, sipping tea, the roses in a vase.

“How are things on Capitol Hill these days?” Francine asked Naomi.

“Change is slow, but I think it’s coming,” Naomi replied.

“Change isn’t always for the better. A lot of change happened in my lifetime, and most of it’s been bad. I remember when people were proud to be Americans. Now everybody is from some other place. Why do they come here if they like their country so much?”

“Immigrants should bring their culture here, and we should embrace it. We’re lucky to have the best people from all over the world.”

“Come on. This isn’t the campaign trail.”

“Now, Mom. Be nice,” Alan said.

Francine waved her hand, dismissing Alan. “Naomi’s a big girl. I’m sure she can handle a little debate. If she can’t handle an old lady, what will she do with those snakes in DC?” Francine looked at Naomi. “You’re not one of those offended liberals, are you?”

“Depends on what you say,” Naomi replied, sitting ramrod straight, her dark eyes narrowed at the old woman.

“See? That’s the problem with all this speech control. It’s fascism. That’s what it is. We used to have freedom of speech in this country.”

“We still do, but there are restrictions. You can’t incite violence, and you can’t use hate speech.”

“It’s the most ridiculous thing.”

“The legislation has really helped marginalized groups and people of color,” Alan said.

“It’s a bunch of white liberal guilt,” Francine said.

“Do you think people should be allowed to use the N-word?” Naomi asked.

“Black people use it all the time.”

“People of color,” Alan corrected.

“There has to be context too,” Naomi said. “People of color do use that word, but more often than not it’s to take away the negative power of the word. It’s about overcoming the oppression of the word. In general, it’s not a hateful context.”

“And who determines the context and what’s hateful and what’s not?” Francine asked.

“Ultimately, a judge and a jury.”

Francine shook her head. “That’s the problem with this country. We used to work hard. We used to build things and win wars. Now everyone’s too busy being offended by words. What happened to sticks and stones will break my bones but words will never hurt me?”

“Words have been proven to cause psychological damage,” Alan said.

“All these people of colors need to grow up and quit their whining. I’ve listened to this garbage for eighty-two years, and I’m tired of it.”

“Mom, please. Let’s keep it civil.”

“You don’t think people of color have been oppressed in this country?” Naomi asked, her jaw set tight.

“You certainly haven’t,” Francine said. “When were you born, 2000?”

“1998.”

“You’ve had all the privilege in the world. You’re a congresswoman married to a white man, for heaven’s sake. And you can say whatever you want because you’re a person of color. That is what you want to be called, right?”

“I’d like to be called Naomi.”

Francine frowned at that. “Well, I wouldn’t want to call you the wrong thing. You might have me put in jail.”

Naomi stood from the table. “I’ll wait in the car.”
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Derek and the Treatments

 

 

It had been a long weekend. Derek’s mother wasn’t feeling well, so he’d worked the farmers’ market by himself. It would’ve been nice if Lindsey or April had come to visit. He would’ve loved the company. He trudged down the stairs, bleary-eyed, thinking about the Hannah orange harvest. If his calculations were correct, the late-season oranges would yield enough profit to fix the picker and to carry them through the winter.

Hannah stood in the kitchen, whisking eggs in a bowl. She turned toward her son as he entered the kitchen.

Derek gave her a disapproving look. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“I’m fine.”

She looked pale and thin. Well, at least thin for her. She’d always been a stocky woman. “You still look sick.”

Hannah wobbled and leaned back, the counter bracing her. She dropped the bowl, the ceramic dish shattering on the tile, the eggs splattering. She reached down to pick up the shards, and passed out, her legs buckling, falling awkwardly on her side, her head bouncing off the floor tiles.

“Mom!” Derek said, rushing toward her, too late to stop her fall.

 

* * *

 

Hannah was stable and sleeping in the hospital room. Many years ago, after Derek’s father had died of prostate cancer, Hannah had given Derek medical disclosure permission as well as a medical power of attorney. Derek stood in the hall of the hospital, talking to a small Indian doctor. She spoke with a British accent.

“Your mother has stage five breast cancer,” the doctor said.

“Okay. What can we do?” Derek asked.

“The cancer is very advanced and very aggressive.” The doctor paused. “At this point, it’s too late for DNA cage drugs. We can try epigenetic treatments, which can effectively turn off cancer cells, but those are not covered under your insurance.”

“Why didn’t they catch this earlier? I know she’s had checkups over the years.”

“According to her records, she was diagnosed with breast cancer three years ago, opted against treatment, and hasn’t been to the doctor since that time.”

“That can’t be right.”

“I’m afraid it is.”

“How much are these treatments?”

“I’ll have a hospital administrator advise you of the cost.”

“If she gets the treatments, will she be okay?”

“Given her age, the advanced stage and aggressiveness of the cancer, her chances of survival are not guaranteed.”

Derek swallowed hard, fighting back the tears. “What does that mean? Like a 50 percent chance?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Reeves. It’s impossible to say for sure.”

“From your experience, what are her chances?”

“Maybe 30 percent, if we begin treatments immediately.”

Derek felt sick to his stomach. “Do the treatments. I’ll pay whatever it costs.”

The doctor led Derek to the hospital administrator, who informed him of the exorbitant cost. Thankfully, they had Fed Coin loans for precisely this situation. Derek signed on the digital dotted line.

 

* * *

 

A few hours later, after Hannah’s first treatment, she opened her eyes, groggy. Derek stood from his chair and approached her hospital bed. Her bed was separated from one other by a moveable curtain. Hannah was hooked to monitors and an IV, the lights dim.

“Mom. How are you feelin’?”

“Tired.” Her voice was raspy. “What happened?”

“You passed out.”

“I don’t remember that. I remember making breakfast and dropping my bowl, but … that’s it.” She glanced around the room, looked at her IV, then back to Derek. “How long have I been here?”

Derek checked the clock on his phone. “About seven hours. It’s almost two.”

“When can we go home?”

Derek took a deep breath and said, “Why didn’t you tell me that you had breast cancer?”

“Is that why I passed out?”

“Yes. You’re really sick, Mom. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her eyes watered. She barely lifted one shoulder.

“Mom?”

A few tears slipped down her cheeks. “I didn’t wanna be a burden. The treatments would’ve bankrupted us. I’ve been through this before. We almost lost the farm when your dad got prostate cancer.”

Derek rubbed his temples, then looked back at his mother. “I don’t care about the money.”

“You should.”

“You’re gettin’ the treatments, and you’re gonna be fine.”

Her eyes bulged. “We can’t afford it.”

“We can. The treatments are a lot cheaper now, and there’s a special program for farmers. It won’t bankrupt us.”

She relaxed a little but narrowed her eyes at Derek. “Is that the truth?”

Derek grabbed her hand and forced a smile that failed to blossom. “You do have a good chance of survival but …” He swallowed the lump in his throat.

“What did the doctor say?”

“You have a 30 percent chance of survival. If we had started the treatments earlier …” Derek started to cry.

Hannah squeezed her son’s hand. “It’s okay, honey. I knew this day was coming. Whatever happens, I’m in God’s hands.”

Derek leaned over the bed and hugged his mother.

As they embraced, Hannah whispered in Derek’s ear, “I love you, honey. You’re the best son a mother could ever have.”

“I love you too, Mom.” Derek let go and stood upright. He wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his flannel shirt.

A soft knock came at the door. Derek went to the door and opened it. His girlfriend, April, stood there, wearing tight jeans and a blousy top. She had a heart-shaped face, a button nose, and straight red hair that hung past her shoulders.

April reached out and hugged him, squeezing hard, her body pressed against his.

Derek had called her a few hours ago, so she was aware of the situation. He’d also called his daughter, Lindsey, but she hadn’t returned his call or his texts. April lived in Washington DC, over two hours away from Luray, VA, but she’d dropped everything to be there. They disengaged from their hug.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

He nodded. “Thank you for coming.”

“Of course.”

They stepped toward Hannah.

“How are you feeling?” April asked with a sympathetic smile.

“I’m not dead yet,” Hannah replied with a small grin.

April was great. She sat with Hannah, held her hand, laughed, and empathized. She talked enthusiastically about subjects that interested Hannah, like knitting, food preservation, and Christian romance novels. Derek watched April with his mother, thinking about how much he loved both of them. April was nearly perfect: beautiful, smart, compassionate, and fun to be around.

He’d thought about asking her to marry him, but where would they live? As an accomplished DC lawyer, she made quite a bit more money than he did. What would he do? Sell the farm and live in DC? Outside of farming, he didn’t have any marketable skills. He doubted she wanted an unemployed husband. Their relationship was at an impasse.

Something else bothered him. Her ring. The Irish Claddagh ring passed down to her from her late mother. A silver ring with hands holding a heart. If the hands and the heart faced inward, it indicated that April’s heart was taken. Worn the other way, her heart was open to suitors.

They’d dated for nearly six months before she’d turned the ring inward, but now the heart faced outward.
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Jacob, Captain of a Sinking Ship

 

 

The autonomous Mercedes navigated northern Virginia traffic as Jacob lounged in the back seat, scrolling through his email and sipping his coffee. He opened an email from his brother Eric.

 

From: eroth@rothnorthamerica.com

To: jroth@housingtrust.com

Subject: Meeting with Zhang Jun

 

Jacob,

 

I was able to broker a meeting for you with Jun. It’s on the top floor of The Regal Hotel in DC on November 23 at 9:00 p.m. I know it’s a Saturday night, but beggars can’t be choosers. You can thank me now.

 

Jun is eccentric and as power-hungry as they come. Don’t expect a fair deal. He believes the Chinese are superior to Americans. You might be able to use that to your advantage. Also, you will probably be walking into a party. He likes conducting business at parties. He thinks it gives him an advantage to distract his opponents with alcohol and women.

 

Watch out. He’s a snake. Try not to be too stuffy. He doesn’t like that. Drink his drinks but don’t get drunk. Accept the company of a woman, human or robotic, but don’t become enamored. If you can do that and keep your wits about you, you have a chance.

 

Good luck,

Eric

 

Jacob tapped on his tablet, adding the meeting to his schedule, to take place in eleven days. Conveniently, The Regal Hotel was only half an hour from his office in McLean, Virginia.

The autonomous Mercedes turned onto the sprawling Housing Trust campus. Six five-story stone-and-tinted-glass buildings were connected with glass breezeways. The grounds were impeccably maintained. Dark green grass, fresh mulch, not a weed in sight. The maple leaves were still bright green, fall coming later and later.

The Mercedes idled at the entrance to the main building. “You have arrived at Housing Trust Headquarters. Have a wonderful day, Mr. Roth,” the female voice said through the car’s speakers.

Jacob put his tablet inside his briefcase and exited the Mercedes. He yawned as he stepped to the glass doors. He was still jet-lagged from his trip to England over the weekend. The front door opened for him, the door sensing the badge in his pocket and the facial recognition cameras validating that his badge was, in fact, him.

Jacob took the elevator to the top floor. A few employees rode the elevator with him, but Jacob didn’t know any of their names. They had over six thousand human employees. The elevator was dead silent, everyone watching the numbers tick higher, a few exiting at each floor. Jacob was alone by the time he reached the top floor. He stepped down the hall and entered a glass door that read CEO Jacob Roth. Inside, he passed the reception desk and his new receptionist, Zoe Benson.

Zoe said, “Good morning, Mr. Roth.”

He nodded, stopping in front of her. “I’d like some coffee.”

Zoe stood from her seat, removing her headset. “Right away, Mr. Roth.”

She walked toward the kitchenette and the coffeemaker. Jacob watched the rock of her hips in her pencil skirt and the flex of her calves in her high heels. After all, that was why he’d hired the young brunette—or rather had okayed the hire by his assistant. Jacob continued to his office, stopping at the open office door of his assistant, Elyse.

“Good morning, Mr. Roth,” Elyse said, standing from her desk.

“Good morning, Elyse,” Jacob replied.

Elyse was tall, athletic, with high cheekbones, and long dark hair parted down the middle. She could pass for an Italian model, and she had the brains to graduate top of her class with a Harvard MBA. Elyse followed Jacob, intent on prepping her boss for the day. Jacob held the door for Elyse as they entered his corner office.

“Thank you,” Elyse said in reference to Jacob’s chivalry.

“You’re welcome,” Jacob replied. “How was your weekend?”

Jacob’s office was spacious, with floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned the rear wall, a mahogany desk, and a sitting area with plush leather furniture. He set down his briefcase and sat behind his desk.

“It was good. Perfect running weather. How about you?” Elyse sat down in one of the chairs opposite Jacob.

“It was long. I’m happy it’s over.” Jacob sighed. “Anything pressing?”

Elyse gave him the rundown. Jacob had a meeting first thing with Ramesh, the CFO. Jacob also had a meeting scheduled with the President of Subsidized Housing and the VP in charge of maintenance.

 

* * *

 

Ramesh Patel sat across from Jacob. The middle-aged Indian CFO was small and skinny but with the paunch of a well-fed westerner. He had a small chin, big wire-rimmed glasses, and a huge forehead created by his receding hairline. He resembled an alien.

“We are in big trouble,” Ramesh said. “We need either an influx of investor capital or better terms for our bonds. With these interest rates, our debts are compounding, and we can’t stop the bleeding without major restructuring and layoffs. The short sellers are killing us.”

Zoe entered the office without knocking, holding Jacob’s cup of coffee. The room went silent as she approached. She set the coffee on the desk.

“Thank you,” Jacob said.

“You’re welcome, Mr. Roth.” Zoe smiled, turned on her heels, and stepped toward the door. She stopped at the door and pivoted, standing silent for a beat.

Jacob scowled at his receptionist. “Did you need something?”

“Sorry, Mr. Roth. I was just wondering if Mr. Patel wanted something to drink.”

“No thank you,” Ramesh said.

Zoe nodded and exited the office.

Safely alone again, Jacob said, “But, if we have layoffs, we’ll have to pay severance packages, and we’ll ultimately take a hit to top-line revenue. These employees are doing deals. I know it’s not enough, but scaling back won’t solve the problem. We have to do more profitable deals per employee.”

“Even if we can do that, I would still recommend cuts wherever possible.”

“I agree, but we can’t cut anyone who contributes to revenue. We can delay scheduled renovations. We can cut from the maintenance division, public relations, and marketing.”

Ramesh winced and ran his hand over his thinning hair. He looked like he was about to pull out the rest of his hair by the roots. “Renovations are already way overdue, which adds pressure to maintenance, which is another big problem. We are dangerously behind on repairs and scheduled maintenance. Nearly half of our air-conditioning systems were out for at least a week this past summer. Don’t forget. We had three deaths attributed to heat stroke. These people were all old and in poor health, but it was a PR nightmare.”

“I know,” Jacob said, nodding. “We’ll find the funding. I have a meeting scheduled with Zhang Jun.”

Ramesh wagged his head. “Congress may not let us borrow from the Chinese, especially if the Chinese want equity interest, which I can guarantee they will.”

“Congress will either let us borrow, or maybe this’ll encourage them to increase our federal funding.”
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Summer’s Hope-for-the-Best Baby

 

 

Summer’s autonomous vehicle dropped them off in front of a twelve-story concrete apartment building. The concrete was a drab off-white, giving the impression that the building needed a bath. It was low-income subsidized housing. Summer and Connor entered the lobby. Two old men played chess at a table. No screens, no holograms. Just a chessboard with wooden pieces. Summer and Connor approached the reception area, where a young man tapped on his phone behind the desk. They stood in front of the man for a few seconds, but his eyes were still buried in his tiny screen.

“We’re here to see Patrick Fitzgerald,” Connor said.

The young man looked up. “So?”

“Do we need to sign in?” Summer asked. “We signed in last time.”

“You gonna steal somethin’, break somethin’, or hurt somebody?”

“No.”

“Whatcha want then? A red carpet?” He went back to his phone.

Summer and Connor approached the elevator bank. A sign was attached to both elevators that read OUT OF ORDER. They entered the stairwell, immediately confronted with a strong urine smell.

“I don’t know how your dad can live here,” Connor said, as they climbed the stairs.

“He says it’s cheap,” Summer replied.

“You mean, he can afford to live somewhere else?”

“I don’t know. He’s never asked me for money. I know he does some freelance computer programming, but I don’t know how steady that is.”

They exited the stairwell on the seventh floor. Summer knocked on apartment number 708.

Patrick answered with a big grin. “Come in,” he said, motioning with his hand. He hugged Summer as she entered the apartment. “How are you?” Patrick asked, as they disengaged.

“I’m good.” Summer said the words, but her inflexion told a different story.

Patrick narrowed his gray eyes. “You sure about that?”

“Of course,” Summer replied with faux pep.

Patrick shook Connor’s hand. “What’s new, Connor?”

“Not much,” Connor replied.

The smell of garlic and onion wafted into their nostrils. The one-bedroom apartment would’ve felt cramped, but Patrick was a devout minimalist. Only the bare necessities. He had a couch but no television, which wasn’t out of the ordinary as many people streamed their entertainment in VR or on their personal devices. Apart from the couch, Patrick had a single bed and a dresser in his bedroom and a small table in the kitchen. The walls were eggshell white and empty. He could pack his place and leave in under an hour.

Patrick led them toward the kitchen and gestured to the square table for four. “Have a seat. We’re almost ready.”

Summer and Connor sat at the table.

Patrick checked the pot on the stove top, stirring the contents. “This is one of your mother’s recipes. Beef and Irish Stout stew. Well, she didn’t exactly make it up, but she used to cook it all the time.”

“You didn’t have to,” Summer replied. “Beef is so expensive.”

“Don’t you worry about that.” Patrick flashed a grin toward Summer.

Patrick was in his mid-fifties, average height, thin, and in good shape—once a college track athlete, like Summer. His brown hair was mixed with gray, his face clean-shaven and narrow.

Patrick served the stew with a piece of garlic bread. They sat around the table, enjoying their stew.

Halfway through the meal, Patrick glanced at Summer’s engagement ring, then looked at the couple. “So, you two have a wedding date yet?”

Summer frowned at her father. “We haven’t been engaged that long.”

“I’m not gonna be around forever. I’d like to walk you down the aisle, and I’d like to see some grandchildren before I’m sent to Valhalla.”

Connor looked away at the mention of grandchildren.

Patrick stared at Connor but addressed them both. “You two do want kids, right?”

Connor swallowed his food. “Uh, yes. It’s just we’re still young and not financially secure, especially if we want a designer baby.” He glanced at Summer. “Sorry, enhanced baby.”

“You don’t need a designer baby. You’re both smart, good people. You already have good genes.”

“We still have plenty of time.”

Patrick nodded, then looked to Summer. “Don’t wait too long. You’re no spring chicken anymore.”

Summer glared at her father. “Dad. I’m thirty.”

“Exactly.”

Summer raised her hand. “I vote for a subject change.”

“So, Patrick, what do you think of Naomi Sutton?” Connor asked, also desperate to change the subject. “I heard she might run for President in 2052.”

“She’s dangerous.” Patrick took a bite of his stew.

“Really? You mean, to the establishment?”

Patrick swallowed and wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Her ideology is dangerous because it’s exactly what people wanna hear. But she won’t fix things because, no matter how well-intentioned, more government control never leads to more prosperity.”

“Maybe we need someone like her to shake things up?”

“Maybe we have to see the horror of totalitarianism firsthand to get it through our thick heads.”

“She doesn’t want totalitarianism. She just wants the wealthy to pay their fair share. I’ve seen her talk about the banking system and the Federal Reserve. I think she would actually end the Fed. Imagine how much more money we’d have if we weren’t perpetually in debt to the Fed and the member banks.”

“Let’s assume she does run for president, and she wins, and she does abolish the Fed. Then what? You think she lets us use whatever form of money we want? Or does the treasury control the monopoly on money, money that they can debase and create from thin air as they see fit?” Patrick leaned back in his chair. “We end up in the same place. We just took a different path to monetary slavery.”

 

* * *

 

On the way home, Summer was quiet, looking out the window as her autonomous Hyundai drove toward Arlington.

“We’re hosting another Resistance meeting next Tuesday night,” Connor said.

Summer turned from the window to Connor, who sat next to her on the rear bench seat.

“Don’t worry. You don’t have to do anything.”

“That’s fine,” Summer replied, her voice barely audible, her eyes hooded.

“You okay?”

“Just tired. I have a long day tomorrow. As much as I love my dad, I really didn’t have the energy to visit tonight.”

“Do you think he might be sick?”

“Sick? Why would you say that?”

“Well, he was really keen on seeing us married with children sooner rather than later. It felt like he knew he wouldn’t be around too much longer.”

Summer shook her head. “No, he’s just like that. He’s always been a little fatalistic. I guess we’re both a little fatalistic.”

Connor reached out and placed his hand on top of hers. “Because of your mom?”

Summer shrugged. “She was healthy, and then she wasn’t. The crazy thing is, she didn’t even smoke. I’m sure watching that at a young age affected my psyche. Like my dad, I definitely understand that we only have so much time on this planet. We need to be the best version of ourselves. I’m not saying I always do that.”

Connor squeezed her hand. “Maybe that’s why you’re the best nurse, and one day you’ll be the best mom.”

Summer squeezed back and forced a smile. “What if we had a baby? No crazy-expensive enhanced baby. Just a natural, hope-for-the-best baby. You’d be such a good dad.”

“You’ve seen the trends. It’s okay for us, but we’re not competing with that many of them yet. But babies born now are a different story. In the future, all the good jobs will go to enhanced babies. A natural baby would always be at a disadvantage, no matter what. What kind of life is that?”

Summer lifted one shoulder and turned back to the window.
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Naomi and It’s Always about the Money

 

 

“I’m officially announcing my candidacy for President of the United States,” Corrinne Powers said.

The Today show’s hosts and the audience gave the Democratic senator a standing ovation.

Corrinne smiled and mouthed Thank you. She certainly looked the part of the next POTUS. She was in her mid-fifties but looked thirty-five. She’d won the genetic lottery with her symmetrical face and fit body. She’d also managed to slow the aging process with the best cosmetic supplements and surgeries money could buy. She’d managed the impossible—an experienced, smart, and beautiful female politician. Despite widespread wokeness, beautiful women were still afforded special status and influence in society.

Naomi sat on the couch in her office, watching the Today show with Vernon Hayes, her chief of staff, and Katherine Lively, her campaign manager.

“I’ve seen enough.” Naomi turned off the OLED television, the ultrathin screen becoming transparent, revealing the wall-mounted mirror behind. Naomi placed the remote on the coffee table and said, “If I didn’t know better, I might vote for her. We should’ve announced before her.”

Vernon leaned back in his chair. “We did the right thing. Let her have the spotlight now. We’ll announce after her buzz has died down.”

“The sooner we announce, the sooner we’ll start receiving campaign donations,” Katherine said, sitting in the chair next to Vernon. Katherine was fifty years old, tall, blonde, and fit, with a face pulled tight as a drum. “Funding is a serious issue. Financially, we’re nowhere close to where we need to be for a presidential campaign.”

Naomi sighed. “If we don’t have enough money, we can’t win, but we can’t get the campaign donations unless the public thinks we can win.”

Vernon chuckled, his gaze on Naomi. “We have a chicken-and-egg problem. We have to get the public to believe in you, without spending much money.”

“Any ideas on how to do that?”

“We have to take some chances. We have to get your face on the news and on the internet. You can’t walk the line, like a politician. You have to be up-front with the public. Don’t sugarcoat socialism. Don’t shy away from your convictions. People will follow just about any idea if the leader is certain.”

“I agree,” Katherine said. “We have to be aggressive to win, but we also have to be careful not to lose the moderate Democrats. Even if we run a grassroots campaign, we’ll still need money. Much more money than we have now.”

Naomi sighed and stood from the couch. “We’ll find the money.”

Vernon and Katherine stood from their chairs.

“Thank you, Katherine. Vernon, would you stay for a minute?”

Katherine smiled, turned on her heels, and left the office.

“I know what you’re gonna ask,” Vernon said with a crooked grin. “I already have my guy checking out Corrinne. I doubt we’ll find anything though. If she had skeletons, they’d have been unearthed a long time ago.”

“Nobody’s that perfect.”

“We’ll find out.” Vernon walked to the door. Before he reached his destination, someone knocked. He opened the door to find Katherine.

“We received a phone call from Jacob Roth’s office.” Katherine stepped into the room, and Vernon shut the door behind her.

Naomi approached them. “Did you say, Jacob Roth?”

“Yes,” Katherine replied. “He wants to meet with you.”

“The CEO of Housing Trust?”

“Yes.”

“And heir to the Roth banking dynasty,” Vernon said.
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Derek and the Picker

 

 

It had been a week since his mother had collapsed on the kitchen floor. He’d spent most of the week at the hospital, unsure if each day might be her last. Then, over the weekend, she had improved. She wasn’t out of the woods, but he had felt comfortable leaving her at the hospital to finish the all-important late-season orange harvest.

Without the harvest, they’d lose the farm, and, if the cancer didn’t kill her, losing the farm certainly would. Derek had calculated that, if he ran the picker twelve hours per day through Thursday, he’d be ready for the farmers’ market on Friday.

For the first few hours of the morning, the picker had run flawlessly. Ricky and Carlos had worked behind the machine, gleaning whatever oranges Derek and the machine had left. Then it shut down. Derek figured it was overheating like usual, so he waited a few minutes and tried to restart the machine, but it wouldn’t start.

Ricky and Carlos approached.

“Did it overheat again?” Ricky asked.

“I think so.” Derek let out a breath. “I’m gonna take a break and come back. You guys want somethin’ to drink?”

The boys walked with Derek to the farmhouse. Along the way they passed one of the ponds and the apiary. The ponds were used to gravity irrigate the trees, using the swale system to spread the water evenly. The apiary consisted of twenty-five beehives underneath an open-air structure that measured fifty by ten.

The structure had wooden posts and a composite roof. The north and east sides of the structure were covered in lattice to stop the strong northerly and easterly winds. Derek understood that the bees were sensitive to changes in humidity and temperature, so keeping the rain, sun, and wind off the hives made for healthier, more productive bees.

“How come you got so many bees?” Carlos asked.

“They help with pollination,” Derek said.

“What’s that?” Ricky asked.

“It’s like when flowers do it,” Carlos said with a smirk.

Derek shook his head and herded the boys from the bees’ flight paths. “Not too close. I don’t want you to get stung.” Inside the farmhouse, Derek sat the boys at the kitchen table and opened the refrigerator. “We have orange juice, apple juice, water.” He picked up the milk carton and checked the expiration date. “Sorry, milk’s bad.”

“Apple juice,” Carlos and Ricky said, one after the other.

“I’m tired of oranges,” Ricky said.

“Me too,” Derek said, dumping the spoiled milk into the sink.

Derek poured three glasses of apple juice and sat at the table with the boys. They both looked dirty, their clothes and shoes worn and holey. Carlos had a dark tan, his teeth caked with a yellow film. Ricky was red from the sun and skinny as a beanpole, but at least his teeth were white.

“Where’d you go last week?” Carlos asked.

“My mom got sick,” Derek replied.

“Is she okay?” Ricky asked.

“She should be fine. Thanks, Ricky.” Derek finished his apple juice and stood from the table. “Wait here. Get some more juice if you want.”

“Can we have something to eat too?” Carlos asked.

“How about a sandwich?”

“Peanut butter and jelly?” Ricky asked, a grin on his freckled face.

“We could do that.” Derek grabbed two plates, bread, a butter knife, peanut butter, and jelly. “Wash your hands. You can fix your own sandwiches. I’ll be right back.”

Derek left the boys in the kitchen and went to Lindsey’s room. He found some old clothes that could pass for boy’s clothes. In the bathroom, he found a new toothbrush and toothpaste that he’d bought for Lindsey a month ago. He returned to the kitchen where the boys enjoyed their sandwiches. Derek set the clothes on the table.

“I was gonna throw away these clothes,” Derek said. “I thought they might make good work gear, so you two don’t ruin your good clothes.”

Carlos laughed. “We don’t have any good clothes.”

Derek grabbed a cloth grocery bag from under the sink and placed the clothes inside the bag. “Take this with you when you go home.”

“Thanks, Derek,” Ricky said.

After the boys ate their sandwiches, Derek cleaned their plates and dried his hands. “Carlos, can I show you somethin’ real quick?”

Carlos narrowed his eyes at Derek. “What?”

“I have somethin’ for you.” Derek addressed Ricky. “Would you mind waitin’ here for a minute, Ricky?”

“Okay,” Ricky replied.

Derek led Carlos into the bathroom. He removed the toothbrush and toothpaste from his pocket. “You have a toothbrush at home?”

“Yeah.”

“If you don’t brush your teeth at least twice a day, your teeth will rot out of your mouth. I’m assumin’ your family doesn’t have the money to pay for implants.”

“What are implants?”

“They’re fake teeth. When your teeth rot, you get these awful toothaches.” Derek handed the toothbrush and toothpaste to Carlos. “Trust me. You don’t want that.”

Carlos tentatively took the toothbrush and toothpaste. He looked down. “I don’t know how.”

“To brush your teeth?”

The boy nodded.

“That’s no problem. I’ll show you. I taught my daughter, Lindsey. She was about your age.” That was a lie. She was much younger.

Derek showed the boy how much toothpaste to use, how to brush in a circular motion, and how to brush the front, back, and tops of his teeth. Carlos brushed his teeth, heeding Derek’s instructions. When Carlos finished, the yellow was gone, revealing his pearly whites underneath.

“That stuff tastes terrible,” Carlos said, spitting in the sink.

“Come on,” Derek replied. “Let’s go finish our work.”

Derek and the boys went back to the orchard and the picker. Unfortunately, it still wouldn’t start, and the computer screen was still blank. “Piece of shit.” Derek said, pushing the Start button over and over again to no avail. He retrieved his phone and called the mechanic.

 

* * *

 

Two hours later, the mechanic looked at the motherboard, while Derek and the boys waited for the assessment. “It’s fried,” the mechanic said. “You’ll need a total replacement of the computer. And this thing still needs refurbishment.”

“How much will it be to just fix the computer and get me runnin’ again?” Derek asked.

“About 3,000 Fed Coins.”

“All right. Can you do it today?”

“It’s a really old machine. I’ll have to order the part.”

“I need it today.”

The mechanic sucked air through his teeth. “Prob’ly comin’ from China. Might take a week.”

“If I don’t get this thing runnin’ within the next day, I might as well drive it off a cliff.”

“I can check the used market, but I rarely see parts for this picker.”

“See what you can find.”

The mechanic tapped on his phone. “I have an app that acts as a search engine for farm equipment. If this motherboard’s out there, I’ll find it.” A few minutes later, he said, “Nearest motherboard for this unit is in China. If we put an airmail rush, it’ll be here Friday.”

Derek hung his head and rubbed his temples. “That’ll be too late.”

“It’s the best I can do.”

Derek nodded. “Thanks for checkin’.”

“You want me to order the part?”

“Don’t bother. I’m gonna pick by hand.”

“Well, let me know if you change your mind.”

“I will.”

The mechanic walked toward his truck.

Derek looked down the endless row of beautiful oranges. He sighed, then headed toward the barn.

“Where are you going?” Carlos asked, hustling after him.

“To get the tractor.”

“We can help.”

Derek stopped in his tracks and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I appreciate that but—”

“For real. Just tell us what to do.”

“One of you, grab a box from the picker and fill it with good oranges off the ground. If you wanna keep the damaged ones, that’s fine, but don’t mix ’em.”

Ricky nodded and ran back to the picker.

“Carlos, grab a box too. Pick what you can reach off the low branches.”

Carlos nodded and ran after Ricky.

Derek hooked up a trailer to the tractor and put an orchard ladder in back. He put on an apron with sturdy straps and a large front pouch. He drove the tractor to the orange grove, stopping where the picker had broken down. Derek and the boys moved the boxes of oranges picked by the machine to the trailer. Then Derek set up the orchard ladder under an orange tree.

He climbed the ladder, picked a ripe orange, and dropped it into his apron pouch. The boys picked up oranges from the ground and the low branches of the trees. Derek thought about the ten-man team of pickers that his machine had replaced. As he picked, he calculated the cost and the possibility of hiring temporary help.

First of all, it was near impossible to find people willing to do this type of work. Second of all, even if he could find experienced pickers, he couldn’t afford to hire them, not with the picker repairs and his mother’s medical bills looming.
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Jacob Meets Naomi

 

 

“That’ll be all, Zoe,” Jacob said to his young receptionist, who had served the coffee and was now loitering by the door.

Zoe nodded and left Jacob’s office, shutting the door behind her.

Jacob sat at his desk across from Congresswoman Naomi Sutton. She sipped her steaming cup of coffee, then set it on the coaster. Her earlobes stretched under the weight of her gold hoop earrings.

“Like I was saying, we have a lot in common. You obviously support the poor with your words and your policies, and, here at Housing Trust, we do the same by providing low-income housing. I really am a big fan of your ideals, and I think you have a real shot at the presidency.”

“I’m not running for president,” Naomi said, poker-faced.

“Yet.” Jacob grinned. “I’ve done my homework, and I know you’ll be declaring at some point in the near future.”

“Possibly.”

“You’ll need a lot more money than you currently have.”

“If I run, I’ll fundraise, like every other candidate.”

“Corrinne Powers has a war chest. Let’s be realistic. She has the money and the popularity to not only win the Democratic nomination but also to beat President Warner.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “If you have it all figured out, why am I here?”

Jacob leaned forward. “Because you’re a wonderful wild card. Because, with my family’s money behind you, I believe you can win.”

“If you didn’t think I could win without your money, I wouldn’t be here. I’m sure you’re also backing Corrinne and Warner.”

Jacob went quiet.

Naomi narrowed her eyes at Jacob. “If I wanted your support, what would I have to do in return?”

“I think you’ve misunderstood the situation. You’re free to do as you wish, whether you take our support or not. I can’t control you. Now, we can have a conversation to determine whether or not your potential presidential policies would support or hinder my family’s business. If we have mutual interests, it makes sense to give you ample support.”

“Let’s cut the bullshit. What is it that you want?”

Jacob nodded, his face blank. “Your socialist policies interest me. Are you against capitalist monopolies?”

“Yes.”

“Thorium Unlimited has built quite the energy monopoly. Today they provide one-quarter of all the power in the US, and that’s including transportation fuel. At current trends, by 2060, they’ll provide 40 percent. Would you consider taking action against Thorium Unlimited?”

“If it was in the best interests of the American people, yes.”

“How about a 90 percent tax rate on thorium power generation?”

“If it was in the best interests of the American people.” Naomi leaned back in her chair. “Are you against monopolies, Mr. Roth?”

“I think this is one place where we have mutual interests.”

“Doesn’t the Federal Reserve have a monopoly on money and credit? Should I also apply a 90 percent tax rate on the member banks of the cartel?”

Jacob tensed his jaw for a split second, relaxed, and smiled. “That would be a problem.”

“I imagine it would be.”

“The Federal Reserve has had an uninterrupted charter since 1913. I would assume you’d want that to continue.”

“If it’s in the best interests of the American people.”

“Do you think it’s in the best interests of the American people?”

Naomi snickered. “It’s in the best interests of the member banks.”

“That may be, but it’s also in the best interests of the American people.”

“What if I tell you that I’ll support the Federal Reserve system, and your family helps me win the election, then, when I’m elected, I do the exact opposite of what I promised? What then?”

“We can be very powerful allies, but we can also be very powerful enemies.”

Naomi glared at Jacob. “What does that mean?”

Jacob smiled back. “What do you think it means?”

Naomi stood from her seat. She was short in her flats. “I won’t be bought. I’d rather lose with my integrity intact.” She left the office, leaving the door open in her wake.

Jacob pinched the bridge of his nose, lifting his glasses. “Shit.” He stood from his desk, walked to his open door, and shut it. He dreaded the call to his father but preferred to rip off the metaphorical Band-Aid. Jacob removed his cell phone from his pocket and tapped the Nathan Roth icon. He paced in his office as the phone rang.

“How did it go?” Nathan asked.

“She’s a problem,” Jacob replied.

“What kind of problem exactly?”

“I think she wants the federal government to control credit and money creation. I doubt she’d have the votes for abolishment, but she might bring unwanted awareness.”

Nathan exhaled heavy. “I should’ve sent Eric.”
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Summer and Gradualism

 

 

Summer touched her flat stomach, thinking of the child growing inside her. It had been two weeks since she found out, but she still hadn’t told Connor. She woke from her daydream to Connor making an impassioned point.

“We’ve had world peace since 2040,” Connor said.

“Yeah, because the bankers own every country now,” Javier said. “Venezuela went down in 2039, and North Korea just let ’em in after fat-ass Kim Jung Un died in ’37.”

“And those people aren’t starving anymore.”

“Seriously, Connor? Are you really arguing in favor of central banking?”

“I’m just looking at the facts.”

The Resistance was in session. Javier sat on the couch, across the coffee table from Connor and Summer. Mark hadn’t arrived yet.

Javier shook his head. “The bankers control money and credit. They own the world and everyone in it. If you don’t comply, they use the government to fuck you up. Plain and simple.”

Connor rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I’m not denying that it’s a corrupt system. I’m just suggesting that maybe it’s the best we could do at the time, and maybe now it’s run its course.”

“Nah, fuck that. They planned all this shit. You ever heard of gradualism?”

“No.”

“Like doing something slowly over time?” Summer asked.

“Exactly. Gradualism was their plan. That’s what they called it,” Javier said. “They created the Federal Reserve in 1913. The League of Nations in 1919. The IMF and the World Bank in 1944. The United Nations in 1945. The World Health Organization in 1948. The EU in 1993. The World Trade Organization in 1995. The euro currency in 1999. The African Union in 2002. The Union of South American Nations in 2008. Government cryptos in 2022. Then the Crypto Exchange System in 2038. Now we have a one-world-currency controlled by the central bankers, and we don’t have any wars anymore because they can control governments with credit. If a country gets out of line, they can collapse their economy with the tap of a screen.”

Connor shook his head. “I don’t buy the New World Order nonsense. Just because things happened over time doesn’t mean it’s a conspiracy. They were reacting to disruptions in the economy.”

“Dude. Come on,” Javier said. “Tell me that you’re not falling for their Hegelian dialectic bullshit.”

Connor’s phone buzzed. He tapped the screen. “Mark’s here.”

“What’s a Hegelian dialectic?” Summer asked.

“Problem, reaction, solution. For example, the crash of 2020 was the problem. The reaction was, people freaked the fuck out and begged the government for a solution. The Federal Reserve, in concert with the government, already had a solution. They banned cryptocurrencies, precious metals, and cash, so we couldn’t escape with our wealth from one paradigm to the next. Then they introduced government cryptos, and everyone readily accepted their solution.”

“People accepted it because they were afraid,” Summer said.

“Exactly. Another good example is the crash of 2038, with the Saudi revolution and the oil shortages, which were worse than the oil shortages during the Greater Depression of the 2020s.”

“I remember the crash of 2038,” Connor said, nodding. “They rationed food. They rationed gas. They closed the banks. Then we had rolling blackouts because people compensated by using electric vehicles.”

“After the crash of 2038, we had Bretton Woods III and the Crypto Exchange System, which is basically the one-world-currency we have today. People were so freaked out by what happened that everyone accepted their bullshit money without a fight.” Javier grabbed his beer from the coffee table and took a large gulp.

“It could always be worse,” Connor said. “At least Fed Coins are relatively stable.”

A banging came at the door.

Connor stood from his chair and walked toward the door.

More banging continued.

“Hold on. I’m coming,” Connor called out. He opened the door.

Mark Benson stood, breathless, his face beet red.

“Hey, Mark.” Connor stepped aside.

Mark entered the apartment, shutting the door behind him, then looking through the peephole.

“What are you doing?”

“Seeing if anyone followed me,” Mark replied.

Javier wagged his head. “Nobody’s following you.”

Mark stepped back from the peephole. He was a pale, heavyset man, so his red face wasn’t abnormal, but he looked genuinely afraid. “I think it’s safe.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Javier called out from the couch.

Connor sat in his chair next to Summer. Mark plopped down next to Javier, the couch cushion compressing under his weight.

“I need your cell phones,” Mark said.

“What?” Javier replied.

Mark took a deep breath. “I have life-and-death news. We need to put our phones in the fridge. Also, any tablets or anything that’s connected to the internet. This can’t leave this apartment.”

“Our fridge is connected to the internet,” Connor said. “And what about the TV? You can’t fit that in the fridge.”

“Then just put what you can in there.”

Connor and Summer placed their cell phones on the coffee table.

“Why the fridge?” Summer asked.

“In case the NSA is listening.” Mark looked at Javier. “Your phone.”

Javier sighed and set his phone on the coffee table. “Nobody’s listening.”

Connor scooped up the phones and took them to the fridge. Then he went to the bedroom, grabbed two tablets, and put those in the fridge too. Connor returned to his seat in the living room and said to Mark, “Well?”

With all eyes on Mark, he said, “My sister, Zoe, recorded a meeting with Jacob Roth and Naomi Sutton, and I have the video.”

“For real?” Javier asked.

Mark nodded gravely. “It proves what I’ve been saying all along. How the central bankers buy and sell politicians to maintain their control of the money.”

“I’ve been saying that too.” Javier crossed his arms over his chest. “Let’s see the video.”

“I put it in a safe place. If I got caught with it, I could be arrested for treason. I don’t know what to do with it yet.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“It’s not safe.”

Javier chuckled. “This is such bullshit.”

Mark glared at Javier. “Part of me wishes it was. This is serious.”

“How did your sister get the video?” Summer asked.

“I gave her a nanocamera and a mike to install, and she did it.” Mark talked faster now. “I mean, I never thought she’d actually do it.”

“What’s on the video? What did they say?” Connor asked.

“Basically, Jacob Roth offered to help Naomi Sutton win the presidency by giving her campaign a ton of money. She actually asked him what he wanted in return.”

“I don’t think she’s even announced,” Summer said.

“She hasn’t,” Mark replied.

“That’s crazy. What did Roth want from her?” Connor asked.

“He wanted her to tax Thorium Unlimited 90 percent, and he wants her to continue with the Federal Reserve charter.”

“What did she say to that?”

“She actually told him that she’d rather lose with her integrity intact.”

“I told you she was for real,” Javier said, grinning ear to ear.

“The Fed charter makes sense,” Connor said, “but why would the Roths want high taxes on Thorium Unlimited?”

“Thorium Unlimited is one of the most profitable corporations in the world,” Mark said. “More important, they have no debt.”

“I’ve seen a video of their CEO, Truman Bradshaw, talking shit about the Federal Reserve,” Javier said.

“I think Thorium Unlimited is trying to establish an energy-backed cryptocurrency to usurp the power of the central banks.”
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Naomi and Vernon

 

 

On the screen, Randal Montgomery announced his candidacy for president. He smiled and spoke in platitudes about restoring integrity and service to politics. The Democratic congressman from South Carolina was a tall blond, with a matching mustache. His round glasses, striped suit, and hokey grin exuded white privilege.

Naomi grabbed the remote from the coffee table and muted the OLED television. Vernon sat on the couch next to her in her congressional office. The afternoon sun glowed orange through the windows.

“I’ve had this sinking feeling in my stomach since this morning,” Naomi said. “Do you think I made a mistake turning him down?”

“Depends on how you look at it,” Vernon replied. “We could definitely use the money. That’s some serious old-banking money you turned down.”

Naomi frowned. “Don’t remind me.”

Vernon smiled that perfect smile. “I’m proud of you. What you did wasn’t politically smart, but it was the right thing to do. That’s why I believe in you, and that’s why the people will believe in you.”

“But they’ll never know about it.”

“Two years from now, people will know who you are and what you stand for.”

Naomi nodded. “I hope so.” She pointed toward the muted screen. “You think we have anything to worry about with Montgomery?”

Vernon shook his head. “When was the last time we had a white guy as the Democratic nominee?”

“Not since 2020.”

“That definitely won’t change with Montgomery. He could be an excellent running mate though.”

Naomi giggled. “We’d make quite the pair. The white moderate and the black socialist.” That description reminded Naomi of her husband, Alan. He was a white moderate when they met, but she’d radicalized him over the years.

“I’m serious. To win we’ll need the moderates. His presence will help appease those people.”

“That’s a good point. But I’m sure he’d rather jump on the Corrinne Powers bandwagon.”

“We’ll see.”

Naomi glanced at Vernon, then to the door. “Did you lock it?”

Vernon pursed his full lips and raised his eyebrows. “Why would I need to do that?”

Naomi kicked off her heels, stood from the couch, and smoothed her skirt suit. She stood in front of Vernon. He leaned forward in his seat and ran his hands up her legs, smiling as he moved past her thigh-highs and beyond. She gasped, letting him play with her; then she placed her hand on his chest and pushed him so he leaned back again.

Naomi spread his legs apart and kneeled on the hardwood between them. She placed her hand on his crotch, squeezing his bulge. Their gazes locked. His, dark and unblinking. One eye a little droopier than the other. His single flaw, which only served to make him more beautiful. Hers, brown and searching, eagerly soaking up every inch, every detail. These brief moments with him made her life worth living.
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Derek and the Harvest

 

 

The sun rose over the horizon. This morning, Derek and the boys had already been working for two hours by tractor light. Over the past four days, Derek had worked eighteen hours per day. He was sore and exhausted, running on adrenaline. He’d barely had time to call his mother. The boys had worked right alongside him, quitting a little earlier each night at Derek’s urging but still logging in a solid twelve hours of work each day.

Derek placed another orange in the large pocket of his apron. His lower back ached from the weight, and the skin around his shoulders was irritated by the apron straps. Ignoring the pain, he moved up and down the ladder, filling the apron. Once full, Carlos set a box by the ladder, and Derek filled the box. Carlos moved the full box to the tractor, then worked on picking oranges from the low branches. Ricky was in the understory, picking up and boxing loose oranges. At this point, everyone knew their role very well, so they worked in silence, like a machine.

A car approached in the distance, dust from the gravel road in its wake. From his vantage point near the top of the ladder, Derek looked over the treetops as the car stopped at the farmhouse. April exited the vehicle with a little suitcase on wheels. Derek smiled to himself and climbed down the ladder.

“I’ll be right back,” Derek said to the boys.

“I heard a car,” Ricky said.

“It’s my girlfriend, April.”

Carlos deadpanned, “Is she hot?”

Derek chuckled to himself. “She’s very pretty.” He walked across the rows of fruit trees toward the farmhouse. The car pulled away, leaving April standing in the driveway with her suitcase. She wore athletic shorts, an old T-shirt, sneakers, and a straw hat on her head that looked brand new. As he approached, he said, “This is a nice surprise.”

She smiled wide and asked, “Need a hand?”

“You know what you’re gettin’ yourself into?”

“Picking oranges?”

Derek kissed her on the cheek, then the mouth. He stepped back, appraising her, then glancing at her Claddagh ring. The heart and the hands were facing inward now.

“Don’t you have to work today?”

“I called in sick.”

Derek gazed into her blue eyes and said, “Thank you.”

She grinned and placed her hands on her hips. “You like my farming outfit?”

“Looks more like a runnin’ outfit with a straw hat, which nobody wears by the way. But you do look beautiful.”

She looked him over. “You look tired.”

Derek nodded. His jeans and T-shirt were dirty, and his John Deere hat had seen better days. “Somethin’s been botherin’ me, and I should’ve asked you about it when you were at the hospital, but I guess I didn’t wanna know the answer.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, I was, uh, just wonderin’ about your ring.”

“My Claddagh ring?” April touched the ring reflexively.

“Yeah. It was turned out at the hospital, but now it’s turned in. I was just wonderin’ how you feel about me. I know I’m not the best catch in the sea, but do we have a future?”

April stepped closer and pressed her lips to his, wrapping her arms around him. They disengaged, and she said, “Does that answer your question?”

“What about the ring?”

She giggled. “Seriously? I probably just put it on wrong. You don’t need to worry about us.”

Derek took her hand. “Sorry for doubtin’ you. I’m not in my right mind these days.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “How’s your mom?”

“I talked to her yesterday, and she seemed fine. I’m hopeful.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

Derek nodded toward her suitcase. “You plannin’ to stay for the weekend? We could go out for dinner after the farmers’ market. My treat.”

April winced. “No, I’m sorry. I have to go back tomorrow. I have to work this weekend.”

“That’s okay. I’m glad you’re here now. We should get to work. It’s gonna be a long day.” They walked back toward the orange grove. “Ricky and Carlos have really saved my ass. They’ve been workin’ nonstop to help me.”

“That’s so sweet.”

“Carlos wanted to know if you’re hot.”

April giggled. “Hopefully I don’t disappoint.”

“They’re good boys.”
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Jacob and Beholden to Lies

 

 

The autonomous Mercedes crossed the Francis Scott Key Bridge. Jacob sat in the back, looking at the blackness of the Potomac River below. A man sat in the driver’s seat, but he didn’t operate the vehicle. He was there for show and protection. Despite Jacob’s low status on the Roth hierarchy, he was still a Roth and still an heir to the wealthiest family in the world. The Mercedes slowed as it drove into Georgetown, the brick sidewalks jam-packed with college kids and the wannabe-wealthy as they went bar- and club-hopping on a Saturday night.

Once beyond the Georgetown nightlife, they drove toward a stately brick building. The building was protected by a security gate and a canal. They stopped at the gate, provided identification to the robot guard, and the security gate rose. They drove over a small bridge to the front entrance of The Regal Hotel. Perfectly pruned boxwoods—lit by landscape lights—lined the front of the six-story building.

The Mercedes stopped at the entrance; the driver stepped out and opened Jacob’s door. Jacob exited the vehicle.

“Do you need my services inside?” the driver asked.

“No need. I’ll call you when I’m ready to leave,” Jacob replied.

“Very well, sir.”

Jacob entered the hotel lobby. He walked on checkered marble. Vintage chandeliers hung overhead. A young woman stood at the front desk.

“Good evening, sir,” she said.

“Good evening,” Jacob replied, continuing to the elevators.

He pressed six and watched the numbers as he climbed to the top floor. The elevator opened to a long hallway, two large men standing in his way.

“May we help you, sir?” one of the men said, not budging.

“I’m here to see Zhang Jun,” Jacob replied.

“Name and chip please.”

“Jacob Roth.” He handed over his chip card.

The man waved Jacob’s chip card over his phone, reading the information and cross-referencing it with a list on his tablet. He returned the card and stepped aside. “Thank you, sir.”

The other man said, “I can take you to Mr. Jun.”

Jacob nodded, and they walked down the hallway. The man opened the glass double doors and they entered a dimly lit restaurant and bar. The furniture and the bar were modern and minimalist with lots of glass, sharp angles, and black-and-silver details. The far wall was nearly all glass, providing a panoramic view of the city.

A handful of Asian men and American women fraternized at the bar and the tables. A few security guards lurked in the corners, looking bulky in their suits. The women far outshined the men. They were young, stylish, and beautiful.

Interestingly, they all wore tight dresses and flats, no doubt to eliminate the height advantage. A few were obviously robotic, their movements not as fluid as the “real” women, but every bit as beautiful and able to converse in any language. The men were mostly middle-aged and slightly overfed.

One woman in particular caught Jacob’s eye. A redhead with a nice smile and a nicer body stood near the bar, chatting with an older man. She dressed a bit classier than the others, her dress tailored to fit perfectly, her makeup understated.

Zhang Jun sat at a table with three young ladies, all blondes, two robotic. Everyone was all smiles as he smoked his e-cigar.

They approached the table, and the security guard said, “Jacob Roth.”

Zhang nodded, and the security guard left. Zhang smirked at Jacob. “Mr. Roth.”

Even in a seated position, Jacob could tell Zhang Jun was a small man. His dark hair grayed at the temples, but, despite being middle-aged, his face was quite fresh, free of stubble, and youthful.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Jacob replied, offering his hand across the table.

Zhang ignored the offer, obviously not wanting to stand or to shake hands. “Please sit down.”

Jacob sat next to a robotic blonde, the other two girls and Zhang on the opposite side of the table. Both girls sat tight to Zhang, their hands under the table, caressing his thighs.

“You need money,” Zhang said matter-of-factly, then puffed his e-cigar.

“No,” Jacob replied. “I’m here to offer you an opportunity.”

Zhang cackled, vapor spilling from his mouth. “Yes, an opportunity to invest in an overpriced, poorly run, unprofitable American company, only kept alive by subsidies and bailouts.”

Jacob looked away for a moment, glancing at the beautiful redhead at the bar, then back to Zhang. Jacob stood from the table. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

Zhang smiled and said, “Sit down, Mr. Roth. You are here, so why not make your offer?”

Jacob hesitated for an instant, then settled back into his seat. “I’d like to offer you a 25 percent stake in Housing Trust, the shares at a 10 percent discount to the current market price.”

“Twenty percent discount to the market.”

“That won’t be possible.”

“If Housing Trust survives the next year without a bailout, I would expect at least a 20 percent decline in the share price. I’ll simply wait until then.”

Jacob clenched his fists under the table. “If the board of directors can authorize such a discount, when would you be able to make the purchase?”

“In a hurry, Mr. Roth?”

“No, but timing is important.”

“The Bank of China will make the purchases in small blocks over the next month.”

“A 25 percent total stake?”

Zhang shook his head and took another puff from his e-cigar. He blew the vapor in Jacob’s face. “A 51 percent stake.”

Jacob’s eyes were like saucers. “The US government would never approve the trades. They’d never let a Chinese company have a majority stake in a GSE.”

“Then we have no deal.”

“How about a 35 percent stake at a 22 percent discount?”

“No. It must be 51 percent.” Zhang turned and kissed the blonde robot on the mouth. The machine moaned in response.

“Why do you want control of the company?”

Zhang turned from the bot and said, “To build nice homes on cheap land for wealthy Chinese.”

“We specialize in building, loans, and management of apartments and low-income housing.”

“Which has not been profitable.”

Jacob went silent. It’s over.

“Fifty-one percent or nothing.”

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Jun.” Jacob stood.

“You should stay and enjoy yourself. You look like a man who could use some entertainment.”

Jacob glanced once more at the redhead by the bar, then back to Zhang. “That’s very kind of you, but—”

“I insist.”

Jacob thought about Eric’s advice. Maybe this is a test. Jacob nodded to Zhang. “Thank you, Mr. Jun.”

“If you could have any woman in this bar, which would you choose?” Zhang leaned forward, appearing interested for the first time.

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. It’s not up to me to choose. Typically, the woman does the choosing.” Jacob smiled, hoping his attempt at humor would stop this nonsense.

“You are wrong again, Mr. Roth. I can have any woman in this room. For this night, they are mine. Therefore, I will give one to you, any one you want.”

“Thank you, but I’m a married man.”

“If you’re worried about discretion, there is no need. After all, I’m also a married man.”

Jacob hesitated, thinking about the woman at the bar. “I couldn’t.”

“I understand. You must at least have a drink. On me.” Zhang gestured to the bar. “Maybe your wife will allow a harmless flirtation with the redheaded woman.”

Jacob’s face felt flushed. “Thank you, Mr. Jun.” He turned and walked to the bar.

The redhead continued to chat with the older man. Jacob sat at the bar, waved his chip card at the machine, but apparently it was an open bar courtesy of Mr. Jun. He tapped on the screen in front of him and ordered a scotch on the rocks. The robotic arm moved overhead, accessing scotch and ice and placing the drink on the bar in front of Jacob.

He sipped his drink, feeling lonely and self-conscious. As soon as I’m finished with this drink, I’m done. Jacob had never felt comfortable at bars or parties. Women flocked to the alpha males in these situations, and, despite Jacob’s wealth, he’d never been an alpha male. He was five eight, with skinny arms and a paunch.

He couldn’t even pass for cute. His forehead was too large, his face too long, and his eyes too beady. At his private high school, his classmates had called him Jewfro. He’d cut his hair short in response, but the nickname had stuck. Thirty-two years later, he still had the same short haircut.

The older man kissed the redhead on the cheek and walked toward the exit. She turned toward Jacob and smiled. He wasn’t sure if it was the scotch or her, but he felt woozy. Jacob smiled back, and she slipped off her bar chair and glided closer.

She put her hand on the back of the chair next to his. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

“Of course.”

“Of course you mind, or of course I can sit?”

“Please sit.”

She slid into the bar chair next to him, Jacob watching her every move. Up close, she was even more stunning than he’d thought from afar. She had a heart-shaped face with bright blue eyes and pale skin, tinted with red tones.

“You look like you’re having a rough night,” she said.

Jacob nodded. “I’ve seen better days.”

She nodded.

“Would you like a drink?”

“No, thank you. I’ve already had too many. A girl has to keep her wits about her.”

“Some water?”

“Sure.”

Jacob tapped on the tablet, ordering for the redhead. The robot arm set a glass of water in front of the lady.

“I’m Jacob, by the way.” He held out his hand.

She shook it with a confident grip. “I’m … Is it okay if I don’t give you a name? I’d like to be honest for once tonight.”

“Honesty’s overrated.”

“You think so?”

“If I told my shareholders the truth, … let’s just say, it’d be like yelling fire in a crowded theater. Then my company’s demise would trigger a meltdown for other companies telling similar lies about the health of their businesses. Before you know it, the whole thing would crash.” Jacob took a swig of his scotch. “Everything’s built on lies.”

“I guess we’re both beholden to lies.”

Jacob nodded and held up his glass. “I’ll drink to that.” They touched glasses and took gulps of their beverage of choice. Jacob set his empty glass on the bar. The arm cleared it immediately, the screen asking if he wanted another. He ignored the screen. “So, why are you here?”

She pursed her full lips. “I’m working.”

“Really?” Jacob glanced around the room at the other women. He noticed Zhang Jun and his fair-haired entourage leaving the restaurant. Jacob fixed his gaze back on the redhead. “For the others, it makes sense. I would think this is beneath you.”

“Why are you here?”

“I’m working.” He grinned.

“I guess we’re not so different, you and me. We’re both doing a job we’d rather not be doing.”

Jacob laughed; then she laughed.

She stared at him for a long beat, then said, “You’re one of the good ones.”

Jacob blushed, her flattery warming him from the inside out. “What makes you say that?”

“You’re the only man in here with a wedding band.” She tapped his ring finger that rested on the bar. “And you don’t fit in. I bet you love your wife and kids.”

“Guilty.” Jacob removed his phone and showed the redhead pictures of Rebecca and his children. He let her take his phone and scroll through the images.

“She’s beautiful. You’re a lucky man.”

A security guard approached the bar, making a beeline for the redhead. The massive man didn’t acknowledge Jacob. “Mr. Jun requests your presence in his suite.”

Jacob tensed, his body frozen to the bar chair.

“I’d rather stay here,” the redhead said.

“Let’s make this easy on both of us,” the security guard said.

The redhead set Jacob’s phone on the bar. “I think I’ll be going.” She slipped from her bar chair and took a step away from the security guard, but he stopped her cold with a large hand on her wrist. “Let go of me.”

“Please, miss. Let’s go see Mr. Jun. You’ll be well compensated.”

Her chest and face flashed scarlet. “This is not what I agreed to.” She tried to twist from his grasp, but he held firm with little effort, like he was restraining a child.

“I think you have the wrong woman,” Jacob said, his voice shaky. “She’s with me.”

The redhead glanced at Jacob, a thank-you in her eyes, then glared at the security guard. “I’m with him. Let me go.”

“Look, lady, if I have to carry you, I’ll carry you,” the security guard said.

“You can’t do this!” she said, still trying to twist from his grasp.

“She’s right. This is against the law,” Jacob said, his heart thumping in his chest.

The security guard yanked her toward him, causing her to stumble into him. He picked her up like a rag doll, threw her over his shoulder, and started for the exit.

“Help me,” she said, looking directly at Jacob as she was carried away.

Jacob stood from the bar chair, his stomach churning, his armpits sweating. He looked around the restaurant, hoping for help to arrive, but nobody seemed the least bit bothered. He jogged after them, nearly tripping, his dress shoes providing little traction. Jacob caught them in the hallway, his insides feeling like mush.

The massive man pushed Jacob aside and said, “Stay out of it.”

“Mr. Jun said I could have her,” Jacob said to the man’s back.

The security guard didn’t respond.

Jacob watched him carry the woman into the penthouse suite.

Tears streaked down her cheeks. She mouthed Help me.

But Jacob’s hands were shaky, and his feet felt like they were stuck in concrete. This was a damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don’t situation. Jacob thought about scenarios and probabilities. Zhang Jun surely had diplomatic immunity, and Jacob was certainly not physically able to intervene, nor would he want to be embroiled in this type of scandal. What would Rebecca think if she found out he was at a party with prostitutes and sex bots? He made the most logical decision and walked to the elevator.

Inside the shiny elevator, Jacob felt jittery. Sweat beaded along his hairline. He closed his eyes and saw the woman’s tear-streaked face. At the elevator ding, the door opened. He walked outside.

In front of the hotel, he was picked up by his driver in the autonomous Mercedes. A few minutes later, he was safely away from The Regal Hotel and on his way home. He removed his handkerchief and wiped his sweaty palms. He reached into his pocket for his phone, hopeful for a distraction, but his phone wasn’t there. His stomach tumbled, and his mind quickly retraced his steps to the bar. She’d been looking at his phone. What did she do with it? Did she have it on her? Did she leave it at the bar?

Jacob said, “I need to return to the hotel.”

The driver programmed the Mercedes for The Regal Hotel again. Once back at the hotel, Jacob thought of bringing the driver inside for protection, but he didn’t want the man to see what kind of party Jacob had attended. He wasn’t there for the girl anyway. He just needed his phone. He took the elevator to the sixth floor, the men stepping aside without checking his chip card again.

He hurried to the restaurant, finding his phone on the bar. He shoved his phone in his pocket and headed for the exit. On the way out, he couldn’t help but notice the dead eyes and the vapid smiles of the live women, clearly playing the part of the interested suitor. The robots were better at faking it.

Outside the restaurant, he gazed down the hall to the penthouse suite. He stood there for a minute, fantasizing about being a hero, breaking down the door and saving the girl. The door opened, and he saw Zhang Jun. Two security guards left the suite, carrying a rolled-up oriental rug, something or someone inside.

Mr. Jun started to shut the door but noticed Jacob. He opened the door fully, his eyes flicking to the men carrying the carpet, then to Jacob. Zhang Jun exited his suite in a silk robe and walked down the hall. Jacob was a deer in headlights as the men carrying the carpet passed by as if they were simply carrying a carpet.

Zhang Jun approached Jacob and said, “I’m so glad you’re still here, Mr. Roth.”

Jacob said, “I was just leaving.”

“Pity. I’d like to continue our meeting.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Jun. I can’t do a 51 percent equity deal.”

“Come.” He motioned toward the penthouse suite. “Let’s talk.”

Jacob followed him to the suite. Inside, Zhang walked to the sitting area and sat on the couch. The suite boasted hardwood floors in a herringbone pattern, elegant off-white furniture, and fresh flowers. To the left, Jacob glanced into the open door. The king-size bed was disheveled. No sign of the women, robotic or live.

“Sit down,” Zhang said.

Jacob sat in a chair opposite the Bank of China CEO. Zhang’s hair was disheveled and damp with sweat. His bare calves were thin and mostly devoid of hair. A box with Chinese writing branded into the wood sat on the glass coffee table.

“I’ve been thinking about your offer,” Zhang said. “I would be willing to purchase a 25 percent stake, but I want a 30 percent discount to the current price.”

“A 22 percent discount,” Jacob countered.

“Twenty-eight.”

“Twenty-two is my final offer.”

“You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Roth.” Zhang nodded. “I’ve admired your family for many years.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jun.”

“I will accept your offer, but I have two conditions.” Zhang paused for effect. “This meeting never took place. I was never in this hotel, and neither were you. A family man like you would never associate with prostitutes. Do you agree?”

“Yes.” Jacob hesitated, then asked, “The other condition?”

Zhang grinned and opened the wooden box on the coffee table. Inside was a crystal tiger filled with liquid inside that looked like mostly clear urine. “You will drink with me. This is a very special Chinese wine.”

Jacob exhaled in relief.

“This is tiger bone wine, the best rice wine in all of China. It takes eight years to produce. It is made with rice wine, sage, ginger, and crushed bones. Almost all tiger bone wine is made with dog or pig or horse bones, but this is real tiger bone wine.”
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Summer and Watched or Paranoid

 

 

Loud knocking came from their apartment door. Summer and Connor stood at the sink and near the dishwasher, cleaning up from their Saturday night dinner. They looked at each other as if to say, Who could that be?

“Are you expecting someone?” Summer asked.

“No,” Connor replied.

The knocking continued.

Connor fast-walked to the door, Summer close behind. He checked the peephole and opened the door. Mark Benson barged into the apartment, shut the door, and looked through the peephole. This wasn’t alarming to Connor or Summer, as Mark often acted paranoid.

“What are you doing?” Connor asked. “How did you get in?”

“Someone was coming out.” Mark turned from the peephole and removed his hood. He was red-faced, panting, and sweating. “I didn’t wanna buzz in. That might be tracked. I left my phone and chip card at home.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Nobody can know I came here. Put your phones and tablets in the fridge.”

“My phone’s on the kitchen table,” Summer said.

Connor went to the kitchen and the bedroom, collecting their tablets and phones.

Mark settled onto a chair, his heavy breathing returning to normal. Summer sat across from him on the couch. Connor returned from the kitchen and sat next to Summer.

“We’re good,” Connor said.

Mark nodded. “I’m worried that I’m being watched.”

“This isn’t new for you.”

“But I didn’t have video of Jacob Roth trying to bribe a congresswoman.”

“Nobody knows that you have the video.”

Mark deadpanned, “What if they do?”

“You mean, the government?” Summer asked.

Mark nodded.

“Don’t you think, if the government knew, they would’ve already arrested you and Zoe?” Connor asked.

Summer frowned at Connor. “Don’t say that.”

“I’m not being mean. I’m trying to reassure him.” Connor turned from Summer back to Mark. “Think about it. If they knew, wouldn’t they have already arrested you?”

“I guess so, but I still have a bad feeling about all this. What if they find out?” Mark asked.

“Is the camera and mike still in Roth’s office?” Connor asked.

Mark shook his head. “Zoe took ’em.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

Mark removed a tiny flash drive from his pocket and placed it on the coffee table. “Could you hide this? If something happens to me, I don’t want this to be for nothing.”

“Nothing’s gonna happen to you,” Connor said.

“I’d feel better knowing a copy’s out there.”

“I have a safe in my closet.”

“No. Not here. We’re too connected.”

Summer said, “I could stash it at the—”

“No!” Mark shouted.

Summer flinched.

“Sorry, it’s better I don’t know.”
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Naomi and Suffer the Consequences

 

 

Naomi and Alan sat on the couch, enjoying a movie. Alan’s phone chimed.

He grabbed it from the end table. “It’s a DC number.” He swiped right and said, “Hello.”

Naomi paused the movie and watched her husband’s face. He furrowed his brows, his face etched with worry. Naomi thought maybe his mother had died.

“There must be some mistake,” Alan said into the phone. “You do not have my permission to interrogate him.” Alan listened, then said, “I know he’s not a minor.” He listened again. “I’d rather you didn’t get the police involved.” Alan massaged the back of his neck. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” He disconnected the call.

“What is it?” Naomi asked.

“That was campus police. They’re saying that they caught Blake with drugs. We need to go sort this out. Do you think Silas might be able to help us again?”

Naomi shook her head, her face taut. “I told Silas we’d never ask him to bail us out again. I’m so sick of Blake’s bullshit. We should let him suffer the consequences of his actions.”

“Do you really want this in the news? It would kill your presidential campaign before it even started.”

Naomi shook her head and let out a breath. “I’ll call Silas, but I wouldn’t blame him if he stood on the sidelines this time.”

They changed into more professional attire, and their autonomous sedan drove them to Georgetown University. They lived six blocks from campus, so it was a short trip. The campus featured many gothic stone buildings erected in the 1800s and 1900s. The college was still bustling that Saturday night. Underaged students walked to and from house and dorm parties, whereas most upperclassmen were at off-campus bars and clubs.

The autonomous Toyota parked in front of a nondescript brick building. The parking lot held a few vehicles labeled Georgetown University Security. Naomi and Alan went inside. A portly middle-aged officer sat at the reception desk. They waved their hands over the chip reader and explained why they were there.

A few minutes later, they were led through security to a back room. Inside the windowless room, Blake sat with a female security officer.

The small woman stood from the table and said, “I’m Officer Trask.” They shook hands. “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Sutton.”

“Yes,” Alan said.

Naomi glared at her son. He gave her an arrogant nod in return. Blake was a stocky man with a good-size gut, covered by an oversize hoodie. His stubbly beard covered his chin, jawline, and part of his neck tattoo. He was twenty-two but looked thirty.

“Have a seat.” Officer Trask gestured to the square table.

They sat around the table, Naomi and Alan flanking Blake, with Officer Trask sitting opposite them all.

“Silas Gomez is supposed to meet us here,” Alan said.

“I don’t know anything about that,” Officer Trask said.

Naomi had left him a message, so she had no idea whether or not he’d show.

“This is the situation,” Trask continued. “We found large quantities of MDMA in your son’s dorm room. We believe he’s been selling drugs on campus for quite some time.”

Blake said, “I’m not—”

“Shut up,” Naomi said, giving her son a look that could kill.

Blake looked down. “They’re not mine.”

“Enough.”

“We also have four eyewitnesses who claim to have seen your son selling drugs on campus,” Trask said.

“If he’s guilty, what are the next steps?” Naomi asked.

“I call Metro Police, and they handle it. I only waited as a courtesy to you and your husband, and so you can contact your lawyer.”

A knock came at the door, then it opened. Georgetown President Silas Gomez stood in khakis and a button-down shirt. “Hello, Naomi. Alan.”

Naomi stood from the table and approached the middle-aged man. “Thank you so much for coming, Silas.”

“You’re welcome,” Silas replied, shaking her hand.

Alan also stood and greeted the college president.

Silas said, “Officer Trask, I’d like to speak with you alone for a moment.” Silas looked at Naomi. “We’ll be right back.”

The officer left the room with Silas.

As soon as they were alone, Naomi asked her son, “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I didn’t do nothin’,” Blake said. “Campus security is fuckin’ racist.”

“Are the drugs yours?” Alan asked.

“Of course they are,” Naomi said.

Blake crossed his arms over his chest. “You really think, if I was white, I’d be here?”

“Yes, I do.”

“I’m sure campus security is biased against people of color,” Alan said. “Maybe they made a mistake.”

Naomi frowned at her husband. “Stop it, Alan.”

“Y’all mufuckers don’t know what it’s like,” Blake said, his jaw set tight.

“You’re right, Blake. I don’t know what it’s like to have everything given to me on a silver platter only to piss it all away.”

“Naomi, that’s not helpful,” Alan said.

“It’s true.” Naomi stared at her husband for a moment to cement that fact.

“Y’all don’t know shit,” Blake said. “I’m not white, and I’m not black. You have no fuckin’ idea the bullshit I go through every day.”

The door opened, and Officer Trask and Silas stepped inside.

Silas said, “Officer Trask will stay with Blake so we can talk.”

Silas led them to an empty office and shut the door behind them. Silas sat behind the desk, Naomi and Alan in the chairs opposite. Silas was tall and thin with wavy salt-and-pepper hair.

“I’m really sorry about this,” Naomi said.

“Please,” Silas said, holding up one hand. “I understand how difficult young adults can be.”

“What can we do?” Alan asked.

“I don’t know. Normally, we’d call the police and expel him.”

“Normally?”

“This isn’t a normal situation. I do acknowledge your status as a friend of Georgetown University.”

“This is his last year,” Naomi said. “What if he finished the year online?”

“That’s a possibility, but we’re still obligated to report the crime,” Silas said.

“Blake has felt very alienated here,” Alan said. “It’s not easy for him. He doesn’t fit in with the white students or the people of color. I think the drugs were his attempt to gain acceptance.”

“That’s unfortunate. Here at Georgetown, we try very hard to be an accepting and inclusive campus. I understand the difficulties of living in two worlds. My mother’s from Mexico and my father’s from Virginia. It wasn’t always easy navigating the two cultures, but I do think we’ve made great strides in this country over the years.”

“I think, given the circumstances, a strong warning and removal from campus would send the proper message,” Alan said.

Silas nodded and looked to Naomi. “What do you think?”

“I think my son has real problems that we as a family need to tackle, but involving the state will only compound these issues,” Naomi replied.

“I think we can accommodate, provided you remain a friend of the university. By the way, we’re looking for donors for the new VR center. Would you be interested in becoming a gold-level donor?”

Naomi pursed her lips and said, “Of course.”

Naomi wrote a check for 100,000 Fed Coins, nearly wiping out their savings account. But Blake avoided expulsion and arrest.

They drove across campus to Blake’s dorm, with campus security in tow. Officer Trask escorted them to Blake’s dorm room so he could collect his belongings. He was no longer allowed on campus without a security escort. Blake lumbered along at his own pace, his escorts slowing their pace to match his.

Blake’s dorm room was outfitted with an OLED television, with nanospeakers for perfect surround sound. His walls were an homage to drugs and women with large derrieres. Somehow he had affixed a mirror on the ceiling over his bed.

Naomi packed a suitcase with his clothes.

Officer Trask stood by the door.

Blake looked around his room and said, “Damn, we need to hire some movers.”

“We will,” Alan said. “Just pack what you need for the next week or so. The movers will get the rest.”

Naomi’s phone chimed. She swiped right and said, “Vernon, can you hold on a minute?” Without waiting for an answer, she said to Alan, “I’m taking this outside.”

Alan nodded.

Blake scowled at his mother.

Naomi left the dorm room. The hallway was mostly quiet, only the occasional student. The campus security, now and earlier, had probably moved the parties elsewhere. She put the phone to her ear as she walked to the elevator. “Thank you for calling me back. It’s perfect timing. Another minute and I might’ve punched my son in the face.”

“That bad?” Vernon asked.

“Part of me wanted to let the police deal with him.” Naomi entered the elevator and pressed L.

“That’s not a good idea. We don’t need that kind of press.”

“Don’t worry. I fixed it.”

“How’d you do that?”

“I wrote a check for 100,000 Fed Coins.”

“Ouch.”

Naomi exited the elevator. “I know.” She sighed. “And Alan makes excuses for him. He never lets Blake fail. Now he’s this arrogant asshole who I can’t stand to look at.” Naomi stepped outside into the crisp night air, headed for her Toyota sedan.

“He can’t be that bad.”

“Maybe I’m a terrible mother.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Sometimes I wonder what would happen if he were arrested. Would he pass the psychopath test? I have a feeling he wouldn’t. Part of me wanted him to be arrested so they’d test him and send him to the island.” Naomi paced on the sidewalk near her car.

“That’s understandable. You’re upset. You just spent a fortune bailing him out. This is on him. Not you.”

“Is it?”

“Of course it’s on him. You’ve done your part. Blake has been given every opportunity to be successful.”

Naomi sighed. “My son’s a loser.”

“Stop, Naomi.”

“Worse than that, he’s a bad person.”

“People change. Give him time. I was punk when I was his age too.”

“You grew up in the projects. You had an excuse.”

“That’s not an excuse. I matured, and I grew up. He will too.”

“I love you, Vernon,” Naomi said.

“I love you too.”

“I miss you. I really wanted to see you this weekend.”

Heavy footsteps approached.

“We’ll find time next week,” Vernon said.

Naomi turned to the footsteps. Blake stared at his mother, a suitcase in hand. Officer Trask and Alan lagged behind.

“Talking to Vernon?” Blake said, lifting his chin.

“A work call,” Naomi replied.

Blake snickered. “Yeah, right.”
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Derek Burns the Midnight Oil

 

 

The road looked blurry. Derek drove his old box truck on Route 66 West toward home. He opened his eyes wider and slapped his face lightly. It was times like this he wished he’d had an autonomous truck. Thankfully, traffic was light.

Derek grabbed his phone from the cupholder and tapped the April icon. Straight to voice mail. Again.

“This is April. Leave me a message and I’ll call you back.”

After the tone, Derek said, “Hey, I was hopin’ to talk to you. I’m drivin’ home from the farmers’ market. Between Friday and today, I’ve sold out. I’m not even workin’ tomorrow. I gave my table to the guy next to me. I can’t believe I’m still standin’ after this week. I’m worn out. I hope you’re not workin’ too hard. Well, if you get this message, call me back. I could use the company. I love you.”

Derek set his phone back in the cupholder. His eyelids drooped and shut, then he opened them wide. He opened the window, letting the cool air blow into the cab. He turned up the radio, listening to upbeat music, singing along. He slapped his face.

Somewhere along the line, he ran out of steam. His eyes drooped and shut for an instant, but he opened them again. A moment later, he shut his eyes for a few more seconds, but he opened them again. He did this over and over again until he was gone.

As he slept, he didn’t notice as the truck slowed, his foot no longer pressing the gas. He didn’t notice as he drifted off the highway into the grass median separating westbound and eastbound traffic. He didn’t notice as he drifted onto 66 East, traveling the wrong way.

He awoke with a jolt when his box truck smashed head-on into an autonomous BMW. The speed of the lighter-weight BMW was offset by the girth and comparatively low speed of Derek’s box truck, creating a head-to-head stalemate that totaled both vehicles. The initial impact yanked Derek toward the windshield, his seat belt the only reason he didn’t go through the glass and beyond.

The wreckage blocked the left lane of eastbound traffic. The autonomous vehicles adjusted to this bottleneck instantly, sending signals throughout the network. Vehicles many miles away slowed and moved to the right lane in anticipation of the upcoming impediment.

Derek groaned and tried to move, but his lower leg was pinned by twisted metal. He attempted to pull his leg from the wreckage, but the pain coming from his right ankle took his breath away. Autonomous vehicles zipped past, without the urge to rubberneck.

He looked into the decimated BMW. He was relieved that it seemed empty. A dealer tag was in the front window. Probably delivering itself. He checked the cupholder, but his phone wasn’t there. He glanced around the cab but didn’t see it anywhere. He’d never used the voice command on his phone, but he’d seen others do it.

“Genie,” he said.

Nothing in response.

“Genie?”

Still nothing.

It’s prob’ly broken.

His rush of adrenaline was waning, and the pain from his ankle was excruciating. The autonomous vehicles were his only hope. Most were programmed to instantly report accidents to a database used by police and other autonomous vehicles.
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Jacob, Drunk on Tiger Bone Wine

 

 

Tiger bone wine was 58 percent alcohol. A fact Jacob didn’t know until it was too late. He stumbled into his house. Their robotic dog, Spike, stood in the dark foyer. The small doglike bot was one foot tall when on all fours, but it’s long neck added two more feet. The robot’s head watched Jacob, like a snake coiled and ready to strike. As soon as its facial recognition software identified Jacob, it sat down, returning to energy-conservation mode.

Jacob went to his home office. He placed his phone on the charger and his wallet and keys in his desk. Then he went to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. Jeeves stood in the corner, plugged into an outlet.

After hydrating, Jacob tiptoed up the curved staircase and into his master bedroom. He opened one of the double doors and crept inside. Rebecca slept on her side of the canopy bed. Jacob crept past their bed and the sitting area to the en suite bathroom. He thought he might vomit, but the feeling passed. He peed, brushed his teeth, and tossed his clothes into the hamper. Wearing only his boxers, he padded back to the bedroom. He placed his glasses on his bedside table and climbed into bed.

Shortly after he’d drifted off to sleep, he was wrenched from his slumber by a chiming cell phone. Jacob turned toward the noise.

Rebecca grabbed her phone from her bedside table. “Hello?” she whispered, raspy from sleep. “This is Rebecca.” She listened for a minute. “Is he okay?” She listened again. “Did he ask you to call me?” Rebecca paused. “Oh, I see. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She disconnected the phone and looked at Jacob. “Derek is in the hospital.”

Jacob sat up, rubbing his eyes. “What happened?”

“He was in a car accident.”

“Why are they calling you?” Jacob grabbed his glasses from the bedside table and put them on.

Rebecca frowned at his callousness. “I’m still his emergency contact person.”

“What about his mother?”

Rebecca cocked her head. “The one who’s battling cancer in the hospital as we speak?”

Jacob cleared his throat. “I forgot. Doesn’t he have a girlfriend?”

“I think so, but I don’t know what’s going on between them. Maybe they broke up? Maybe he doesn’t trust her to be his emergency contact?”

“You’re not his wife anymore.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Why do you care so much about him?”

“He’s Lindsey’s father.”

“Biological father.” Jacob crossed his arms over his hairy chest.

“You know what I meant.” She sniffed and narrowed her eyes at Jacob. “Have you been drinking? You smell like alcohol.”

“A client offered me tiger bone wine, and I felt obligated to accept. I didn’t realize that it has a very high alcohol content.”

Rebecca slipped from bed. Her bikini underwear showcased her thin legs. Her new breasts proudly pressed against her camisole top. “I need to get dressed and go to the hospital. He’s in surgery, and somebody should be there when he wakes up. I’d like it if you came with me. I’d rather not go by myself at this hour.”

“Is he all the way out in Luray?”

“No, he’s at Warren Memorial Hospital in Front Royal.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “Fine. What about Lindsey?”

“It’s better she hears about this in the morning. Or do you want to wake her at this hour to tell her that her biological father has been in a car accident?”
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Summer’s Stash

 

 

Summer was on her knees, heaving, her breakfast coming up in a chunky red slop. The tile was cold and hard on her knees, her scrubs offering little protection. She stood and flushed the toilet, her legs shaky. She went to the sink, washed her hands, and rinsed her mouth. Summer glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her face and neck were flushed and blotchy. Her wavy brown hair was disheveled. She popped a mint, smoothed her hair, and left the bathroom.

She’d taken the Sunday morning shift to earn some extra Fed Coins. Babies were expensive. She’d come a little early to complete that secret mission for Mark. She walked down the hall toward the stairs. Robotic orderlies and nurses moved past, some on wheels, some on titanium legs, never tiring, never faltering in their missions.

Their human counterparts moved with more grace but less energy, often stopping to look at their phones or to shoot the breeze with coworkers. Summer took the stairs to the basement. The hospital was mostly covered by cameras, but nonessential areas weren’t monitored. She walked to the end of the hall and entered a room marked Storage.

Inside, old computers and office furniture were piled in rows, like cemetery plots. A thick layer of dust covered everything. She looked around, thinking about where to hide Mark’s flash drive. A million places were there to hide it, but what if the hospital cleaned out the office furniture or the computers?

She looked up at the dropped ceiling. She moved a chair to the back corner of the room. Standing on the chair, she removed a square from the suspended ceiling. The ceiling tiles covered ductwork and wiring. She fished a plastic floss container and a roll of heavy-duty tape from her pocket.

Connor had taken the floss roll from the plastic container and had placed the flash drive inside the empty container. Summer taped the plastic container to the top of the ceiling tile, then reinstalled the square. Unless someone took down the ceiling tile, nobody would find the flash drive.
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Naomi and the Next President

 

 

“Good morning, Naomi,” Doris said. “What would you like for breakfast?”

Naomi sat in the breakfast nook of her Georgetown home, still in her pajamas. “Just coffee and cream.”

“Coming right up.” Doris, the robot domestic, turned on her three-wheel base and rolled to the coffeemaker.

Naomi tapped on her tablet, scanning the headlines for November 24, 2050.

Cat 2 Hurricane Landing in the Gulf

Antigovernment Demonstrations in Panama

Elite Still Hiding Ill-Gotten Gains in Panamanian Banks

Pollinator Decline Affects Orange Harvest

Our Next President

Naomi tapped the link to Our Next President. She scanned the New York Times article, scowling at the Corrinne Powers puff piece. Doris placed a steaming mug of coffee on the coaster within Naomi’s grasp, then drove back to the corner of the kitchen to await further instruction.

Alan bounded down the wooden steps, wearing faded sweats advertising his alma mater, MIT. He approached the breakfast nook, which was a wooden booth, similar to a restaurant.

“Good morning,” Alan said.

Naomi looked up from her tablet. “Is he still sleeping?”

Alan wedged his lanky frame into the bench seat opposite Naomi. “I think so.”

“Did you tell him that he can’t stay here?”

Doris approached the table. The bot was stark white, with two arms, a large round head, and dark sensors for eyes.

“I think you’re being too hard on him,” Alan said.

“Good morning, Alan,” Doris said. “Would you like some breakfast?”

Alan ordered his breakfast by tapping on the tablet attached to the robot’s chest.

“The reason his life is a disaster is because we haven’t been hard enough on him,” Naomi said.

“Coming right up,” Doris said, rolling away from the breakfast nook.

Alan returned his attention to Naomi. “Blake’s life isn’t a disaster. He’ll graduate in the spring with his classmates, and he’ll have his whole life ahead of him.”

Naomi frowned. “His classmates graduated last spring.”

“So, he’s a year behind. It’s not a big deal.”

“I don’t want him here during the campaign.”

Alan looked to the stairs, then back to Naomi with his finger to his lips. “Not so loud. He’ll hear you. He’s leaving this afternoon. No need to have a confrontation. I’ll have the car take him to the house upstate.”

“He needs rules too,” Naomi replied. “I don’t want him trashing our house. No parties. No drugs. Period. If he can’t handle that, he can live off UBI for all I care.”

“I’ll talk to him about taking care of the house. Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.” Alan glanced at Naomi’s tablet, eager to change the subject. “What are you reading?”

She sighed. “The New York Times thinks Corrinne will be the next president.”

“That’s not surprising.”

“They think we need a moderate Democrat to bring the American people together.”

“What do you think?”

“I think that’s the last thing we need.”
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Derek and from Bad to Worse

 

 

His eyes fluttered. The LED lights were low, but sunlight filtered into the room from the windows. Derek glanced to his left. A temporary wall that looked like a shower curtain. In front of him, his right leg was elevated and in a cast. An IV was attached to his arm. To his right, Rebecca and Jacob sat in chairs, dozing.

“Becca,” Derek said, his voice raspy. “Becca.”

She opened her eyes, blinking a few times. Rebecca stood from her chair and approached the bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Sore and thirsty.”

Rebecca rolled the overbed table closer, a cup of water with a straw now within Derek’s grasp. “I don’t know how cold it is.”

Derek took a few sips. “Thank you.” He glanced at Jacob, still dozing, his glasses askew. “Why is he here?”

Rebecca frowned. “I didn’t want to come out here in the middle of the night by myself. You could show a little appreciation.”

“I appreciate that you’re here, but … why are you here?”

“You have me listed as your emergency contact.”

Derek winced. “Shit. I’m sorry. I never changed it.”

“You can do it online. I use my doctor’s portal all the time, especially with the kids.”

“I canceled my policy years ago. It was too expensive. I never go to the doctor anyway.”

She cocked her head. “Until now.”

“Right. Until now.” Derek took another sip of water. “Do you know if they recovered my phone from the truck?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Can I borrow your phone?”

Rebecca went back to her chair, opened her purse, and returned with her phone.

“Thanks,” Derek said, taking her phone. “You guys prob’ly have a lot better things to do. I’ll call April to pick me up.”

“You can’t go home yet. Your ankle is broken, and you could have internal injuries.”

“Well, you two should go home. Let me just call April and my mother to let them know where I am.” Derek dialed April’s cell phone number by memory. Straight to voice mail. After the tone, Derek said, “I’ve been in accident. I’m at the hospital. Don’t worry. I’m okay.” He removed the phone from his ear and said to Rebecca, “What hospital is this?”

“Warren Memorial in Front Royal.”

Derek nodded to Rebecca and went back to his message. “I’m at Warren Memorial in Front Royal. I might need a ride home at some point. I’m callin’ from Rebecca’s phone, so don’t call this number. Just call the hospital. I love you.” Derek disconnected the call and tapped on the phone, looking for the number to Page General Hospital in Luray, Virginia. He called the main number.

“Page General Hospital. How may I direct your call?” asked the robot receptionist.

“The hospital room for Hannah Reeves.”

“One moment please.” The bot transferred the call.

“This is Nurse Wilkes, Oncology. How may I help you?”

“I’m sorry to bother you. My name’s Derek Reeves. I was supposed to be transferred to my mother’s hospital room. Hannah Reeves.”

The nurse hesitated for a beat. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Reeves. Your mother passed away early this morning. She took a turn for the worse last night. We left you several voice mails.”

Derek’s heart pounded. He felt sick to his stomach. “What happened? She was gettin’ better.”

“Epigenetic treatments have a low success rate for late-stage cancer patients. When they first undergo the treatments, patients often feel an initial burst of good health, but that’s often not sustainable. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“What happens now? Can I come get her?”

“We can’t release the body directly to you. We can release the body to a funeral home, or, in the case of indigent families, the state offers cremation.”

“I don’t know what I can afford. Can I call you back?”

“Of course. We’ll store her body for four days. Please let us know what you plan to do before then. Otherwise, she’ll be scheduled for cremation.”

“I will.” Derek disconnected the call and handed the phone to Rebecca.

Rebecca wiped her eyes with the side of her index finger. Derek’s side of the conversation was enough for her to understand that Hannah had died. “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

Derek shook his head, a lump forming in his throat. Tears slipped down his cheeks. Derek grabbed two tissues from the overbed table and wiped his face. He sat upright, grimacing, his battered body barking in pain.

“What are you doing?” Rebecca asked.

“I need to find April. I called her three times last night, and she’s still not returnin’ my messages.”

“Lay back,” Rebecca said, her hand on his chest. “You need to rest.”

Jacob stirred from his slumber. He rubbed his eyes and focused on Rebecca with her hand on Derek. “What’s going on?”

Rebecca removed her hand from Derek and turned to her husband. “Derek needs to find his girlfriend. We can help him with that, can’t we?”

A frown flashed over Jacob’s face for a microsecond. “Whatever we can do to help.”

Rebecca returned her attention to Derek. “We’ll go find her. Now lay back down.”

Derek did as he was told.

“Maybe April left you a message on your phone? Can you call your voice mail?” Rebecca held out her phone.

Derek called his voice mail and listened to the messages from Page General Hospital urging Derek to come see his mother, letting him know that her time was short. He heard a robomessage from SCS Enforcement letting him know that he’d been penalized ten points for reckless driving, and he should consider an autonomous vehicle.

And another from Nationwide Insurance, representing Alexandria BMW, the woman saying that her client would prefer to do this without going to court, but is ready and willing if necessary. Camera evidence is irrefutable. Derek’s at fault. The price for the totaled BMW: 77,800 Fed Coins.

Unfortunately, Derek did not have insurance, as nonautonomous vehicles were very expensive to insure. Human-driven vehicles caused 99 percent of the accidents. With the accident and his mother’s medical bills, Derek knew he’d eventually lose the farm. It was just a matter of time. Derek rubbed his throbbing temples.

“You okay?” Rebecca asked.

Derek nodded and handed the phone back to Rebecca. “Nothin’ from April.”

“What’s her address? We’ll go to her house.”

Jacob stood from his chair and approached the bed.

Derek gave them the name of her apartment building. He couldn’t remember the number. He knew she was on the fourth floor, but he’d only been there twice.

“I have work to do,” Jacob said.

“I can go if you don’t have time.” Derek struggled to sit up again, groaning against the pain.

“You’re in no condition to go anywhere. It’s on our way home anyway,” Rebecca said, scowling at Jacob. She turned back to Derek. “We’ll stop by her place, and I’ll call you here at the hospital.”

Jacob mumbled under his breath, “It’s not on the way.”

“Thank you,” Derek said, his gaze fixed on Rebecca.

“Do you need help with Hannah’s funeral arrangements?”

“No. You’ve done enough.”

“If you need help with the cost—”

“No, … but thank you.”
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Jacob and No Good Deed

 

 

The beige brick building was gothic and castle-like, the corners jutting out and curved, resembling guard towers. Burglar bars hung from the street-level windows, relics of a bygone era of DC crime.

Jacob tugged on the door to the apartment building. “Locked.”

Rebecca looked over the numbered buzzers next to the door. “Eight apartments are on the fourth floor. Should we just ring them all?”

“No. Someone might call the police.”

A teen boy exited the building, oblivious, his hoodie up and earbuds in his ears. Jacob caught the door before it shut and locked again. They entered the building, walking down a narrow hallway, with apartment doors on both sides. The linoleum floors were scuffed by a thousand shoe prints. An elevator and a stairwell were at the end of the hall. They took the elevator to the fourth floor.

“We still don’t know which apartment is hers,” Jacob said.

“I have an idea,” Rebecca replied.

The elevator doors opened to the fourth floor. Rebecca stepped to the nearest apartment and knocked.

“What are doing?” Jacob asked.

“Asking April’s neighbor where she lives.”

The door opened, and an elderly woman appeared. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and looked them over. “What do you want?”

“My name’s Rebecca, and this is my husband, Jacob.”

“So?”

“I’m looking for my friend April. She lives in this apartment building.”

“Nope.” The old woman started to shut her door.

“Wait.” Rebecca put her hand on the door to stop it from closing in their faces.

The old woman opened the door again.

“I probably mixed up the apartment number. I’m such a scatterbrain. I know she’s on this floor. Do you know which apartment is April Murphy’s?”

“Don’t know any April Murphy. What does she look like?”

They’d never met April either, but Rebecca repeated Lindsey’s description. “She’s pretty. Red hair. Looks young. About the same height as me.”

“Two young ladies live at the end of the hall. Last apartment on your right.” The old woman’s tone changed to a whisper. “I think they’re ladies of the night, if you know what I mean.”

Jacob and Rebecca gave each other a look of consternation.

“Thank you,” Rebecca said.

“Uh-huh.” The old woman closed the door.

They walked to the end of the hallway, and Rebecca knocked on the door. A television murmured inside.

A feminine voice spoke through the door. “Who are you?”

“I’m Rebecca. This is my husband, Jacob.” She gestured to Jacob, probably thinking the woman was watching them through the peephole. “I used to be married to April’s boyfriend, Derek. He was in an accident, and April hasn’t been returning his messages. He asked us to stop by and check on her.”

The door opened, and an early-thirties blonde stood, looking washed out, wearing sweats and no makeup.

Rebecca smiled and held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Rebecca.”

The blonde shook her hand weakly. “Krystal. April’s not here.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Not since last night,” Krystal replied.

“What time?” Rebecca asked.

Krystal shrugged. “Around six.”

“You don’t seem worried. Is it normal for April not to come home?”

Krystal broke eye contact for a moment, then said, “I think she was workin’ late. Sometimes she sleeps on the couch in her office.”

Jacob thought, She’s lying.

“Is it normal for her not to answer her phone?” Rebecca asked.

“I don’t know. Prob’ly. Maybe she’s answerin’ now,” Krystal said.

“I could try her again.” Rebecca grabbed her phone from her purse and tapped the DC number that Derek had called. She disconnected the call. “Straight to voice mail.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. I’m sure she’s fine.”

“Derek was worried, so it must not be like her to not return his phone calls.”

“I wish I could be more helpful.”

“What does she do for a living?” Jacob asked Krystal. He was helping only with the intention of ending the search as quickly as possible so he could go home and take a nap.

“Lindsey said she was a lawyer,” Rebecca said.

Krystal blushed, her skin color acting like a built-in lie detector. “That’s right. She’s a lawyer.”

“What firm?” Jacob asked. “If she’s still at work, maybe we could find her there.”

“I, uh, don’t know where she works.”

Jacob tilted his head. “She never talked about where she works?”

“Maybe she has something in her room that lists her firm?” Rebecca asked.

“I couldn’t let you in her room. That wouldn’t be right,” Krystal replied.

“But maybe you could go in and look. It really is important. Derek’s been badly injured, and he’s really worried about her.”

Krystal sighed. “I guess I could do that.”

A large man with sleeve tattoos walked in their direction carrying a grocery bag. Despite the lack of crime in DC, Rebecca clutched her purse. “Could we wait inside?”

Krystal frowned. “I guess so.” She moved aside.

They stepped inside, Jacob shutting the door behind them.

“Wait here. I’ll be right back,” Krystal said.

Jacob surveyed the cramped apartment. They stood by the door, the living room and the open plan kitchen in front of them. Krystal padded past the kitchen and down a short hallway, presumably to April’s bedroom. Rebecca walked into the living room, snooping. Jacob followed out of morbid curiosity.

Despite the cramped space, the apartment was tastefully furnished. Jacob recognized the elegant furniture. A top-of-the-line OLED television was nearly invisible against an original impressionist painting. Rebecca picked up a framed photo from the end table.

“Is that her?” Jacob asked.

Rebecca nodded. “I rarely see framed photos anymore. It’s nice.” She handed the frame to Jacob.

He looked at the image of Derek and April smiling, their arms around each other. They stood in Derek’s orchard, blossoms in the background as far as the eye could see. Jacob’s stomach clenched, and his heart leaped from his chest. He recognized April. She was the same redhead he’d met the night before.

Krystal appeared from the back bedrooms. “What are you doin’?”

Jacob set the picture back on the end table, his heart pounding like a drum. “Sorry. We were just looking at this picture of April and Derek.”

Krystal narrowed her eyes at Jacob and Rebecca. “Well, I couldn’t find nothin’. But I’ll have April call Derek as soon as she gets home.”

“Derek’s phone got lost or broken in the accident,” Rebecca said. “Tell April to call Warren Memorial Hospital in Front Royal. They’ll transfer her to Derek’s room.”

Krystal walked them out, shutting and latching the dead bolt behind them.

As they walked back to the elevator, Rebecca said, “I don’t think she’s a lawyer.”

“That’s none of our business,” Jacob replied, not making eye contact.
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Summer and Two Heartbeats

 

 

Summer wondered why they called it morning sickness. She felt nauseous all day long. She rinsed her mouth out in the sink and popped a handful of mints for the second time that day. It had been nearly three weeks since the pregnancy test, but she still hadn’t mustered the courage to tell Connor. How could she? He was dead set against a natural baby.

She feared he might suggest an abortion. Then what? How could she raise a child with the man who wanted to kill it? Summer estimated that she was only seven weeks pregnant, so she still had time to break the news to Connor before she started to show.

Summer went back to the nurses’ station. Two of her coworkers were laughing at the computer screen.

“What’s so funny?” Summer asked.

The older nurse pointed to the screen. “The guy with the tumor has an SCS of eighteen.”

The younger nurse said, “I’ve never seen anyone that low. I don’t know how he’s not in prison.”

“With a score under twenty, you lose all benefits. No UBI or Social Security or Medicare. I’m not sure he can even stay here.”

“They wouldn’t check him in if he couldn’t be here,” Summer said.

“That’s what we’re laughing at. He had a twenty-one when he came in here, so he still had access to Medicare. I assigned a bot to take care of him, and it reported him for abusive behavior.”

“What did he do?”

“He spat in the bot’s face and called it an f-ing N-word.”

“They just updated his SCS to eighteen because of the complaint,” the younger nurse said.
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Naomi’s Secret Weapon

 

 

“I told you my guy was the best,” Vernon said, beaming.

“Is it authentic?” Naomi asked, a twinkle in her dark eyes.

“Oh, it’s authentic.”

Naomi sat in the sitting area of her congressional office with her chief of staff, Vernon Hayes and her campaign manager, Katherine Lively.

“This could ruin her,” Naomi said.

“It depends,” Vernon replied. “It’s all about timing and framing. We have to figure out a way to make Corrinne overconfident, maybe even to shame you for something comparatively insignificant, then, when we need a critical push, we release the video.”

“I agree,” Katherine said.

“How old is the video?” Naomi asked.

“I think it’s about twenty-seven years old,” Vernon said. “Corrinne was twenty-eight when it happened.”

“Definitely old enough to know better. What does the nanny want in return?”

“150,000 Fed Coins.”

Naomi winced. “Can we afford that?”

“It’s over half of our marketing budget, but I expect more campaign donations after we announce,” Katherine said.

“Still worth every Fed Coin,” Vernon said, leaning back on the couch.

“I agree.”

“Then do it,” Naomi said. “You’ll have to work with Diane to revamp the marketing budget.”

“I don’t think we should tell anyone else about this, including Diane,” Vernon said. “Corrinne has this town wired. If it gets leaked to Corrinne that we have this video, she’ll find a way to diminish its effect and to paint us as mudslingers in the process.”

“Absolutely,” Katherine agreed.

“And we’re still a go for my announcement next week?” Naomi asked.

“Yes, we’re set for the Monday after Thanksgiving,” Vernon said. “Just as we planned.”

Naomi raised her eyebrows at Vernon. “Are you aware that I haven’t seen a finished draft for my speech yet? I’d like some time to prepare.”

“I’ll make sure the speech writers finish it today,” Katherine said.
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Derek and the Oldest Profession

 

 

On Sunday, Rebecca had called Derek’s hospital room to say that April wasn’t at home, and her roommate hadn’t seen her since early Saturday night. The roommate had also said that she thought April was at work but didn’t know where she worked. Derek didn’t know where she worked either, only that it was a small downtown law firm that specialized in environmental law. Derek had searched the internet, trying to find April’s law firm. He had found many April Murphys, but not one that was a DC lawyer. April wasn’t on any social platforms either. They’d met the old-fashioned way, in person, at the farmers’ market. She was always vague about her work, much preferring to talk about literally anything else. That fact now felt suspicious.

The pain meds and his lack of sleep had eventually overcome his worry. After a fitful night’s sleep, Derek had wanted to check out of the hospital to find April. The nurse and the doctor had tried to talk him out of his early checkout, but they couldn’t hold him against his will. He had signed some documents absolving the hospital of liability, then ordered a car service over the hospital room phone.

The car service had been pricey, so he’d had the driver drop him off at the nearest Verizon Wireless store. He’d replaced his missing phone, his contacts intact, given that his old phone was backed up to the cloud. Thankfully, he hadn’t lost his wallet or the all-encompassing chip card.

With a new phone, he’d ordered a much cheaper ride with AutoLyft, the autonomous car ride service. Now he sat on a bench outside the Verizon store, his toes a little cold where they protruded from his ankle cast, and his crutches resting next to him.

Someone had spray-painted a message on the concrete sidewalk in front of him. It read Where’s Roger?

His phone buzzed with a text. Derek grabbed his phone from his pocket and checked the message.

 

SCS Enforcement: In accordance with SCS Code 11345-98 you have been penalized 2 points for disobeying the advice of medical professionals.

Your current SCS is 78.

If you believe this penalty to be in error, you may file an appeal at https://www.SCS.gov/appeal/

SCS penalty got you down? Find out how you can boost your SCS at https://www.SCS.gov/boostyourSCS/

 

His phone chimed. It was from SCS Enforcement, no doubt the robocall that accompanied penalties and contained the same information as the text. Derek dismissed the call.

A driverless Honda sedan parked at the curb. Derek stood on one leg, grabbed his crutches, and made his way to the vehicle. He waved his chip card over the sensor on the passenger door, and it opened. Derek sat one-legged and pulled himself inside, his crutches clanging against the car. He tried to relax, but his body was still in pain, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that something horrible had happened to April.

 

* * *

 

Derek couldn’t remember April’s apartment number, but, once he’d put his crutches on the fourth floor, he’d remembered which one it was. After four bursts of knocks, the roommate, Krystal, finally answered, bleary-eyed, her blond hair disheveled. She looked young and small without makeup and heels.

“Derek,” she said, rubbing her eyes.

“Where’s April?” Derek asked.

“You still haven’t heard from her?”

“No. May I come in?”

She nodded and stepped aside.

Derek followed Krystal inside. “We need to talk.”

They sat at opposite ends of the couch.

“I know you know somethin’,” Derek said.

Krystal showed her palms. “I don’t. Honest.”

“I know she’s not a lawyer. I’m not mad, but I need to know the truth.” Derek didn’t know this for certain, but he thought certainty on his part would be more likely to elicit the truth.

Krystal looked down at her tiny hands. Her fingernails were bitten to the quick. “She is a lawyer. She passed the bar and everything. That’s true.”

“But?”

“She couldn’t find work. You know what it’s like. Robots keep doin’ more and more, and nobody ever retires.”

Derek stared at Krystal, searching for the truth in her facial expressions. “What does she do?”

“She goes out on dates.”

Derek pinched the bridge of his nose. “Like an escort?”

“But she doesn’t sleep with anyone. Honest. She literally just escorts them.”

“Who? Who does she escort?”

“Mostly rich guys. Politicians and bankers.” Krystal put her index finger to her mouth, chewing on what was left of her fingernail.

“Was she escortin’ someone on Saturday?”

“I think so.”

Derek clenched his jaw. “You think so?”

She dropped her hand from her mouth. “She was supposed to go to some party. She was just supposed to flirt and entertain the men at the bar.”

“Where was the party?”

“I don’t know.”

“Think!”

Krystal started to cry. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

“Do you know who hired her?”

Krystal shook her hanging head. She wiped her eyes and looked at Derek. “Do you think somethin’ happened to her?”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“It wasn’t abnormal for her to sleep somewhere else.”

Derek winced at that comment.

“Sorry.”

“Is there any way to find out who hired her? Does April book her own jobs or does she have a …”

“She books her own jobs.”

“Okay. Where does she do that? On her phone? Her tablet? What?”

“I think her phone, but it’s gone. So is her tablet.”

Derek removed his phone from his pocket.

“What are you doin’?”

“Callin’ the police.”

 

* * *

 

The DC Metropolitan Police wouldn’t take a missing person’s report online and wouldn’t send a detective to Krystal’s apartment, so Derek took another AutoLyft to the nearest police station. Inside, he scanned his chip card, told the desk officer why he was here, and waited in the lobby. He’d wanted Krystal to accompany him, but she was afraid she might be arrested for solicitation.

A moderately tall man in a dark suit approached from the elevator. Derek struggled to his feet, grabbing his crutches from the seat next to him.

“Mr. Reeves?” the suit asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Detective Barrett.” They shook hands.

Barrett was probably in his fifties with gray hair, feathered and parted down the middle, the shape resembling a butt. He had deep crow’s feet, a large nose, and a first-world gut.

The detective led Derek upstairs via the elevator and into his cramped office. Derek sat across from Barrett at his desk.

Barrett tapped on his laptop screen. “You wanted to file a missing person’s report?”

“Yes. My girlfriend, April Murphy’s, missin’.”

“Do you have her address or phone number?”

Derek provided both.

“Okay, I got her.” Detective Barrett turned his screen to Derek. “Is this her?”

Derek examined the mugshot. “That’s her. Was she arrested?”

“Once. For solicitation. Although the charges were dropped.”

“She’s not a prostitute.”

Barrett raised his eyebrows. “What does she do then?”

Derek swallowed. “She’s an escort, but it’s not sexual. She’s just a date for politicians and businessmen.”

Barrett nodded his head slowly. “You might be right, Mr. Reeves, but escorts in DC are typically high-end pros. It is possible that we busted a party, and she was at the wrong place at the wrong time, but it’s also possible that she’s a pro. When was the last time you or anyone heard from her?”

“As far as I know, the last person to talk to her was Krystal, her roommate. Sorry, I don’t know her last name. Krystal said she talked to April before she went out on Saturday around six.”

“Did she know where April went?”

“Only that she was workin’ a party, but she didn’t know where.”

“When was the last time you saw April?”

“Friday mornin’. She stayed at my house Thursday. My family has an orchard in Luray. She came to help me with the harvest.”

“Did you talk to her or text with her after that?”

“I spoke with her Friday afternoon, and we texted Saturday around lunchtime, but that was it. I have the texts on my phone if you want ’em.”

“I’ll take a look.”

Derek removed his phone from his pocket, tapped to the text string in question, and handed it to the detective. Barrett scrolled with his thumb, reading the texts. He returned Derek’s phone.

“What happens next?” Derek asked.

“It isn’t illegal for an adult to go missing. Without any signs of foul play, I have to wait forty-eight hours before filing this report. If I presume she went missing at 6:01 p.m., immediately after she was seen by the roommate, that would mean that I can file this at six this evening.”

“What happens after you file the report?”

“I’ll add her face to the facial recognition database, and we’ll start looking for her.”

“By we, you mean the cameras, right?”

Detective Barrett nodded. “If she’s out there, the cameras will find her.”
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Jacob and Thankful

 

 

Smells of the baking turkey with rosemary seasoning emanated from the kitchen. Jacob left his home office for the succulent smell. Rebecca and Lindsey sat at the kitchen island, sipping tea, overlooking the living room from the open kitchen. Jeeves prepared Thanksgiving dinner behind them. Spike the dog lay in the living room, in energy-conservation mode.

As Jacob approached them, Lindsey pointed at her stepfather, smiled, and said, “Spike, attack.”

Their little robotic dog stood on all fours and raced toward Jacob, who froze like a deer in headlights. The aluminum and titanium dog stood on its hind legs, hugged Jacob’s thigh, and mimicked sex. Rebecca had her hand over her mouth, stifling her laughter. Lindsey nearly fell from her chair cackling. Jacob shook his head, a small grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“All right. That’s enough. Get him off me,” Jacob said.

“Spike, heel,” Lindsey said.

The dog released its hold on Jacob and returned to its spot in the living room.

Jacob play-frowned at Rebecca and Lindsey. “Both of you are immature.” He then addressed Lindsey. “Is this what you’re learning in robotics?”

“No, but if you can program a robodog to hump a leg, you can program anything.”

“I can’t argue with that.” Jacob walked around the bar, put his hand on Rebecca’s shoulder, and kissed her on the cheek. “When’s dinner?”

“At two,” Rebecca replied.

“Smells great.” Jacob checked the time on the stove. It was almost two. “Where are the boys?”

“Where do you think?” Lindsey asked, as if it were obvious.

“I’ll go get them,” Rebecca said, sliding off her barstool.

“I’ll go,” Jacob said. “Enjoy your tea.”

Rebecca kissed him on the lips and said, “Thank you, honey.”

“Get a room,” Lindsey said with a smirk.

Jacob took the stairs to the walkout basement. The finished basement was nearly three thousand square feet and housed an extra bedroom, kitchen, living room, workout room, theater, and two VR rooms. Jacob opened a VR room. The boys were in the padded room, headsets over their eyes. Ethan lay on the rubber sensory floor, his hands held out in front of him, as if blocking an attack. David stood over his little brother, making a chopping motion with his hand, and yelling, “Die. Die. Die, stupid fucker!”

“That’s enough!” Jacob said.

The boys removed their headsets and looked to their father.

“He keeps killing me,” Ethan said, his eyes wet with tears.

“Go on upstairs, Ethan,” Jacob said. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

Ethan sniffled and nodded at Jacob. He hung his headset on the wall and went upstairs.

Jacob turned his attention to David. “What did I tell you about that kind of language?”

Six-year-old David hung his head and said, “You told me not to say it.”

“And why do you keep picking on Ethan? You know he’s sensitive.”

David looked up with a suppressed grin. “It’s not my fault he’s bad at Death Duel.”

“I don’t want you playing that game anymore.”

“Aww, Dad. Why not?”

“Because it’s too violent and I think it’s making you act cruel toward your brother.”

David crossed his little arms over his chest. “That’s not fair.”

“It is fair. I should shut off VR completely.”

“Whatever.”

“Go wash up for dinner. And be nice to your brother.”

“Fine.” David stomped upstairs.

 

* * *

 

The Roths sat around the dining room table, with Jeeves serving steaming plates of rosemary roasted turkey with white-wine pan gravy, fried Brussel sprouts with bacon, dates, and halloumi, and butternut squash stuffing. On the side, Jeeves served pumpkin dinner rolls and a baby greens salad with cranberries and candied walnuts. To drink, he poured an excellent pinot noir for the adults and homemade pear and apple soda for the kids, as well as water for all.

“This is unbelievable,” Rebecca said, taking a bite of the Brussel sprouts.

“Outstanding,” Jacob said, taking a bite of the turkey.

It took approximately eight hours for Jeeves to prepare and cook the meal but only twenty minutes for the Roths to eat it. Then another five minutes to devour the sweet potato pie with maple whipped cream. As they reveled in their satisfaction, Jeeves began to clear the table.

“Can we go play now?” David asked.

“Not yet,” Rebecca replied. “It’s Thanksgiving. We should talk about what we’re thankful for.”

“I think you’re supposed to do that before you destroy the meal, like conquering Vikings,” Lindsey said.

“I don’t think it matters. I’ll start. I’m thankful for my lovely husband and my three beautiful children.” She leaned over and kissed Jacob on the cheek.

Jacob squeezed Rebecca’s hand, then said, “I’m thankful to be here with my family.”

“I’m thankful that we have food to eat and a house to live in. Not everyone has that,” Ethan said.

“That’s true,” Rebecca said, smiling at her youngest.

There was an awkward silence. Lindsey and David avoided eye contact, not wanting to share.

“Lindsey?” Rebecca prodded.

Lindsey shrugged. “I’m thankful Jeeves does all the shit—I mean—stuff we don’t wanna do.”

“I suppose that’s true too.” Rebecca addressed David. “What are you thankful for, sweetheart?”

David shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Come on. You must be thankful for something or someone? Your little brother? Your big sister?”

David tilted his head, thinking for a moment. “I know. I’m thankful that I’m the smartest and best person in the world.”

Jacob chuckled.

“And the most arrogant,” Lindsey added, scowling.

“You are very bright,” Rebecca said, “but wouldn’t it be better to be humble, like Gandhi?”

“Did you know that Gandhi was a racist? He slept naked with his niece too,” David said with a goofy grin.

Rebecca twisted her face in disbelief. “That’s not true. Where did you hear that?”

“It is true. I looked it up.”

“Why on earth would you look up Gandhi?”

“My gifted teacher has these Gandhi quotes on the wall. He’s like her hero. I know more about her stupid hero than she does. She was so mad when I told her.” David tittered to himself. “But I didn’t get in trouble because it was true. It was so funny.”

“You should be nicer to your teacher.”

“He’s right,” Lindsey said, her eyes on her tablet. “This article says Gandhi was a racist who forced young girls to sleep in bed with him.”

“Told you,” David said, beaming.

Rebecca sighed and looked at Jacob. Despite her forlorn expression, she really was perfect: high cheekbones, symmetrical face, thin nose with plump lips, and not a single wrinkle, despite being on the wrong side of thirty.

“Can we go play now?” David asked.

“No more VR for today,” Jacob replied.

David scrunched his face, his cheeks turning red with rage. He smacked his little fists on the table.

“You want to make it two days?”

David took a deep breath and smiled, his dark eyes motionless, like black holes. “I won’t pick on Ethan anymore. I promise. I just wanna play a racing game. I won’t play Death Duel.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes at David. “Okay. No Death Duel.”

“Thank you, Dad. I think you’re right about that game. It’s too violent.”

“That’s very mature, David,” Rebecca said.

“Can I play in your VR room?” Ethan asked Lindsey. “I wanna go to the Great Barrier Reef in Australia. In your National Geographic game, you can go there and scuba dive, and it’s like from before, when the reef was alive.”

“You can use mine for a little while,” Lindsey said. “I am going to a party later though.”

“Sharks like little boys,” David said, baring his teeth.

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “Don’t make me regret my decision.”

David stuck his tongue out at Jacob, hopped from his seat, and ran to the VR room. Ethan followed, thanking his parents and Jeeves for the food before he left.

Jacob shook his head. “They grow up so fast.”

“Too fast. They know too much for their age,” Rebecca replied.

“This is normal for enhanced children. Mayer and Eric’s kids are the same way.”

“I think they’re in VR too much.”

“They’ve been staying up until like one in the morning,” Lindsey interjected.

“How do you know that?” Rebecca asked Lindsey.

“They wake me up when they come up to bed.”

“And then they’re up at six.” Rebecca turned to Jacob. “I really regret that reduced sleep gene we opted for.”

“Imagine what you could accomplish with three extra hours every day,” Jacob said.
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Summer and the Thanksgiving Chicken

 

 

They sat in the back of the Hyundai, watching Connor’s tablet. The man they called Braveheart ranted on the screen with his face pixelated and his voice digitized.

“USPCE and USPCW, otherwise known as United States Penal Colony East and United States Penal Colony West, otherwise known as the American Psycho Islands, are nothing more than a brilliant ruse to rid the country of dissidents. Throughout history, governments have used fear as the catalyst to take away freedoms in the name of safety and security. Benjamin Franklin said, ‘Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.’

“Admittedly, I do not have concrete proof, but many of my friends, friends from the freedom movement, began to disappear in 2044, the year the island prisons were opened for business. If I’m ever caught with my clandestine broadcast, I have no doubt I’ll be labeled a psychopath, and I’ll be sent to one of the Psycho Islands. Many argue the merits of the island prisons, citing the astonishing drop in crime rates. But this is street crime committed by poor people. What about crimes committed by the wealthy and connected, by the government? When was the last time you heard of one of them being sent to the Psycho Islands? These psychopaths continue to operate with impunity because they’re above the law. What fun would it be to make the laws if you actually had to follow them.”

Braveheart faded to black, and Connor set aside his tablet.

“He posted that two days ago, and it’s already gone, deleted from the internet,” Connor said. “I downloaded it within an hour of the release.”

“Are you sure that’s smart?” Summer asked. “You could get into trouble.”

“It’s not against the law.”

Summer shrugged. “It seems like they can make whatever they want illegal.”

“That’s true.” Connor glanced at the time on his tablet. “It’s not too late to go to Crosspointe.”

“We talked about this.”

“I just wanna have a nice meal. You know my mother. She does a serious spread.”

“I know, but we’re spending Christmas with your parents. It’s only fair to spend Thanksgiving with my dad. We can’t bail on him now anyway. He’d be crushed.”

Connor sighed. “Fine, but, if it’s terrible, I wanna stop by my parent’s house for leftovers.”

 

* * *

 

Summer’s autonomous Hyundai dropped them off in front of Patrick’s apartment building. Inside, the elevator was still broken, so they took the stairs, breathing in the smell of urine as they did so.

Patrick answered the door with a big smile, a hug for Summer, and a firm handshake for Connor. Summer handed her father a bottle of wine.

“Thank you, sweetheart.” Patrick waved them in, took their coats, and tossed them over the couch.

They followed Patrick into the tiny kitchen, the smell of roasting chicken and garlic growing with each step.

“Smells good, Dad,” Summer said.

“Thanks.” Patrick grabbed a burnt mitt and opened the oven, removing a golden brown chicken. “I cooked a chicken. The turkeys were outrageous this year. I hope that’s okay.”

Connor frowned at Summer, while Patrick attended to the food. Summer returned a disapproving look.

“It’s fine,” Summer said. “Looks great.”

Patrick warmed the dinner rolls and the green bean casserole in the microwave. He lined the steaming spread across the counter. They grabbed plates and filled them, buffet style. Patrick opened the wine and poured water from the tap. Summer declined the wine, citing an impending headache. Patrick fussed over her, finding some expired aspirin in the cupboard.

They sat around the table, and Patrick expressed his gratitude for their presence. They ate their food from mismatched plates amid Connor’s dour mood, no doubt thinking of his family and the five-star Thanksgiving they were missing. Despite the standard fare, Summer went back for seconds. She was, after all, eating for two.

Summer set down her fork, her plate clean. “Thank you for dinner, Dad. It was great.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” Patrick replied.

Summer glanced at Connor, who nursed his glass of wine, food still on his plate. She had an urge to shove the food down his throat. Instead she looked at her father and said, “What do you think of enhanced babies?”

Patrick wiped his mouth and said, “It’s a contentious issue. If we lived in a society with equal opportunity, then I have no problem with parents planning and investing in the health and intelligence of their children. The problem, as I see it, is that unless you’re a member of the political class or the favored business class, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to afford an enhanced child. And it’s even more unlikely that your child will be able to have an enhanced child. It’s become another way to widen the gap between the haves and the have-nots.”

“What about us?” Summer asked, gesturing to Connor. “Should we wait until we can afford an enhanced baby to have children?”

Connor glared at Summer. “I don’t think this is the right time for this discussion.”

Summer glared back. “Connor doesn’t think we should have natural children.”

“It’s really hard for natural children to compete with enhanced children. It feels cruel to bring them into the world, knowing they’ll be failures.”

Patrick took a sip of his wine, then said, “Life is hard and unfair. That’s part of being human.”
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Naomi Announces

 

 

Naomi stood at the podium in the Rayburn Reception Room of the US Capitol. The press sat before her, many with cameras and microphones. Thankfully, the big networks were in attendance.

“Thank you so much for coming,” Naomi said. “I have an announcement to make, but I’m hoping you’ll indulge me first, as I’d like to tell a story. An American story.” Naomi paused for a moment. “My dad was a truck driver. For forty years, he drove an eighteen-wheeler across this country, logging millions of miles. In 2028, he lost his job to autonomous trucks. Shortly thereafter, he drank himself to death.” Naomi glanced around the room, her eyes already wet. “My mother was a public schoolteacher for thirty-five years. Her pension was mismanaged and inflated away during the Greater Depression of the 2020s. My brother fought for this country as a soldier. He went to Syria in 2023 and never came back.”

Naomi pulled a handkerchief from her jacket pocket and dabbed the corners of her eyes. This prop and performance was planned, practiced, and executed to perfection.

“My story isn’t unique. I’m not special. Millions of Americans have similar stories. The small farmer who lost his or her farm because of climate change and subsidies to big ag. An entire generation of elderly people who watched their retirements disappear like a cruel magic trick. Soldiers with physical and mental disabilities who lack proper care. The hardworking people everywhere who’ve lost their jobs and their purpose to robotics. Our leaders tell us that this is the wealthiest nation the world has ever known. I believe that to be true, but it begs the question …” Naomi paused for effect, the reporters hanging on every word. “Why do we have the largest gap between the rich and the poor in the history of this country? Where did all this wealth go? It went to big business, big banking, and big politics. The leaders of this nation, the very people who were supposed to be good stewards, to guide us to prosperity, they enriched themselves and their capitalist partners at the expense of us all. They privatized the profits and socialized the losses.”

Naomi scanned the audience. The video cameras were still running and pointing in her direction. A few reporters took pictures. “Despite the darkness that we’ve experienced over the past few decades, I see a light at the end of the tunnel. That light is you. I believe the American people are ready for change. I believe the American people are tired of the corruption in Washington and on Wall Street. The tunnel is dark and scary, but, if we walk it together, we’ll make it to the other side. My name is Naomi Sutton, and I’m announcing my candidacy for President of the United States.”
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Derek and Nothing Left

 

 

“I told you that I’d call you if we found her,” Detective Barrett said.

Derek sat at his kitchen table, his cell phone to his ear, and his crutches on the chair next to him. “Do you have any new leads?”

“No.”

“Is there anything I should be doin’?”

Detective Barrett blew out a breath. “The best thing you can do, Mr. Reeves, is stay out of it and let us do our job.” The detective disconnected the call.

Derek tossed his phone on the kitchen table, the cell landing next to a blue urn that held what was left of his mother. It had been ten days since April went missing, and the police still didn’t have any leads. Derek tried not to think of the implications. He grabbed his crutches and hobbled outside to the apple trees. The boys picked late-season apples by hand, filling their boxes. It was the last harvest of the season. The tractor was parked nearby with the trailer attached.

“We’re almost done,” Ricky said, heaving a full box of apples onto the trailer.

Carlos picked and deposited apples into the apron attached to his chest.

“How much you gonna sell these for?” Ricky asked, his baseball cap shading his face.

Derek shook his head. “Nothing.”

“What?”

“We’re gonna put these along the road with a sign that says free.”

Carlos heard that and turned, his dark eyebrows scrunched together. “Why?”

Derek sighed, leaning on his crutches. “Because I’m gonna lose this place either way. Whatever I make, the banks are gonna take.”

“For real?” Ricky asked.

“Unfortunately,” Derek replied.

“Shit,” Carlos said.

“Come here for a minute, both of you.”

Ricky and Carlos walked closer to Derek, within touching distance. Derek reached into his pocket and removed two small credit cards. He handed each boy a card.

“What’s this?” Carlos asked.

“They’re prepaid credit cards for 300 Fed Coins each. I wish it could be more, but …” Derek exhaled heavily. “Anyway, you can use ’em on Amazon or anywhere.”

Ricky gave Derek a hug and said, “Thanks, Derek.”

“Yeah, thanks, Derek,” Carlos said.

“You two can take as many apples as you want for your family and friends too,” Derek said.

Carlos pursed his lips and asked, “What’s gonna happen to you?”

Derek rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll live on UBI like the rest of America.”
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Jacob and the Funeral

 

 

They were dressed in black, lost in their own thoughts. Rebecca and Lindsey sat in the back seat of the autonomous Mercedes, staring out the windows. Jacob sat in the front passenger seat doing the same. The Mercedes slowed and turned on Derek’s gravel driveway.

Along the road, boxes of apples were stacked on a long table, with a sign that read, FREE. The Mercedes traversed the long driveway through the orchard. Curvy rows of fruit trees flowed across the landscape, their leaves orange and yellow and fire-engine red. The change of seasons came later and later. The Mercedes parked near the farmhouse, next to a battery-powered tractor. The parking area was devoid of cars.

Jacob wondered if anyone was home. He turned to Rebecca. “You sure this is the right day?”

“I think so,” Rebecca replied.

They exited the Mercedes, a cool breeze and a cloudless sky greeting them. The front door was open, the screen door shut.

Rebecca opened the screen door and stepped inside. “Derek?”

He appeared, flanked by two boys. He wore a dark suit, ambling toward them on crutches. The boys—one reddish and freckly, the other tan—wore jeans and button-down shirts, the shirts entirely too big, and probably from Derek’s closet. The tan boy carried a blue urn.

“Thank you for comin’,” Derek said. He moved closer to Lindsey and gave her an awkward one-armed hug on crutches.

Lindsey half-heartedly reciprocated. “I’m sorry about Grandma.”

“Me too, but she lived a full life, and she loved you very much.”

Lindsey nodded, not making eye contact with Derek.

Derek introduced the boys, and everyone exchanged names. Then he said, “I thought we’d pay our respects at her favorite spot.”

Derek guided them through the orchard, along a swale. The boys walked next to Derek, Carlos cradling the urn. Rebecca and Lindsey walked together silently, Jacob bringing up the rear. The swale led to a pond. The sun reflected off the sparkling blue water. A bench sat on the pond wall, overlooking the water, shaded by a bamboo grove.

“This was her favorite spot,” Derek said, leaning on his crutches. “She loved to read out here. When my dad was alive, they used sit out here, talking and fishing.” He gestured to the bench. “Feel free to sit. I thought we could say a few words about Hannah, and then we can spread her ashes in the pond.”

The boys and Lindsey sat on the bench.

“Does anybody have anything they wanna say?” Derek asked.

Everyone was quiet for a few seconds.

Rebecca finally said, “I do.”

Derek hobbled next to the bench, and Rebecca took center stage, standing in front of the group. She adjusted the black shawl that covered her bare shoulders.

“Hannah was a wonderful woman,” Rebecca said. “She welcomed me into this family with open arms and treated me as one of her own. For that I am eternally grateful.”

Jacob glanced at Derek, who looked at Rebecca with a reverence and a familiarity that stirred the green-eyed monster inside Jacob.

Rebecca continued. “She was so kind to Lindsey when she was growing up. Always there to babysit when I needed a break. Always there with kind advice when I needed it. I will cherish my memories of her.” Rebecca smiled with glassy eyes and moved back to Jacob’s side.

“Anybody else?” Derek asked.

Again, it was quiet for a moment.

Carlos raised his hand. “I got somethin’ to say.”

“Go ahead, Carlos,” Derek said.

Carlos handed the urn to Ricky and stood from the bench. He took a few steps and faced the group. “I didn’t know Derek’s mom. She got sick when Ricky and me met Derek. I bet she was a nice lady though, ’cause Derek helped us a lot, so prob’ly she was nice. When I was pickin’ apples yesterday, I was thinkin’ about what my gramma used to say about apples fallin’ by the tree or somethin’.” Carlos looked to Derek for help. “You know what I’m talkin’ about?”

Derek smiled at the boy. “The apple doesn’t fall very far from the tree.”

The boy smiled back. “Yeah, that’s what she used to say. I think it means, if you have a nice mom, then prob’ly you’re gonna be nice. That’s it.” Carlos went back to his seat on the bench.

Derek wiped the corners of his eyes with his thumb. “Thank you, Carlos. Anybody else?” Derek looked to Lindsey, but she looked away. After a moment, with no takers, Derek took center stage. “My mother was a tough, hardworkin’ woman with a big heart. I couldn’t have asked for a better mother. I think she became my best friend later in life. When she lost my dad, and I was … single”—Derek looked away from Rebecca—“we spent a lot of time together, talkin’, eatin’, and workin’ the farmers’ market. I enjoyed bein’ around her because she was a great person. I loved her very much.” Derek took a deep breath and said, “Carlos, can I have the urn?”

The boy stood and handed Hannah’s ashes to Derek. He moved to the water’s edge on his crutches. He opened the urn and turned it upside down, the ashes floating in the breeze, then disappearing into the water. He returned to the group and said, “Thank you for comin’. It means a lot to me. I made spaghetti if anyone’s hungry.”

“I’m starvin’,” Carlos said.

“It’s all cooked and in the fridge.” Derek looked to Rebecca. “Maybe Becca can get plates for everyone and heat it up? I need to talk to Lindsey for a minute.”

“We can’t stay—” Jacob started.

“Let’s go, everybody,” Rebecca said, interrupting her husband. “Derek makes a mean spaghetti.”

Derek approached Lindsey. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Jacob, Rebecca, and the boys headed back to the farmhouse. Rebecca navigated the kitchen like it was her own, because it had been. She heated the spaghetti and served the food. The four of them sat at the kitchen table, eating.

Jacob said, “This sauce is …”

“Pretty good, huh?” Rebecca replied.

“We should buy this stuff.” Jacob took a bite.

“Can’t. It’s homemade. The ingredients are from Hannah’s garden.”

Lindsey entered the kitchen, followed by Derek. Her face was flushed.

“Your plates are on the counter,” Rebecca said.

“Jacob, can I talk to you outside?” Derek asked.

Jacob wiped his mouth and glanced at Rebecca. She nodded almost imperceptibly. Jacob stood from the table and followed Derek outside.

Derek leaned on his crutches, the sun making him squint. “I have just one thing to ask you, and I want you to answer me honestly.”

Jacob nodded.

“Do you love Lindsey just as much as your sons?”

Without missing a beat, Jacob said, “Yes.”

Derek swallowed hard. “I’ll sign whatever you need me to sign for the adoption.”
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Summer and Things Left Unsaid

 

 

Summer walked through the parking garage, cameras covering her every move. On one of the concrete pillars, a spray-painted message read Where’s Roger? She thought about Roger Kroenig, the congressman who disappeared five years ago. The guys talked about him in their Resistance meetings.

Her car unlocked as she moved close enough for the locks to detect her key FOB. She climbed into the back seat of her autonomous Hyundai, her feet throbbing. The car came to life, gauges and lights illuminated.

“Hyundai, take me home,” Summer said to the empty car. “Hyundai” was the computer’s default name from the factory. She could’ve changed it but never did.

“Destination, home,” the car replied.

The battery-powered Hyundai silently exited the parking garage of McLean Hospital, heading for her apartment. Summer took off her sneakers and rubbed her feet. Her cell phone chimed. She removed her phone from the front pocket of her scrubs.

She swiped right and said, “Hey, Dad.”

“I need you to come over,” Patrick said.

“What’s going on? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but it’s important. I need to talk to you.”

“Well, I’m headed home from work. I’m exhausted. Can it wait till tomorrow?”

“I don’t think so.”

Summer sighed and said, “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” She disconnected the call and said, “Hyundai, detour, Dad’s apartment.”

 

* * *

 

Patrick opened his door before she knocked. He ushered her inside. “You want something to drink?” he asked.

“No thanks,” Summer replied.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the sofa.

She sat with a groan, the pressure off her aching feet.

Patrick moved a chair in front of the sofa and sat down, so he could face his daughter.

“What’s going on?” Summer asked, unblinking.

Patrick took a deep breath and said, “I know I haven’t always been the best father, but I want you to know that I love you and that I’m proud of you.”

Summer arched her eyebrows. “Are you sick?”

“No. I’m fine. I just wanted to make sure that you knew how I felt.”

She narrowed her eyes at her father. “You sound like a person with a cancer diagnosis. I would know. I’ve been around plenty of them. If you’re sick—”

“I’m not. I promise.”

“Well, I love you too, Dad, but you could’ve told me this over the phone.”

“There’s more, and I’m not sure you’ll like this part.” Patrick hesitated.

Summer frowned. “Just tell me.”

“How are you and Connor doing?”

“We’re fine. Why are you asking?”

“I don’t think he’s right for you.”

She stood from the couch, glaring. “What are you talking about?”

Patrick also stood. “Do you wanna have children?”

“What? Where is this coming from?”

“Answer the question.”

“Of course I want children! You know that.”

“Last week at Thanksgiving, I got the impression that Connor wasn’t interested in having children with you, and, based on your reaction to some of the things he said, I think deep down you know that too.”

Summer shook her head, incredulous. “Even if that were true, it’s none of your damn business.”

Patrick showed his palms in surrender. “I know. I’m sorry for overstepping my bounds. I didn’t wanna leave anything unsaid—”

“You should’ve left that unsaid.” Summer turned on her sneakers and left the apartment, slamming the door behind her.
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Naomi and Cruella

 

 

Naomi yawned and stretched her arms over her head. She was ready to go home after another long day of begging for campaign donations. She powered off her laptop and closed the screen. Her desktop phone chimed. Naomi glanced at the OLED screen on the phone. It was Nina, her receptionist.

Naomi tapped the screen. “Yes, Nina.”

“Corrinne Powers is here to see you,” Nina said.

Naomi didn’t respond right away, thinking through her options.

“Mrs. Sutton?”

“Send her in.” Naomi tapped the screen, disconnecting the call. She stood from her desk and approached her door.

Nina knocked; Naomi opened the door with a saccharine smile. “Hello, Corrinne.”

Corrine returned her saccharine smile with one of her own and said, “Naomi.”

“Come in.” Naomi waved her inside.

They were almost identical in height and build, five four, petite, but Corrinne stood a few inches taller courtesy of her heels. Corrinne was every bit as stunning in person as she was on television. She wore a black dress that tied and buttoned in the front, looking almost like a fitted jacket. With her almost-white-blond hair and her sharp jawline, she reminded Naomi of Cruella de Vil, the antagonist from her favorite childhood movie, 101 Dalmatians.

Nina shut the door behind them. Naomi sat at her desk, and Corrinne sat opposite her.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Naomi asked, as Corrinne settled into her seat.

“I’m sorry to drop in unannounced,” Corrinne said, without a trace of remorse.

“You caught me at a good time.”

“I wanted to congratulate you on your entrance into the presidential race.”

“Oh, … thank you.”

“We’re both Democrats, technically opponents, but ultimately on the same side.”

Naomi nodded.

Corrinne sat ramrod straight, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Her head was perfectly level, as if she were balancing a book on top of it. “It’s important that we conduct ourselves with dignity. If the Republicans detect any infighting, they’ll use it to their advantage. How we conduct our campaigns is just as important as whether or not we win. We fight hard, but we don’t take cheap shots at each other, and, when the dust settles, the winner lends a helping hand to their Democratic opponents.”

“I plan to run an honest campaign, but I won’t pull any punches.”

Corrinne pursed her lips. “If you attack me, I’ll bury you. If you play nice, I might have a cabinet position for you when this is over. For your sake, I hope you choose wisely.”

Naomi smirked. “I’m touched that you’re so concerned for my well-being.”
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Derek and the First Cold Morning

 

 

His breath condensed in the cold air. It was the first cold morning since last winter. Derek drove his tractor to the mailbox, his crutches by his side. He climbed down from the tractor, one-legged, opened the box, grabbed the mail, and climbed back onto the seat.

He sat there in the cold morning air, flipping through his mail. One was a past due notice from the Bank of China. He was late on his mortgage. He wasn’t surprised. He’d already been dinged five points on his social credit score. His score was still a respectable 73, but, with his future mortgage default and repossession, he expected to lose at least thirty more points.

When that happened, he’d lose the farm, and his only remaining income would be UBI, which would be reduced to reflect his diminished SCS. A score of 43 was low but about average for the poor, and yet still above subsistence level … barely.

Derek shoved the mail in his jacket pocket and turned the tractor. Midturn, he stopped, something in the distance catching his eye. Smoke. It looked like it was coming from Hillside Grove, the apartment building where Carlos and Ricky lived. He drove on the road, toward the smoke.

As he moved closer, his initial concern was correct. The six-story Hillside Grove Apartments building was on fire. Wood furniture crackled, and glass shattered, and smoke poured from the broken windows. Thankfully, the outer walls were concrete. People clustered on tiny six-by-six balconies, screaming and begging for help.

The balconies were supported by steel cables attached to the building, and the railings were wrought iron, but the balcony floors were wood. Derek knew those balconies would eventually catch fire, burning the people alive or forcing them to jump.

About fifty people stood in the parking lot at a safe distance, in various stages of dress, some wearing their pajamas and stocking feet; others had the wherewithal to step into their boots and to grab their jackets. Parents held their crying children. A few adults sobbed, watching what little they had burn. Some coughed from smoke inhalation. Some hugged themselves, shivering from the cold.

Derek scanned the crowd on the ground and the residents stuck on the balconies, looking for Ricky and Carlos, but saw neither. He stopped his tractor next to two young men wearing sweats and hopped down one-legged. “Where’s the fire department?”

One of them, a swarthy and stocky man, shook his head. “They said they got three other fires.”

The other, a muscular bearded man said, “It’s fuckin’ bullshit.”

The stocky man continued, “I guess they’re comin’. I think the furnace blew. Fire started in the basement. People on the ground floor got out, and some people on the second floor jumped off their balconies. I was on the second floor.”

Desperate calls for help came from the balconies. Derek noticed that the remaining people on the second-floor balconies were elderly, but the upper floor balconies had men and women of all ages and were much more crowded.

“We need to help them,” Derek said.

“The fire department’s comin’,” the stocky man said. “We can’t do nothin’.”

“Is there a ladder here?”

“If there is one, it’s in the basement.”

Derek thought about his fourteen-foot orchard ladder. “My farm is over there, on the hill. With the gravel driveway and the deer fence.” Derek pointed to his property. “I have a ladder leanin’ against the barn. Anybody drive a pickup?”

The bearded man raised his hand and said, “I do.”

“Drive over there and bring it back.”

The bearded man didn’t move.

“Go!”

He hurried off, leaving the stocky man.

Derek looked at the stocky man, thinking he looked strong enough for the job. “How are you with heights?”

The man cocked his head in confusion.

Derek pointed to the front-end loader on his tractor. “That goes up about twelve feet. We could get those old people off the second-floor balconies easy. You up for it?”

He looked around, apprehensive. “What about the ladder?”

“That’s for higher up.”

“I thought we’d run up there and put the ladder in place, let people climb down on their own. I don’t think it’s safe to get close to the building.”

Derek glanced at the flames and the smoke pouring from the windows, also thinking that it wasn’t safe to be near the building. Derek stood up on his tractor and shouted, pointing toward the balconies, “I need someone strong to help get those people down.”

The people in their pajamas looked at Derek like he was insane. Many of them huddled with their families, comforting each other, still reeling from their brush with death, not interested in tempting fate again.

“What the hell’s wrong with you people? Your neighbors are dyin’,” Derek said.

“I’ll try,” the stocky man said, his shame overpowering his primal need for safety.

They drove toward the inferno in the tractor, Derek in the captain’s chair and the stocky man on a running board.

“What’s your name?” Derek asked.

“Gino.”

“I’m Derek.”

Gino nodded, his face pale.

Derek stopped the tractor near the building, below a second-floor balcony. An elderly couple called out to them for help, their eyes bloodshot. Despite the cool morning, it was scorching and smoky near the apartment building. The smoke was infused with the acrid smell of melted and burned plastic.

“Sit in the bucket, and I’ll raise you up,” Derek said, “but don’t stand until the bucket’s in place. Then help those people into the bucket and make them sit down, and then I’ll bring you down.”

Gino nodded again and hustled to the bucket, his head down.

The second-floor balconies were roughly fourteen feet off the ground. Each floor was ten feet, but the basement level rose four feet above grade. Derek raised the young man twelve feet in the air, almost level with the second-floor balcony. The old couple climbed over the railing one by one, and Gino helped them down the two-foot drop between the balcony and the tractor bucket. They all sat, and Derek lowered them to the ground. The couple thanked Gino profusely, then hurried toward the parking lot. Gino smiled wide and started to crawl from the bucket.

“Stay in there. There’s more.” Derek pointed to the next set of balconies. Each floor had twelve balconies, three on each side of the building. Approximately half of the second-floor balconies were occupied. Nearly all of the third floor and above balconies were occupied by terrified residents, and the sight of others being rescued only heightened their desperation. Every resident with a view of Derek shouted and begged for help. The snapping and crackling of the fire played in the background.

Derek ignored the chaos and focused on the task at hand. He repositioned the tractor to access the nearest balcony. The obese woman refused to climb over the railing, swearing she couldn’t do it. Gino climbed onto the balcony and tried to help the woman over the railing. They struggled, Gino finally reaching between her legs and hoisting her over, like a wrestler attempting a body slam.

Once she was over the railing but still standing on the balcony, Gino dropped into the bucket and told her to take a big step backward, and down, his hands outstretched to catch her. It was only a two-foot drop, but the woman fell on Gino, nearly knocking them both off the tractor bucket.

One fifth floor family tied their pajamas together and attempted to climb down in their underwear. The father went first, but one of the garments ripped. The crowd of onlookers gasped as the man fell four stories to his death. The family screamed and huddled together, nearly naked and exposed.

On the backside of the building, Derek saw Carlos and Ricky on fourth floor balconies with their families. They yelled for Derek, smiles on their faces because they knew their friend would save them. Derek told them to hang on, that they were getting a ladder, and had to rescue the lower floors first. Unfortunately, the balconies were offset, making it impossible for people on the upper balconies to hang and drop to a balcony below. The boys and all the upper floor residents were trapped with only one exit.

Derek and Gino finished the second-floor residents, and the bearded man returned with the orchard ladder.

“What now?” Gino asked, staring at the approaching fourteen-foot tall A-frame ladder. “That’s not any taller than the bucket.”

“Where do you want this?” the bearded man asked, huffing and puffing as he arrived on the scene, carrying the ladder on his shoulder.

“In the bucket,” Derek replied. “We’ll be able to reach the third floor now.”

The bearded man’s eyes went wide. “That’s crazy.”

“Trust me. It’ll work. You two just have to hold the ladder and let people climb down.”

The bearded man looked to Gino, who nodded and said, “It’ll work, Bear.”

Derek didn’t know if Bear was his real name or not, but it was fitting for the strapping bearded man. “You’re gonna have to stand up and hold the ladder upright. It’s too heavy and long to stand it upright in the air. I’ll raise you up nice and slow.”

Derek moved the tractor into position, under a third-floor balcony. Gino and Bear stepped into the loader bucket and positioned the ladder upright. Derek raised the bucket slow and steady. The crowd of residents watched Derek and the rescue crew from a safe distance. The building continued to snap, crackle, and pop as the inferno raged inside.

Gino and Bear leaned the ladder against a third-floor balcony. A father with a child holding on to his neck climbed down the unstable ladder. A teen girl was next, followed by her mother. The mother took one shaky step after another, but she made it. When she stepped into the bucket, the crowd cheered. With the bucket filled, Derek lowered the front-end loader. They stepped on solid ground and ran away from the building, the parents clutching the children.

Derek, Bear, and Gino repeated this process at several more balconies, the fire getting worse with each passing second. Some balcony floors caught fire, and a woman jumped, plunging four stories, her head crashing into the concrete sidewalk, blood splattering in a jagged starlike pattern. The crowd shrieked in horror.

The desperate screams intensified. People hung on to the wrought-iron railings, the flames eventually heating the iron, scorching their hands, forcing more people to plunge to their death. Derek tried to block out the screams and to focus on the residents he could help. He moved the tractor to another side of the building, hoping to rescue the last of the third-floor residents. All three third-floor balconies here were jam-packed.

Derek parked under the one with the burning floor and four people hanging on the railings. He coughed, his lungs and eyes burning from the smoke. Carlos and Ricky cried for help, but Derek ignored them, focusing on the more immediate concern before him. He raised the bucket as fast as he could without bucking Gino and Bear.

In the back of his mind, he knew he couldn’t reach the fourth floor, but he held out hope that the fire department would arrive soon.

A teen girl tentatively set her foot on the ladder, then climbed down. A teen boy followed. The mother struggled to hold on to the railing. She placed her feet on the edge of the balcony to hold herself up. She tried to reach for the ladder, but she was too far to the right.

Gino and Bear moved the ladder toward her, and she repositioned her hands on the railing. She touched a hot piece of wrought iron, her hands instinctually letting go. She plunged twenty-four feet to the ground, an old hedgerow breaking her fall. Two men from the crowd came to her aid. The husband climbed down the ladder, and Derek lowered them to the ground. The husband hurried to his wife, who was scratched and bleeding, but alive.

“The fire’s comin’!” Carlos shouted from the fourth floor.

“Help!” Ricky shouted.

But the other two third-floor balconies on this side of the apartment building were already on fire, the residents climbing over the railing. Like a triage nurse, Derek went to the next most pressing balcony. An old couple fell before they set up the ladder, the railing too hot to handle. Then everything combusted at once, the balconies no longer safe from the heat.

Residents jumped one by one, most falling to their deaths, some surviving with massive injuries, and some were engulfed in flames prior to jumping, becoming a human fireball. One person hit the side of the bucket, flipping their body sideways on the way down, nearly knocking Gino and Bear from their perch. The aroma of burning flesh mixed with the burning wood and plastic smells.

It was a gruesome concoction that smelled like burned pork from the muscle and fat, sulfur from the hair and nails, charcoal from the skin, and coppery-metal from the blood. Underneath the screams and shrieks of human suffering was a sizzling sound, like a plate of fajitas at Chili’s.

Derek backed the tractor away from the building, knowing it was over. Gino and Bear kneeled in the bucket. Gino leaned over and vomited on the asphalt. In the chaos, Derek didn’t see the boys jump from the fourth floor, thirty-four feet up, but he saw their bodies, twisted, eyes wide open, limbs at odd angles. Derek swallowed hard, and tears slipped down his cheeks. Gino and Bear hung their heads as their neighbors dropped from the sky. Some of the residents on the ground sobbed for their neighbors; others watched in a fog, as if they couldn’t believe the carnage.

The fire department and two ambulances arrived a few minutes later, nearly ninety minutes since the original 9-1-1 call. EMTs tended to the injured. Firefighters sprayed the smoldering concrete shell, but there was nobody left to save.

Derek parked his tractor in the parking lot, a safe distance from the fire. He leaned on his steering wheel, his head down. Gino and Bear stood with their neighbors, watching the firefighters. A reporter approached Derek’s tractor with her cameraman close behind.

She said, “People are saying that you helped them off their balconies. Would you mind doing an interview?”

Derek lifted his head from the steering wheel and looked down at the woman. “I just drove the tractor.” Derek pointed to Gino and Bear. “Talk to those two guys. They’re the ones who got the people off their balconies.”
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Jacob and No Leverage

 

 

The conference room table was occupied by the upper crust of Housing Trust. Jacob, the CEO, sat at the head of the table. Next to him was Ramesh Patel, his CFO. The head of PR was on the other side of him. Four members of the legal team and various VPs rounded out the attendees.

The news played on three drop-down screens, everyone in the Housing Trust conference room watching in silence. The headline at the bottom of the screen read Five Housing Trust Fires. The date and time read, Friday, 12-6-2050, 11:12 a.m. Stock tickers scrolled across the screen, HTI with a red down arrow indicating the fall in the stock price.

A male reporter stood in front of a burned husk of a concrete apartment building. The reporter said, “I’m standing in front of the Hillside Grove Apartments building in Luray, Virginia, where at least seventy-six people lost their lives this morning and over one hundred were injured. It is one of five Housing Trust–maintained buildings that caught fire this morning. According to the fire chief, lack of furnace maintenance and repair was the cause of these five fires. He stated that, ‘Furnace fires are very common during the first cold morning of the season.’”

Jacob turned off the news, the screens retracting into the ceiling. He surveyed his team. Some hung their heads; some looked shell-shocked; some looked apathetic. Jacob finally turned to his CFO. “Ramesh. You’re the most familiar with our predicament. Please explain how it is that our buildings are killing the occupants.”

Ramesh adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and said, “We’ve been underfunded and unprofitable for fifty years. We’ve stayed alive with government bailouts and by cutting costs to the bone. Building maintenance is one place where we’ve cut funding. The first few years of neglecting building maintenance yielded large savings, but, over time, this is not sustainable. The chickens have come home to roost. The influx of investment capital we received last week from the Bank of China will help keep us afloat for the next six to twelve months, but if we don’t receive another influx of investor capital or a government bailout, I would expect the lawsuits that we’re facing to eventually send us to bankruptcy.”

Jacob nodded to his CFO. “The Bank of China agreed to purchase a 25 percent equity stake at a 22 percent discount to the market. As of today, they’ve only purchased 10 percent. According to the contract, if the share price of Housing Trust falls by more than 20 percent during the accumulation period, they can void the contract. We are down nearly thirty percent at the open today. I don’t think they’ll complete their purchases without asking for a larger discount to the market price. Either way, a government bailout may ultimately be the only sustainable course for this company.”

 

* * *

 

Jacob sat at his desk, dreading the inevitable phone call from Zhang Jun, so much so that he flinched when his cell phone chimed. He swiped right with a new wave of concern. She rarely calls me at work. “Rebecca?”

“I’m sorry to bother you at work,” Rebecca said. “I just had a disturbing phone call from Derek.”

“From Derek?” Jacob asked.

“He wanted to talk to you. I told him that you were at work, but I could give you a message.”

“What’s the message?”

“I think it’s about the fires.”

Jacob tensed his jaw. “Who the hell does he think he is? I don’t have time for this.”

“Do you remember those two boys who were at Derek’s mother’s funeral?”

“Vaguely.”

“They both died in one of the fires. They lived in a Housing Trust building.”

“A lot of people died. I had nothing to do with it. What the hell does Derek want me to say? Does he want me to grovel and tell him how sorry I am? He’s the last person who I’d talk to about this.”

“What should I tell him?”

“I don’t care what you tell him.” Jacob’s cell phone buzzed with another call. It was the phone call he’d been dreading. “I have to go.” Jacob disconnected Rebecca and answered the incoming call. “Hello, Mr. Jun.”

“Did you know that your buildings are in such disrepair?” Zhang Jun asked, his voice dripping with condescension.

“With the influx of investment from the Bank of China, we’ll be able to improve our maintenance and property management. This tragedy is a one-off event.”

“This is no tragedy. It is a disaster. You have disgraced yourself with your poor management. If I am to throw good money after bad, as you say in America, I want a 50 percent discount to the current market price. Otherwise I will divest all shares.”

Jacob knew he had no leverage. “I will have the lawyers draft the paperwork.”
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Summer Breaks the News

 

 

Summer stepped into her apartment. She hung her coat on the rack near the door. Her fiancé, Connor, lay on the couch, under a blanket, watching television—some apocalyptic movie.

“I ordered pizza,” Connor said, not looking from the television. “It’s in the kitchen.”

Summer sat on the couch, near his feet. She kicked off her sneakers, with a heavy sigh. “This any good?”

Connor paused the movie. “It’s not bad. It just started. I can restart it. By the way, did you hear about those apartment fires?”

Summer nodded. “Just awful. The news report said people in Luray were jumping from their balconies.”

“Housing Trust is so corrupt.”

“Can we change the subject? I really need to talk to you about something. It’s important.”

Connor sat up, the blanket still covering him. They kept their apartment cold in the winter to save on heating bills. “What is it?”

She took a deep breath and said, “I’m pregnant.”

His mouth hung open, his eyes unblinking.

After a moment, she said, “Say something.”

Connor blinked. “How did this happen? You’re on the pill.”

“I forgot to take a few. I didn’t think it would—”

“Jesus, Summer. How could you forget something as important as that?”

“I was tired. I work different shifts. It’s hard to get into a routine. It wasn’t on purpose.”

He blew out a breath. “This is really bad timing.”

“It’s never convenient to have a child.”

“What are you gonna do?”

Summer stood from the couch, her hand to her chest. “What am I gonna do? Am I in this all by myself?”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I just meant, it’s your choice what to do. You’re the woman. You have to carry the child or not.”

Summer crossed her arms over her chest. “You want me to have an abortion, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that. I’ll support you in whatever you decide. It’s just gonna be expensive. I thought we were gonna have an enhanced baby. Don’t you want what’s best for our child?”

Summer touched her stomach. “I want what’s best for this child.”

“Then you wanna have it?”

“Absolutely.”

Connor stood from the couch, showing his palms in surrender. “Okay. Then that’s what I want too.”

“You don’t sound too enthused about it.” Her posture was still standoffish.

“I’m sorry. I’m shocked, that’s all. I need time to process.”

Summer nodded. “Okay.”

“How far along are you?”

“Nine weeks.”

A knock came at their door.

“Who’s that?” Summer asked, thinking that Connor had invited over Mark or Javier.

Connor shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Summer went to the door, checked the peephole, and saw her dad standing in the hallway. She opened the door with a frown and said, “What are you doing here?” Summer had just seen him two days ago.

Patrick grinned. “I can’t come see my daughter?” He stepped inside, and Summer shut the door behind him.

“You usually call first.” She was still slightly annoyed with Patrick for criticizing Connor, although she was more annoyed with herself for thinking Patrick might be right.

“My phone broke.”

“Hey, Patrick,” Connor said.

“Connor.” They shook hands.

“You want some pizza?” Summer asked, headed for the kitchen.

The men followed her.

“Unfortunately, I can’t stay,” Patrick said.

Summer grabbed a plate from the cupboard and flipped open the pizza box. “Why not?” She put two slices of pepperoni on her plate.

“I have a few errands to run.”

“At six o’ clock?” Summer put her pizza in the microwave and pressed Start.

“The Verizon store’s open until eight.” Patrick turned to Connor. “You mind if I talk to Summer alone for a minute?”

“Yeah, no problem.” Connor went back to the couch, leaving father and daughter in the kitchen.

“You’re acting weird,” Summer said, her head cocked.

Patrick waited a few seconds for Connor to be out of earshot. He spoke in a whisper. “I’m sorry for upsetting you on Wednesday. I just want you to be happy.”

Summer whispered back. “Connor’s my fiancé, Dad. I love him.”

“I’m sorry. If you love him, and he makes you happy, I’m happy.”

“He does.”

“Great.” Patrick took a breath and said, “I love you very much, Summer. You’re the most important person in the world to me. I want you to know that.”

She reached out and hugged her dad. “I love you too, Dad.”

They disengaged after an abnormally long hug, Patrick holding extra tight.

“Are you okay?” Summer asked.

“I’m great.”

Summer thought about telling Patrick about the baby, but she was still raw from telling Connor and not getting the reaction she’d hoped, thereby possibly confirming Patrick’s criticisms. The last thing she needed was more doubt.

“I should get going,” Patrick said.

Summer smiled at her dad. “Thank you for stopping by.”

Patrick kissed her on the cheek and left the apartment, saying goodbye to Connor on the way.

Summer readied her dinner, pouring herself some water and making a small salad to go with the pizza. That makes it healthy, right? A few minutes later, Summer joined Connor in the living room. He sat on the couch waiting for her, the movie on Pause, the opening credits on the screen. She set her plate and glass on the coffee table. A plain white envelope sat on the table.

“I restarted the movie,” Connor said.

Summer kissed him on the cheek and sat next to him. “That was sweet of you.” She gestured to the envelope. “What’s that?”

“Your dad gave it to me on his way out, told me it was for you. By the way, did you tell him?”

Summer grabbed the envelope and opened it. “It’s too early. Most people at least wait until the second trimester.” She read the handwritten letter.

 

Summer,

 

I’m going away for a while. I’ve done some things that I don’t regret, things that are good for humanity, but these things have gotten me in a bit of trouble with the government. If I stayed in the States, I could be in serious danger.

 

Please don’t try to find me. When it’s safe, I’ll find you. I don’t know when or where that’ll be. Don’t worry about me. I have a plan.

 

I love you so much. You’ll always be in my thoughts.

 

Dad
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Naomi on CNN

 

 

The CNN tech helped Naomi with her earpiece. She sat behind her desk, a camera pointed at her. Vernon and Katherine stood off to the side, out of the shot.

Another tech said, “You’re on in five, four, three, two, one.” He pointed to Naomi.

The CNN anchor spoke into her ear. “I’m your host, Brooke Bixler, and this is CNN News Tonight. We have Democratic congresswoman Naomi Sutton with us, live from Capitol Hill. Welcome, Mrs. Sutton.”

“Thank you for having me, Brooke,” Naomi replied, her tone and expression solemn.

“Earlier today, 448 people died in a series of fires across the mid-Atlantic, mostly related to poorly maintained heating equipment. Who’s to blame for these tragedies, and how do we prevent them in the future?”

“This was a tragedy of epic proportions. My heart and prayers go out to each and every victim and their families. These Americans were failed by multiple egregious acts of incompetence, corruption, and greed. First, there’s a shortage of firefighters and equipment in poor areas of this country. In the case of Luray, Virginia, it took the firefighters nearly ninety minutes to arrive on scene. These firefighters fought valiantly, but they’re expected to cover too much area with only one truck, and, when multiple fires broke out this morning, they did the best they could, but they can’t be in three places at the same time. It’s a travesty that we still spend over one trillion Fed Coins a year on the military, even though the world’s been at peace for over a decade, but we can’t fund adequate firefighters to protect our citizens.”

Naomi stared into the camera as she spoke. “Second, most of the casualties came from Housing Trust–owned and Housing Trust–maintained low-income housing. This is a perfect example of corporate greed in action. Housing Trust is paid by the US government to construct and maintain these homes. They save money by neglecting the maintenance and providing the worst living conditions they can get away with. Then, when there’s a disaster or a series of lawsuits, they go to the Federal government for a bailout. They’re privatizing the profits and socializing the losses.”

“Do you think Housing Trust should be nationalized?” Brooke Bixler asked.

“Housing Trust is already a Government Sponsored Enterprise, but technically the federal government is forbidden from an outright nationalization. But we can buy the company with Fed Coins and assume control. Taking care of people isn’t meant to be a for-profit business. Comfortable and safe housing for Americans should be an inalienable right.”

“What would you say to those who believe we can’t afford to provide and to maintain suitable housing for everyone?”

Naomi frowned at the camera. “That’s nonsense. We have more than enough empty houses to house every homeless person in America. And, with a fraction of the military budget, we could assume control of Housing Trust and then repair and upgrade every building to a standard befitting the dignity of the American people.”
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Derek Almost Eight Months Later

 

 

Since the fire, Derek’s farm had been foreclosed by the Bank of China. With the destruction of the Hillside Grove Apartments in Luray, he’d had to move elsewhere to take advantage of low-income housing, which, for him, was really no-income housing, if you didn’t count UBI. Low-income housing wasn’t free, just affordable, with most of the residents paying with their UBI. He had found an apartment in Washington, DC, to be closer to the police station investigating April’s disappearance. Even with the government subsidies, the apartment still consumed over half of Derek’s monthly UBI.

Derek flushed the toilet and washed his hands. Even at just after seven in the morning, the air was stale, humid, and suffocating. On the hottest days, the building’s air-conditioning often ceased to function or simply spewed warm air from the vents. Derek was equipped for this hardship. He’d spent most of his life working in the heat.

The apartment had one tiny bathroom with a shower stall. He ran his hand through his beard. He was swarthy and unkempt, his wavy hair touching his collar and his beard covering his face and neck. Men on the street occasionally spoke to him in Arabic, even though he didn’t speak a word. Derek padded to the kitchen.

Apart from the bathroom, the apartment was one room, roughly twenty-by-twenty. A single bed sat along the wall opposite the window. His clothes were kept in two old suitcases under the bed. A table for two sat near the kitchen, his old laptop on the tabletop.

He cooked eggs and toast for breakfast, with a banana and a large glass of questionable water from the tap. His UBI payment was barely enough to survive. If he wasn’t careful, he might not be able to eat toward the end of the month. He bought the healthiest but cheapest food he could afford. Sometimes he had to go for cheap calories at the expense of his health. He ate a lot of bread, peanut butter, eggs, milk, bananas, and whatever veggies and meat were on sale at the time. He was actually broke at this moment, but he’d gone shopping yesterday and was expecting his UBI payment to post today.

While eating his breakfast, his phone dinged with a text. There it is. Derek checked the text.

 

SSA:

Social Security Administration

Date: 7-22-2051

UBI Number: 432-05-272

 

Derek Reeves

2200 E St. SE

Apartment 30

Washington, DC 20020

 

Your UBI benefit has been deposited into your account and is available for use.

Information About Current Universal Basic Income Benefits

Your current UBI benefit is 1,046.00 (We must round down to the whole Fed Coin).

 

Current Applied Additions and Deductions

UBI Starting Benefit: 2400

Dependents: None +0

Gender: Male -500

Ethnicity: Caucasian -500

Microchip Implantation: No -200

Criminal Record: None +600

Social Credit Score: 43 -428.22

Monetary Credit Score: 257 -325.32

 

While he ate, Derek summoned an AutoLyft with his phone. He finished his breakfast, washed the dishes, and left the apartment. He took the stairs. The elevator had been broken since he arrived, but the old brick building was only four stories anyway.

Outside, the temperature was already in the eighties, barely a cloud in the sky. Derek checked the time on his phone—8:05 a.m. The AutoLyft economy car parked along the curb, the exact time the app had stated. A beautiful young woman exited the vehicle, bleary-eyed, but dressed to the nines.

“Good morning, Derek,” said the dark-skinned woman.

“Morning, Destiny,” Derek replied, passing his neighbor on the way to the same AutoLyft, the AI smart enough to limit empty trips. Derek waved his chip card at the rear passenger door. It unlocked, and Derek entered the vehicle. He’d already set his destination, so the car drove toward Georgetown, eventually parking at the police station.

Derek went inside the precinct. Facial recognition cameras and a heavy-duty tablet built into the reception desk greeted him. A few officers milled around behind the bulletproof glass. The tablet was scratched, no doubt the object of frustration. Derek waved his chip card over the tablet, letting the department know he was here for his appointment.

Despite Detective Barrett’s annoyance, Derek kept a standing appointment with the detective every Monday at 8:30 a.m. for the past eight months, each meeting lasting approximately two seconds, just long enough to say, “Nothing new.”

Derek sat in the empty waiting area, which was nothing more than a line of plastic chairs. Despite their agreed-upon time, Barrett often made Derek wait up to an hour before delivering those same two words. A tall woman in a pantsuit approached the waiting area, making a beeline for Derek. He stood, his heart rate increasing, wondering if they had found April.

“Mr. Reeves?” she asked.

“Yes?”

“I’m Detective Osgood.”

They shook hands.

“Where’s Detective Barrett?” Derek asked.

“He retired,” she replied.

Derek cocked his head in confusion. “Why didn’t he tell me that last week?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have any news about April Murphy?”

She nodded. “I’ve moved her case from active to cold.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, we won’t work on the case unless we find new evidence.”

“How are you gonna find new evidence if you’re not lookin’ for it?”

She placed her hands on her hips. “We probably won’t.”

“So, that’s it?”

The detective spoke faster, obviously eager to end the conversation. “I appreciate your interest in this case, but I won’t have these weekly meetings like Detective Barrett. It’s a waste of my time and yours.”

“What if I only came by once a month?”

She shook her head. “No, Mr. Reeves.”

“Please, Detective.”

“Have a nice day.” She turned and went back into the restricted area of the police station.

Derek went back outside and sat in his appointed AutoLyft, thinking about April. He’d been fixated on finding her. He knew that. But what else did he have? The farm was gone. So were Ricky and Carlos. His parents were dead. He had no wife. His only child, Lindsey, was a Roth now. He tapped on his phone, searching for Rex Barrett, Washington, DC. Maybe Barrett can talk more about the case now that he’s retired.

Derek found three listings on a People Finder site. Two were too young, but one was fifty-four, which seemed about right. He spent ten Fed Coins to purchase the report that promised Barrett’s address and familial information. Apparently, Detective Barrett lived in Northeast on Trinidad Avenue and was married with two college-age kids. Derek sent the AutoLyft toward Northeast.

The AutoLyft stopped in front of the four-unit brick building on Trinidad Avenue. Derek walked to the front door and pulled. It was locked. He pressed the buzzer for unit three. No answer. He tried several more times. Still no answer. Derek sat on the stoop and waited. Nearly an hour later, an old woman exited the front door.

Derek stood and said, “Hi—”

“Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it,” the woman said.

“I was lookin’ for Detective Barrett. I’m an old friend. I thought he lived here?”

“Used to. Whole family up and moved out a few days ago. They kept me up all night.”

Derek furrowed his brows. “They moved at night?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Any idea where they went?”

“I asked his wife that. She wasn’t real specific. Just said Central America. It was obvious she didn’t wanna talk about it. Can you believe that? We’ve been neighbors for twenty-two years, and she won’t even tell me where they’re going. You think you know people.”
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Jacob’s Swiss Family Reunion

 

 

Jacob stood by himself, the sun warming his face, the manicured lawn soft under his feet. His hands rested on the wrought-iron railing as he gazed at the sparkling blue lake below and the Swiss Alps in the background. His extended family laughed and talked and plotted and schemed. It was in the mid-eighties, hot enough for most of his relatives to retreat under the outdoor gazebo, but he welcomed the sun and the soothing effect of her rays.

Lindsey walked away from the lake, a towel around her body, her hair wet. She walked on the forest path alone, hugging herself. The family reunion hadn’t been easy on her. She had received a few snide comments and thinly veiled insults. She’d overheard one cousin tell another that she was a gold digger, just like her mother. Another said she’d never be a Roth because it wasn’t in her blood.

Jacob walked away from the mansion, toward Lindsey, hoping to intercept her before she disappeared into the guest house. They called it the guest house, but it was every bit as large as Jacob’s Virginia estate, yet tiny in comparison to the Roth mansion.

“You okay?” Jacob asked as he approached.

Lindsey stood on the front stoop of the guest house. She turned toward her father with red, puffy eyes. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I’m the only one who’s stock.” A tear snaked down the side of her nose.

“That’s not true. Your mother and I are natural born too—and all the adults for that matter.”

“I’m the only kid though. Everyone’s smarter than me. And prettier. And just … better. I don’t belong.”

Jacob moved closer, now within touching distance. “Can I tell you a secret?”

Lindsey wiped her eyes.

“You can’t tell anyone this, okay?”

Lindsey nodded.

“I don’t belong either. I’m the black sheep of the family. My parents nearly disowned me for marrying your mother. They wanted me to marry somebody else.”

Lindsey arched her eyebrows. “Who?”

“A woman from a wealthy family.”

“My mom was poor. My dad—I mean, Derek too.”

“I don’t care about that. I love your mother, and I love you. That’s what matters.”

Lindsey forced a smile. “Thanks, Dad.” She opened the door to the guest house.

“Don’t hide in there too long,” Jacob said, not unkind. “The more they know you, the more they’ll like you.”

Lindsey nodded and went inside.

Jacob walked back to the family reunion. Most of the family sat at tables under the gazebo, finishing their desserts—vanilla crème brûlée topped with raspberries from the gardens. Uniformed servers cleared plates and distributed coffee and adult beverages. They were human, but they used a robotic busboy, which was basically a box on wheels with a deep tray for dirty dishes. Rebecca sat at a table with the wives, doing her best to fit in and not doing too bad.

Eric spotted Jacob, stood from his table, and ambled over, a scotch in hand. Eric held up his glass as he approached. “Hey, big brother.”

Jacob stopped in his tracks and forced a smile. “Eric.”

“Where’d you disappear to?”

“Nowhere. Just enjoying the view.” Jacob glanced at the lake.

“You’ve been quiet.”

Jacob shrugged. “I don’t have much to say.”

“It seems like the bad press is finally dying down.”

Jacob frowned. “Thanks for reminding me.

Eric wore khaki shorts with a short-sleeve button-down shirt. His legs were pale yet covered in dark hair. He removed a Nicaraguan cigar from his shirt pocket and a cigar cutter. “You want one? Best cigar in the world.”

“No thanks.”

Eric cut the end of the cigar like a mini-guillotine, placed the cutter back in his pocket, and removed a platinum lighter. “I suppose that’s for the best.” He lit the end and puffed the cigar, the smoke smelling like coffee and cocoa and earth.

“What’s for the best?”

Eric grinned, his dark mustache stretching across his lip. “It’s probably best you stay away from anything on fire.”

Jacob glared at his younger brother. “You think this is a joke? I’ve had death threats.”

Eric’s grin receded. He put his arm around Jacob. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

The heat of the sun, coupled with the cigar smoke and Eric’s sweaty arm, was too much. Jacob removed Eric’s arm and moved closer to the backside of the mansion, the height of the structure and the overhangs offering shade. Jacob glanced up, taking in the gargantuan stone structure. The ornate peaks and molding and slate roof gave it a castle-like appearance.

Eric followed. “It’s hot as hell. Be happy you’re not in DC. It’s supposed to hit one hundred today.”

Jacob nodded, still annoyed.

“You know what your problem is?”

“I’m assuming you’ll tell me.”

“You take things too personally.” Eric took a puff of his cigar.

“Hundreds of people died in those fires, Eric. And I’m to blame.”

“That’s bullshit. That’s like blaming the president for a shitty economy.”

“Maybe.”

“Even if Housing Trust goes under, you’ll be fine. Dad will set you up somewhere.”

“I’m so sick of my life being determined by him. The only reason I’m the CEO of Housing Trust is because of him. I never wanted the job. Probably why I’m not very good at it.”

Eric took another puff and shrugged. “Then quit. I’m sure you’ve saved enough money by now.”

Jacob nodded, trying the idea on for size. “We’d be fine, depending on how the market fares.”

“You went to bed early last night.”

Jacob shrugged as if to say, So?

“I’m not sure if you know this yet, but it’s been decided. Rates are going higher. It’s time to purge the weak hands. We’re in the process of positioning defensively. I suggest you do the same.”
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Summer and Nine Months

 

 

Summer sat on the couch with a groan, bracing her back with one hand, the other on her bowling ball belly. Connor sat on the opposite side of the couch, flipping through streaming options. She struggled to remove her engagement ring from her swollen finger, finally dislodging it and setting it on the coffee table. Not having the wedding band was the only positive point to still not being married. She leaned back and put her swollen feet on the foot rest.

“Just decide on something,” Summer said.

“What do you wanna watch?” Connor asked, still browsing.

“I don’t care.”

An urgent knock came to the door. They both turned. Connor stood and walked to the door. He checked the peephole and opened the door. Mark barreled inside, sweaty, red-faced, and out of breath.

“Shut the door!” Mark shouted.

Connor did as he was told, then approached his friend. “What did I tell you about coming over unannounced?”

“It’s an emergency. Put your phones and tablets in the fridge.”

Connor sighed and grabbed Summer’s phone from the coffee table. He grabbed the tablets from the bedroom, went to the kitchen, and put the electronics in the fridge. He returned to the couch, his face annoyed but unconcerned.

Mark grabbed a chair and sat across from Connor and Summer, also blocking the television.

“Javier was arrested,” Mark said.

Connor sat up straight, his eyes wide open. “What?”

“Javier’s brother called me. He said he was arrested for some online posts. You remember when he wrote about how the bankers own everyone and everything, including the government?”

“They can’t arrest him for that. It’s an opinion.”

“It’s the wrong opinion, and it wasn’t just that. He posted stuff about false flags. The Lusitania, Operation Northwoods, the Gulf of Tonkin, 9/11, Iran. The last thing he posted was about Psycho Island and how they send antigovernment activists there, not just psychos.”

“He might get busted for hate speech,” Connor said, “but he’s never been arrested before. They won’t put him in prison for a first offense. They’ll probably just delete his social accounts and give him an SCS penalty.”

Mark shook his head. “They’ve classified him as an Unlawful Enemy Combatant.”

“That means they can do whatever they want to him,” Summer said, her speech urgent.

“That’s exactly what that means.” Mark looked at Connor, serious as cancer. “They could torture him and find out about the video. They could send him to Psycho Island. They could send us to Psycho Island.”

“Hold on,” Connor said. “We didn’t do anything.”

“We illegally recorded a Roth trying to bribe a congresswoman.”

Connor pointed at his friend. “You and Zoe did that.”

“Relax. I know that,” Mark said, showing his hands in surrender. “If I’m arrested, I won’t tell them about the copy that you hid. As far as I’m concerned, you two have nothing to do with this. If you’re arrested—”

“Arrested?” Summer said, suddenly feeling ill, her eyes bulging.

“It’s unlikely but possible,” Mark said. “It’s better you two know what to do in the unlikely event. Just be cool, and do not under any circumstances mention the video. As far as I’m concerned, you know nothing about it.” Mark pushed his glasses up his nose and rubbed his eyes. “I deleted you guys from my social media. You should do the same. I don’t think we should see each other until this blows over.”
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Naomi and Get Out

 

 

They sat in the back seat of their electric Toyota, the car driving them on the two-lane road through upstate New York. Dark trees crowded the roadsides, with the bright moon and their headlights providing the only illumination.

 

Vernon: I’ll miss you this weekend.

Naomi: Me too. I’m still thinking about yesterday.

Vernon: There’s more where that came from.

Naomi: I hope so. Next week at the Mandarin?

Vernon: Definitely.

Naomi: I can’t wait.

 

“Who are you texting?” Alan asked.

Naomi looked across the back seat to her husband. “Vernon.”

“What about?”

Naomi mock frowned. “Aren’t you a nosy Newman. Campaign planning, if you must know.”

Alan smiled back. “I have to keep you out of trouble.”

“I’m black, female, and a socialist. I’m the definition of trouble.”

He laughed. “You’re right about that.” Alan let out a sigh as his laughter dissipated. “I’ve been looking forward to this weekend. I really need a break from the city, and I think we need some quality time. I feel like I’ve barely seen you over the past few months.”

“A presidential campaign is a grind. Expect it to get worse before it gets better.”

“All the more reason for a break from the DC swamp.”

The car turned onto their driveway. Their ten-acre property was mostly wooded, creating a buffer of privacy. As they approached their stone cottage, Naomi’s blood began to boil. A dozen vehicles were parked haphazardly in front, many of them on the lawn. Lights were on in every room.

Naomi turned to her husband and said, “I might kill him.”

“This is my fault,” Alan replied. “I forgot to tell Blake we were coming.”

“That doesn’t matter. I told him specifically no parties.”

The autonomous car stopped, unsure where to park. Naomi parked the car on the edge of the driveway. She marched inside their house with Alan in tow. The music was loud, bass pumping. Twentysomethings and even a few teens smoked e-cigarettes loaded with marijuana. Couples groped each other, making out on the furniture. A few were in various stages of undress.

Beer bottles and Naomi’s crystal wine glasses littered coffee tables and end tables and even the floor. Footprints and red wine soiled the white carpet. The partygoers didn’t acknowledge Naomi or Alan.

Naomi approached a fully clothed couple in conversation. She tapped the young woman on the shoulder.

She turned to Naomi with a scowl and a full glass of red wine. “I didn’t give you consent to touch me.”

Naomi scowled right back. “I didn’t give you consent to come into my house and drink my wine.”

“I don’t need your consent. Blake invited me.”

Naomi clenched her fists, the urge to take a swing overpowering. She took a deep cleansing breath and said, “You have five minutes to get the hell out of my house.”

Alan mouthed Sorry to the young woman.

Naomi glared at Alan, then marched to the control panel on the wall. She turned off the music, everyone suddenly aware of the quiet. Naomi stepped to the middle of the now-quiet living room and announced, “I’m calling the police. If I were you, I wouldn’t be here when they show up.”

Someone said, “Fuckin’ bitch,” under their breath, but the unwanted party guests began to leave.

“Where’s Blake?” Naomi asked one apparently sober man on his way out.

“I think he’s upstairs,” the man said.

As they climbed the stairs, Naomi said, “If anyone’s in our room, I might lose it.”

“Calm down,” Alan said. “You don’t want to be videoed acting unhinged.”

“At this point, I don’t give a shit.”

Four partygoers loitered in the upstairs hall outside the bathroom.

Naomi announced, “Party’s over.”

The group looked at her, perplexed.

“The police are on their way,” she added.

That lit a fire under their asses. The four inebriated “guests” hurried downstairs.

Moans and grunts and box spring squeaks could be heard behind the guest room door. Naomi knocked.

A man responded, “Go away.”

Alan said, “We should give them some time to …”

“To what? To finish having sex?”

Alan blushed.

“No. We’re not doing that.”

Naomi tried the handle, but it was locked. She removed a hairpin, inserted it into the tiny hole on the knob, popped the lock, and opened the door. On the bed, a curvy woman was on all fours, naked, a thin man behind her, thrusting.

Naomi stood just inside the room. She pointed at the open door and said, “Get the hell out. Now!”

The couple scrambled for their clothes, the man still sporting an erection. They left, red-faced and half-dressed.

Naomi turned her ire on Alan. “Do you plan on doing anything? Or do I have to be the bad guy as usual?”

Alan looked down, like a scolded child. “What do you want me to do?”

“Do what you always do, which is nothing.”

“Because you have to be in control.”

Naomi blew out an exasperated breath and stomped to Blake’s room. She knocked, and a man said, “Come in.” Naomi entered the room. No Blake, just five people doing drugs. They were gone as soon as Naomi mentioned the police.

Naomi didn’t bother knocking on her bedroom door. She popped the lock with her hairpin and entered her room, with Alan skulking behind. Blake sat up in the bed, glowering, ready to punish the intruder. Two girls were in bed with him, the covers concealing their bodies but not their faces. The girls looked very young, maybe fifteen or sixteen.

“Get up,” Naomi said.

Alan stood, his mouth an O, and his eyebrows arched high.

“You shoulda told me that you were comin’,” Blake said, not moving a muscle.

“I’m sorry. I forgot to call,” Alan said to Blake.

Naomi turned to her husband with a look that could kill. “Go downstairs and make sure nobody steals anything.”

Alan left.

The girls fumbled for their clothes. Half-dressed, they hurried from the room. Blake still didn’t budge. He leaned against the headboard with a shit-eating grin.

Naomi approached the bed. The room smelled like weed and sweat and sex. “The age of consent in New York is seventeen. Did you know that? If you’re not careful, you might find yourself in prison.”

Blake grinned and threw the covers off his naked body. His keg-size gut jiggled as he climbed from the bed. Blake stood, his chin up, and his fists on his hips like an obese Superman.

Naomi raised one side of her mouth in disgust. “For God’s sake, put on some pants.”

Blake took his time locating and grabbing his sweatpants from the floor. He slipped on the pants without any underwear.

“I’ve had it with you,” Naomi said. “I’m done. I want you out of my house right now.”

His mask of arrogance broke with the crease of his forehead. “Where am I supposed to go?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

“Dad wouldn’t let you kick me out.”

Naomi smirked. “Who do you think makes the decisions?”

“Fine. I’ll go to the press and tell them how you let me and my friends have drug parties at your house. A scandal would ruin your campaign.”

Naomi chuckled. “Oh, now you’re trying to blackmail me? You do know where I work, don’t you? Go right ahead and call the press. I’ll call the police and tell them about the drugs and those young girls. How old were they, Blake?”

“Old enough to suck this.” Blake grabbed his crotch.

“You disgust me. Get out of my house!”

Blake rubbed his neck beard, a wry smile on his lips. “I’m not leavin’.”

“We can do it the hard way if you prefer.” Naomi removed her phone from the jacket pocket of her pantsuit. “The police can remove you.”

“What if I told Dad about you and Vernon?”

Naomi stiffened, like a deer in headlights.

Blake cackled. “I’ve been holdin’ that secret for a long time. Waitin’ for a rainy day. I guess it’s rainin’.”

“I expect you to clean this house,” Naomi said, her voice quivering enough to reveal her impotence.
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Derek and Closure

 

 

Derek ran on the sidewalk, government-funded apartments to his left, the street to his right. His T-shirt was soaked with sweat. His breath was elevated, and the temperature was in the triple digits, but he pushed harder. Two miles later, he reached a dilapidated playground. As usual, he was the only person at the park.

Here, he did three hundred sit-ups, two hundred push-ups, and one hundred pull-ups. Then he ran back home, pushing past the fatigue in his legs and the burning in his lungs. With no job, no money, and no family, he’d started exercising to exhaustion, partly to do something, partly to feel something, anything, even if it was physical pain.

Thirteen minutes later, he arrived at his four-story apartment building. He bent over, his hands on his knees, dripping with sweat, recovering his breath. He spit in the grass, his saliva thick from a lack of water. Once his breathing and heart rate regulated, he went to his apartment and showered. The shower was purposely cold, to cool his skin and to quench his thirst simultaneously. After showering and changing, he sat at his kitchen table, opened his old laptop, and read through the MSNBC headlines.

Black Monday 2051

Another Scorching Summer

Stocks Limit Down

Robot Love and Marriage

Europe Burns in the Heat

S&P 500 Down Ten Percent

A knock came at Derek’s door. He answered. A four-foot tall aluminum FedEx robot held a nine-by-eleven envelope, not with hands but grippy rubber knobs at the end of its arms. The headless bot walked on two legs, vaguely resembling a human gait.

“I have a package for Derek Reeves,” the bot said. “Please scan your chip here.” In place of a head, the bot had a flat cylinder on top, almost like a stubby neck. This area flashed. A sticker was attached to the bot’s chest that had four arrows pointing upward and read SCAN HERE.

Derek scanned his chip card at the robot’s neck stump.

The bot handed the envelope to Derek and said, “Have a nice day.”

Inside, Derek sat back down at the kitchen table and examined the envelope. No return address. He opened the envelope, revealing a letter and a tiny flash drive.

 

Derek,

 

April Murphy is dead and has been for some time. I believe she was murdered by Bank of China CEO Zhang Jun. He is known to abuse American girls, often choking them in the act. Ms. Murphy isn’t his first victim.

 

Unfortunately, like before, the police were barred from conducting a thorough investigation, given his status and power. According to multiple witness statements, on the night of 11-23-2050, Ms. Murphy was taken against her will to Zhang Jun’s penthouse hotel room.

 

Camera footage showed April entering The Regal Hotel on the night in question, but it did not show her leaving. It did show two of Zhang Jun’s security guards depositing a carpet-wrapped body into a black SUV registered to Zhang Jun. As they placed her body into the vehicle, her right hand and ring were visible. It was the same distinctive ring worn by Ms. Murphy when she entered the hotel.

 

During the investigation, this camera footage was suppressed and deleted, but I’ve enclosed a copy. I’m sorry for your loss. I hope this information brings you closure.

 

Sincerely,

Anonymous

 

PS: When Zhang Jun is in DC, he stays at The Regal Hotel, room 60. His black SUV has diplomatic plates YA-013. He employs two bodyguards at all times. One stationed outside his penthouse suite, one inside.

 

The name Zhang Jun hit Derek like a freight train. During the foreclosure process, many form letters he’d received from the Bank of China had the man’s jagged signature. Granted, it was a copy. Intellectually, Derek understood that Zhang Jun had no idea who he was or that the Bank of China had foreclosed on his farm. The funny thing was that he’d never borrowed from the Bank of China. He’d borrowed from the Bank of Virginia, but they’d been bought by the Bank of China.

Derek grabbed the flash drive with shaky hands and inserted it into his laptop. He watched April enter the hotel, looking classy in a calf-length tailored dress and flats. The sight of her nearly took away his breath. He’d seen her in that dress before. Why would she wear flats? She always wore heels with that dress.

Whoever edited the video zoomed in on her right hand, her Claddagh ring facing outward, as if she were single. The video cut to two large men in suits carrying a rolled-up carpet from a rear hotel exit to a black SUV. The video zoomed in on and paused on the diplomatic license plate. As the men deposited the carpet into the SUV, her right hand was visible for a split second. The video paused and zoomed in on the hand again, revealing the same Claddagh ring.

After viewing the video several times, Derek paused the video on April, alive and beautiful. He stared into her expressionless face. What was she thinkin’? It was just another job. She had no idea that she wouldn’t leave that hotel alive. He shut his laptop, hung his head, and sobbed at the kitchen table.

Eventually, he went to the bathroom and washed his face. He lay on his bed, ruminating and plotting and grinding his teeth until his jaw was sore. He went back to his laptop and looked up Zhang Jun, burning the CEO’s face into his memory.

Derek left his apartment and knocked on the apartment next to his own. After incessant knocking, a dark-skinned woman answered the door. She was compact and athletically built but feminine. Even without makeup, Destiny was stunning.

“You know I’m tryin’ to sleep,” she said.

“I’m sorry. I wanna hire you,” Derek said.

Destiny cocked her head. “I don’t think you can afford me.”

“Not for that.” Derek hesitated. “Can we talk?”

She sighed. “I’m up now.”

They sat on her fluffy white couch.

“I need you to help me get to a guy who did somethin’.”

She shook her head with a chuckle. “That all you got? Some guy who did somethin’? You’re gonna have to gimme more than that.”

“He killed my girlfriend.”

Destiny put her hand over her chest. “I’m so sorry, Derek. I didn’t know.”

“It happened at The Regal Hotel in Georgetown. The guy has security. I just need you to get me up there, so I can confront this piece of shit.”

“The Regal Hotel?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the man’s name?”

“Zhang Jun.”

Her eyes opened wide.

“You know who he is?”
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Jacob and Hedging Bets

 

 

Jacob and his family had been in Switzerland for over a week. He’d had enough of the Roth family reunion. He was ready to go home. Thankfully, their flight was scheduled for tomorrow. It wasn’t all bad. Stocks had crashed around the world, but Jacob had been able to position himself accordingly with put options to protect his personal portfolio and to turn a profit, while the rest of the investing world took it on the chin.

Despite this fortuitous turn of events, Jacob had been annoyed that Eric’s admission that they were removing liquidity from the market had come six days before the event—and in a drunken stupor no less. They had to have known about this for months. But Jacob had been an afterthought, not privy to the inner sanctum of the Roth financial dynasty. Maybe that was changing. He’d been summoned to his father’s home office.

Jacob knocked on his father’s door.

“Come in,” Nathan said.

Jacob stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. The office was dark wood and plush leather. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf spanned one wall, filled with first editions and rare hardbacks. Nathan wore a dark suit, making Jacob feel underdressed in his khakis and polo shirt. Jacob approached his father.

The old man looked away from his computer screen and said, “Have a seat.”

Jacob sat in a leather chair across the desk from Nathan.

“Corrinne Powers has agreed to make you treasury secretary when she wins the presidency,” Nathan said.

“Should I meet with her?”

“No, it’s better that you don’t. Eric’s in contact with her.”

Jacob nodded. “What about Naomi Sutton?”

“You spoke with her. She made her intentions known, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did.”

“She won’t win without our support.”
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Summer and the Day Everything Changed

 

 

Summer and Connor sat on the couch, watching their OLED television. A banging came from their front door. Summer startled in her seat and looked toward the door.

Connor stood from the couch. “It’s probably Mark again.” He checked the peephole and said, “Who are you?”

“I gotta letter for Connor Pierce,” a man replied through the door. “Mark sent me.”

Connor opened the door. A dark-skinned man wearing shorts and a tank-top handed a sealed envelope to Connor. “Mark told me to give this to you.”

Connor took the letter from the man. “Is Mark okay?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t even know him. He gave me fifty Fed Coins to deliver this letter. I’m gonna bounce. My AutoLyft’s waitin’.” The man turned on his sneakers and walked away.

Connor shut the door and returned to the couch, opening the letter in the process.

“What does it say?” Summer asked, her hands resting on her big belly.

Connor opened the trifolded letter and read it aloud. “I hope this letter gets to you and Summer in time. Zoe was arrested. I wasn’t home, but my mother told me that the police have an arrest warrant for me too. I’m sure they have arrest warrants for you two also. I’m on the run, trying to get out of the country. I’m trying to get to Panama. There’s an agorist community in the Darién jungle that takes antigovernment refugees. It’s called Silver City. If I were you, I’d leave the country too. If they catch us, they’ll send us to Psycho Island. If I make it to Panama, I’ll stay in the DoubleTree Hotel in Panama City for three days. Meet me there and we can go to Silver City together. Get out now. Make sure you destroy this letter.” Connor looked up from the letter, his face white as a ghost. “What are we supposed to do?”

Summer sat up straighter, her heart pounding. “We can’t just leave. I’m due any day. I’m not supposed to get on an airplane.”

“What about a boat?”

“I’m not supposed to travel at all.”

Connor ran his hand over his face in frustration. “What if they’re coming for us?”

“What if they’re not?”

“Then we can come back.”

Summer narrowed her eyes at Connor. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“They arrested Javier, Zoe, and they have an arrest warrant for Mark. We could be next.”

“It’s not safe for me to travel.”

“What if we hid at my parent’s house for a few days? I have a few nanocams from work. I could install one in the peephole here. Then we’ll know if the police come looking for us. If they do, we’re gone. If not, we just come back home in a few days.”

Summer nodded along with the plan. “That makes some sense.”

“I’ll call my parents.”

“Now?”

“For all we know, the police could be on their way over.” Connor picked up his cell phone from the coffee table, then put it back down again. “What if they’re monitoring our phones? We should leave our phones here. We’ll have to show up to my parents unannounced. Shit, we can’t take our car. And we can’t take an AutoLyft. It would be tracked with our chips.”

“Mr. Diaz from downstairs would probably let us use his car.”

“What about my chip?” He massaged the skin at the fulcrum of his right thumb and index finger. Embedded under the skin was a microchip with all his important documents and information. Summer had the chip card, her father refusing the implant when she was a child.

“You said you don’t have tracking.”

“I don’t, but I bet they can still track me.” Connor took a deep breath. “Can you take it out?”

Summer arched her eyebrows, her eyes wide open. “You want me to perform a minor surgery in our apartment?”

“What other choice do we have?”

“Let me see your hand.”

Connor held out his right hand.

She needled the area with her fingers.

“Feel it?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s small. Not very deep either,” Summer said.

“You have some medical stuff here, right?”

“My med kit’s under the bathroom sink. Grab it and bring it to the kitchen.” Summer struggled to her feet and waddled to the kitchen table, while Connor retrieved her medical kit.

Connor set the plastic box on the kitchen table in front of Summer. While sitting at the table, she opened the box and removed what she needed: Betadine, Steri-Strips, a scalpel, forceps, a bandage, medical tape, and numbing cream.

“Can you do it?” Connor asked.

“It might hurt a little.”

Connor nodded and sat next to her at the table.

“Put your hand on the table.” Summer examined his hand again. “Are you sure about this?”

“No sense in leaving if I have this thing in me.”

“Okay.” Summer stood and cleaned the tabletop. She cleaned the forceps and the scalpel with Betadine. She washed his hand and washed her hands. Summer sat next to Connor. She rubbed the numbing cream on and around the operation area.

A few minutes later she touched and prodded the skin, asking if Connor felt anything. He didn’t. She picked up the scalpel, and Connor looked away. She held her hand steady and made a small incision. Connor grunted in response, still looking away. She grabbed the forceps and removed the tiny bloody microchip. She cleaned the wound and closed it with Steri-Strips, then covered everything with a bandage.

“That’s it,” Summer said, smiling.

Connor turned to Summer. “That didn’t hurt too bad. You should’ve been a surgeon.”

“I don’t know about that.” Summer picked up the microchip with her fingertips, showing Connor. She dropped it in his open palm. “I guess we should leave it here.”

Connor examined the microchip, set it back on the table, and stood. “We should get going. Pack light. Only necessities.”

“We’re really doing this?”

“You didn’t cut me open for nothing.”

Summer called Mr. Diaz to ask about borrowing his car. He agreed. Connor shredded Mark’s letter and installed a nanocam in the peephole. Summer and Connor packed two small suitcases and left their apartment, taking the elevator to the second floor. They retrieved the key fob for Mr. Diaz’s autonomous Nissan. He said that his car was parked in front. They took the elevator to the lobby.

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. They exited the elevator and turned the corner, headed for the front entrance, the well-worn carpet leading the way. A robotic receptionist stood at the front desk.

As they passed, the robot said, “Have a nice evening.”

It was nearly 8:00 p.m., but it was still light outside. The front entrance was a bank of four glass doors. They were roughly forty-feet away when Summer stopped in her tracks and placed her hand across Connor’s chest, stopping him cold. From her vantage point, she saw the tip of a boot just outside.

“You see that?” Summer pointed to the tip of the shiny black boot.

Connor craned his neck and said, “Shit.”

The next thing they saw were their rifles, followed by their helmets and body armor, with FBI emblazoned on the front.

Summer turned to Connor and said, “Run.”

Connor let go of his suitcase and ran for the rear exit. Summer didn’t even try. She could barely waddle to the bathroom. She simply put up her hands, the suitcases at her feet evidence of her guilt. Some of the men faced her, gun barrels pointed at her chest, shouting, “On your knees. On your fucking knees.” Others hurried past, presumably looking for Connor.

But her legs were unsteady, her body unwieldly. She simply shook, tears streaming down her face.

“Get on the fucking ground!” another man said.

One of the men slammed her to the carpet, her shoulder and side taking the brunt of the impact. The man wrenched her hands behind her back and affixed tight handcuffs.

All the while, Summer said, “Stop. My baby. You’re hurting my baby. You’re hurting my baby.”
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Naomi and Counterterrorism

 

 

“Never let a good crisis go to waste,” Vernon said.

“What did you have in mind?” Naomi asked.

Vernon, Naomi, and Katherine sat in the sitting area of Naomi’s congressional office, strategizing about yesterday’s stock market crash.

“You need to be the one pointing out the evils of capitalism and the one pointing to the stock market crash as the result,” Vernon said. “You’re the only socialist presidential candidate. Technically, you’re the only one with clean hands.”

“What about a protest and a march to the steps of the New York Stock Exchange?” Katherine asked. “At the end of the march, Naomi could make a speech opposing capitalism.”

Vernon nodded to Katherine. “I like that.”

“So do I,” Naomi said.

“This needs to happen quickly though,” Vernon said. “The Fed could pump up the markets at any time.”

“I think we could organize something for this Friday,” Katherine said. “Maybe we could have Naomi’s speech culminate at the closing bell. We have our New York base who would show up, and we can hire protestors for forty Fed Coins a head.”

“I like that too. What’s the weather forecast for Friday?”

Katherine tapped on her phone. “Sunny and clear but very hot. Mid-nineties.”

“We’ll have to make it a short march.”

A knock came at the office door. Vernon went to the door and opened it. Nina, Naomi’s tiny receptionist, valiantly stood in front of a tall fit man, with graying hair at his temples.

“He’s demanding to speak with Naomi,” Nina said, her hands on her hips. “He’s from the FBI.”

“What’s this about?” Vernon said, looking over Nina’s head at the FBI man.

He removed his wallet from the inside pocket of his dark jacket and showed his badge and ID. “I’m Assistant Director Vandenberg from the Counterterrorism Division. I’d like to talk to Naomi Sutton for a few minutes. This is a courtesy call.”

“It’s okay, Nina,” Vernon said, giving her a nod of approval. “Come in, Director.”

Nina went back to her desk, and Vernon shut the door behind the FBI director.

Katherine stood from the couch. “I’ll start the arrangements for Friday.”

“Thank you, Katherine,” Naomi said, also standing.

Katherine left the office.

Naomi joined Vernon and the FBI man, standing in the middle of her Oriental rug. She shook hands with Vandenberg. “What can I do for the FBI?”

Vandenberg glanced at Vernon and said, “I’d like to talk to Mrs. Sutton alone.”

“It’s either me or her lawyer,” Vernon said.

“It’s fine,” Naomi said. “If I need a lawyer, I’ll invoke.”

Vernon nodded to Naomi and left her office.

Naomi led Vandenberg to her cherry wood desk, offering him a seat across from her. They sat, Naomi’s desk in between them, downtown DC over her shoulder.

Vandenberg didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “Do you know a man named Mark Benson?”

“No,” Naomi replied.

“A woman named Zoe Benson?”

“No.”

“How about Javier Munoz or Connor Pierce?”

Naomi thought for a moment. “No.”

“Summer Fitzgerald?”

“No. Who are these people?”

“We think they’re members of an antigovernment terrorist cell called The Resistance.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“During surveillance, Mark Benson and Zoe Benson discussed video they obtained with a nanocamera and a mike which Ms. Benson installed in the office of Jacob Roth. During subsequent questioning, Ms. Benson stated that the video included footage of you being offered campaign support by Jacob Roth in exchange for continued support of the Federal Reserve. Ms. Benson also stated that you declined the offer. Can you confirm or deny the veracity of Ms. Benson’s statements?”

“If you have the video, you don’t need my confirmation.”

Vandenberg didn’t respond.

They don’t have the video. “Mr. Roth simply wanted to find out if my platform supported his interests. Our interests didn’t align.”

Vandenberg clenched his jaw for a split second. “Let me be blunt. Did Mr. Roth offer you campaign funds in exchange for continued support for the Federal Reserve?”

“It depends on how you interpret what Mr. Roth said.”

“How did you interpret it?”

“The central bankers of the world have an agenda like most groups. They donate to candidates who already support their agenda.”

Vandenberg nodded and stood. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Sutton.”
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Derek Does Recon

 

 

The AutoLyft dropped Derek in Georgetown. From his internet research, he knew The Regal Hotel had a security gate, so he’d have to enter another way. Derek stood on a brick sidewalk a few blocks from The Regal Hotel. Under the glow of the streetlights, he walked past restaurants and bars and shops. The foot traffic was light on a Tuesday night. The Regal Hotel was two blocks from the strip and protected by a canal, the Potomac River, and a chain-link fence. The only access was over the bridge and through the security gate.

Derek lifted the bandanna around his neck to cover his face as a precaution for the facial recognition cameras. Then he slipped behind another hotel, this one without a security gate and also the nearest neighbor to The Regal. A chain-link fence separated the two properties. Derek looked around, then scaled the fence. He approached the edge of the canal, overlooking the dark water below. The canal was about forty-feet across and constructed with stone retaining walls. He could jump in the water and swim across, but the Potomac was disgusting, and the stone wall was steep and smooth, without handholds, making it nearly impossible to scale. Not to mention, he was wearing nice slacks and a button-down shirt. He’d hoped to blend in with the clientele, which was unlikely if he was dripping wet.

He walked along the canal to the rear of the hotel, hoping to find a way over, but found more of the same. He crept to the front, shielded by the night and the trees overhead. A robot security guard manned the front gate and the bridge over the canal. The guard shed was situated beyond the canal, a metal arm blocking the road. Technically, Derek was already behind the shed. He could simply walk over the bridge, but, with the lights and cameras on the bridge, he’d likely be seen.

Derek watched a BMW approach the guard shed. A person rolled down their window and waved their hand at the chip reader. The metal arm raised, and the car drove across the bridge to the hotel. Derek looked at the underside of the bridge and the steel truss girders. Staying away from the light, Derek crept closer to the bridge. Instead of walking across, he crawled underneath, grabbing ahold of the steel girders with his leather gloves. Like playing on the monkey bars, Derek hung from the girders and “walked” with his hands while dangling over the water. He traversed the forty-foot-wide canal, making it to the other side still dry, not even a drop of sweat.

In The Regal Hotel parking lot, he checked for black SUVs. He was careful to avoid the cameras by crouching and hiding behind the cars, his bandanna covering his face. Ideally, he wasn’t seen at all. Even if the cameras didn’t recognize his face, he reasoned that a masked man in the parking lot might sound the alarm.

Apart from the security gate and the cameras, he wasn’t sure about The Regal Hotel’s security protocols. Could he just walk into the hotel? Derek hoped that the security inside was lax, given that everyone was supposed to be verified at the security gate. Also, given the rarity of crime, most places spent very little on crime prevention beyond facial recognition cameras. Businesses had done the math long ago. It was most cost-efficient to search the video after a crime had been committed to find the culprit. Insurance companies covered any losses. But, most important, the cameras prevented most crime from ever occurring in the first place. Even if people covered their faces, the cameras had the resolution to see license plates, distinctive features such as tattoos, and some could even match walking gaits.

It didn’t take long for Derek to find Zhang Jun’s diplomatic plates. He’s here. Derek then found a dark spot at the edge of the parking lot, obscured by hedges, but with a view of the entrance. He crouched in the mulch and watched guests coming and going.

Two beautiful women accompanied by a burly man exited a sedan and approached the building. They looked much younger than the other guests. Less refined. The women wore tight-fitting dresses and flats. One of the women was very short, the type of woman who always wore heels. His mind flashed back to the video of April entering the building in her flats. Maybe Zhang Jun’s short and requests his escorts to wear flats. The women disappeared into the hotel, but the man stood outside smoking and tapping on his phone. Maybe Jun doesn’t allow bodyguards in his penthouse. That could be a problem. After the burly man finished his cigarette, he entered the hotel. It was hard to tell from Derek’s vantage point, but it looked like the man took a left as soon as he entered the hotel.

Derek waited nearly two hours for the women to return. The burly man escorted the two women to the sedan. They weren’t quite as fresh-faced as they were two hours ago. Their makeup was smudged, their hair a bit disheveled. The shorter woman had puffy eyes, as if she’d been crying. One side of her face was red. Derek waited for them to pass his hiding spot and to gain a safe distance away from him.

Derek stepped from the hiding spot, his face uncovered, but his back to the cameras. He jogged toward them, holding up his phone. “Excuse me, miss?”

The man turned at the sound of Derek’s voice and heavy footfalls. He stepped in front of the women, his body in a defensive posture. They were only a few steps from their car.

Derek slowed to a walk as he approached, still holding up his phone. “I work for Mr. Jun. Did you happen to forget your cell phone?”

The women checked their tiny purses. The taller woman said, “No.”

The shorter woman said, “Your boss is a fucking creep.”

“He’s lucky he has the money to pay,” the burly man said.

“What did he do?” Derek asked.

“None of your fuckin’ business.” The man glowered at Derek.

They entered the sedan and left.

Derek had hoped to gather more information from them. I have to go inside, to see for myself. The cameras are gonna see my face. I can’t walk in there with my face covered. That’s too suspicious. As soon as I turn around, the cameras got me. Does that even matter? I’m not a criminal. They could call the police, arrest me for trespassing, but that’s it. I have to see how close I can get to Zhang. Derek turned and walked toward the building.

Inside the hotel, Derek walked on the checkered marble, his heart pounding in his chest. Ornate chandeliers hung overhead. A young woman stood at the front desk. “Good evening,” she said.

“Good evening,” Derek replied, trying to sound like he belonged.

He took the elevator to the sixth floor. Derek stepped from the elevator and walked down the hall. At the very end of the hall, approximately 150 feet away, a man in a suit sat next to the door. The numbers started at 69 and went down from there. About halfway to penthouse suite number 60, Derek was sure that the man sitting at the end of the hall was one of the security guards he’d seen on the video tape who threw April’s lifeless body in the back of Jun’s SUV.

Derek stopped and turned from the man, pulling his phone from his pocket as if he’d gotten a call. Derek went back to the elevator, confident that he’d gotten a lay of the land and not wanting the security guard to recognize him in the future. Now he knew he could do it. He also knew he’d never get away with it.
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Jacob, the Murderer

 

 

Stiff and jet-lagged, Jacob and his family made their way to baggage claim. The airport was mostly empty that Tuesday night. Looking like a baby Zamboni, the autonomous floor cleaner motored past, leaving a sparkling three-foot-wide path in its wake. A towheaded young man walked in lockstep next to Jacob.

Not breaking stride, the man pointed his phone at Jacob and said, “How much did you and your family make off the stock market crash?”

Jacob turned toward the man. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Jacob Roth. How does it feel to profit off the pain and suffering of others?”

“What’s he talking about?” Ethan asked.

“Probably the fire,” David said.

Rebecca shielded her sons and led them away from the amateur reporter. Lindsey stayed with Jacob, her backpack over her shoulders.

“How much money did you make by cutting maintenance on low-income housing?” the man asked, a smirk on his face.

Jacob didn’t answer.

At baggage claim, robotic baggage carriers were parked along the wall. The baggage carriers were three-by-three platforms on wheels, with four low walls, each wall with the ability to open for easy access. Jacob scanned his chip card, and the baggage carrier followed them to the baggage carousel.

While Jacob and Lindsey waited by the baggage carousel for their luggage, the young man still pestered them.

“Four hundred and forty-eight people died because of you,” the man said, still pointing his camera phone at Jacob.

“Leave us the fuck alone,” Lindsey said, moving between the man and Jacob.

Jacob placed his hand on Lindsey’s shoulder and said, “Go sit down with your mother.”

Lindsey gave the young man a dirty look, then went to sit with her mother and brothers.

“What is it that you want?” Jacob asked.

“I want you to admit that your family and a few other banking dynasties control the world with money and credit. Your family has enslaved all of humanity with your monopoly on money.”

Jacob snickered and shook his head. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“One hundred percent.”

“I think you’ve been reading too many conspiracy theories. Why is it that fools and fanatics are always so certain of themselves and wiser people so full of doubts?”

The young man was speechless. The carousel began to move, and luggage appeared. Passengers crowded the carousel, many with robotic baggage carriers in tow.

Before the man left, he said, “I hope you rot in hell. Fucking murderer.”

Jacob simply turned, grabbed two of his bags from the carousel, and placed them on the robotic baggage carrier.

 

* * *

 

On the way home from the airport, Jacob sat in the front passenger seat of their autonomous Mercedes, and his family sat in back. His phone chimed. Jacob raised the privacy window that separated the back seat from the front.

He answered his phone and said, “Eric.”

“You back yet?” Eric asked.

“I’m in the car on the way back from the airport.”

“Can Rebecca and the kids hear?”

“The privacy window’s up. What is it?”

“We have a situation. Zoe Benson was arrested.”

“My receptionist?”

“Apparently, she videoed your meeting with Naomi Sutton.”

Jacob’s entire body tensed. “Videoed? How the hell did that happen?”

“According to the FBI, a nanocamera and a mike.”

“The FBI?” Jacob’s mind flashed back to the meeting with the congresswoman. Did I say anything illegal?

“Don’t worry. They don’t have the video.”

“Then how do they know it exists or what’s on it?”

“They were monitoring Zoe Benson and her brother, Mark, and they talked about the recording. After their arrest, Mark Benson claimed that he destroyed the only copy.”

“Do you believe that?”

“The FBI does.”

“How could they possibly know that?”

“They’re pretty good at extracting information from people.”

Jacob rubbed the stubble on his chin. “If there is a copy, I could be indicted for bribery.”

“Even if they find a copy, which is doubtful, the FBI’s not interested in investigating you. They’re aware of our influence. They’re not looking to bite the hand that feeds them. They’re more concerned about the general public getting ahold of it.”

“I’ll need to be better about security.”

“That’s the reason for my call. We’re implementing regular scanning for recording devices and more thorough background checks for Roth Holdings’ employees. I suggest you do the same at Housing Trust.”





 

 

 

51

Summer and Treason

 

 

In the morning, they’d taken blood samples, saliva samples, checked her vitals, and even did a brain scan as part of the psychopath test, although they called it the APT. Summer knew that stood for antisocial personality test. While they’d poked and prodded Summer like a lab rat, she’d had contractions, but they’d been far apart.

The army nurse had raised her eyebrows when she’d checked Summer’s heart rate and said, “Your resting heart rate is very slow.”

Summer knew that was one of the APT markers. She had replied, “I’m a runner.”

“Not in your condition,” the nurse had said, one side of her mouth raised in contempt.

Now, Summer sat in a tiny square room, her hands bound in front of her, sitting at the table across from an FBI agent. A cotton ball was attached to her arm with a strip of medical tape. Her back ached from the metal chair. Her side ached from the body slam she’d endured at her apartment building the evening before. Thankfully, her hip and not her pregnant belly took the brunt of the impact.

“We know you’re involved with The Resistance,” Agent Curry said.

“This is ridiculous,” Summer replied. “First of all, I wasn’t involved, and, even if I was, who cares? The Resistance is just what they call themselves. They didn’t do anything. They just sat around and talked about conspiracies. It’s not a crime.”

Agent Curry was a dark-skinned man with an athletic build and close-cropped curly hair. “But that’s not true, is it?”

Summer looked away.

“Javier Munoz. Mark and Zoe Benson. And even your fiancé, Connor Pierce. They’ve all confessed.”

Summer glared at the agent with glassy eyes. “I don’t believe you. There’s nothing to confess.”

Agent Curry opened one of the file folders in front of him and made a show of scanning the contents. “Let’s see here. We have evidence of violating federal wiretapping law by audio and video recording a congresswoman and a CEO of a GSE without their knowledge.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Agent Curry nodded, nonplussed. “Then why were you and Connor leaving town?”

“We weren’t. We were going to visit his parents.”

“Then why did Connor run?” Agent Curry glanced at Summer’s swollen belly. “I know why you didn’t run.”

Pain radiated through Summer’s lower abdomen and upper thighs. She grunted as the pain peaked.

“Where is your father, Patrick?” The agent paused, watching Summer grimace in pain. “Ms. Fitzgerald?”

Summer exhaled as the pain dissipated. “I don’t know. What does he have to do with this?”

“I’ll ask the questions. We know your father’s involved.”

“I haven’t seen him since December.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s not involved. Where is he?”

“I don’t know!”

“Wrong answer.”

“I need to go to the hospital. My contractions are getting closer.”

Agent Curry’s face was blank. “Tell me the truth, and we’ll take you to the hospital. Or we can sit here all night. I don’t give a shit if you give birth on this floor.”

“You can’t do that. I have rights.” Summer sounded whiny. Her eyes were glassy.

Curry opened another file folder and slid it across the desk. “You’ve been classified as an Unlawful Enemy Combatant. In the interest of national security, you have no rights. I can recommend that this classification be revoked, but I won’t do it without a full confession. I have to be certain you’re not a threat to national security.”

“Look at me. I’m not a threat to anyone.”

“You wouldn’t be the first pregnant woman to commit a crime against the United States.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

“Is there a copy of the video?”

“I already told you. I don’t know anything about any video.”

He shook his head. “That’s not what Zoe and Mark Benson told us. They said it was your idea.”

“That’s not true!” Summer’s heart raced.

“The wiretapping violation isn’t your main problem. If you’d just videoed some guy in his house, the max sentence is only five years in prison. With a first offense, chances are you wouldn’t even do time. The problem for you and your comrades is we have a very strong case for treason. To prove treason, the act does not have to be a crime itself. The important thing is whether you took the action with the intent to carry out treason. We have mountains of antigovernment rhetoric posted by your comrades giving us treasonous intent, coupled with the fact that you were recording a high-ranking government official. If not for the purpose of sedition against the US government, what other reason could you have for the video?”

“I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Then you do know about the video.”

“I don’t know anything. I swear.”

Agent Curry exhaled in resignation. “Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you, Summer. As an Unlawful Enemy Combatant, you won’t receive a normal trial. It’ll be a Combatant Status Review Tribunal. I’ve never seen someone released after a tribunal. You gotta give me something, or you leave me no choice. Don’t you wanna see your baby grow up?”

Sweat beaded on Summer’s forehead. Her head pounded from the bright light and the stress. She felt a popping sensation and a slow trickle of fluid soaking her underwear and pants.
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Naomi and NEA

 

 

“We have about five thousand and counting,” Vernon said.

Naomi was in her congressional office, sitting at her desk, across from Vernon. “How many of them are we paying for?”

“I wasn’t counting paid protestors. That’s just from your base. Not bad on short notice, huh?”

Naomi nodded, a smile on her lips. “It’s been less than twenty-four hours since we put out the word.”

“Nobody works anymore.”

“Maybe we can get some robot protestors?”

They both laughed.

As their laughter subsided, Naomi asked, “How many do you think we’ll have on Friday?”

“Including the paid protestors, at least ten thousand, maybe fifteen.”

The desktop phone chimed. Naomi tapped the OLED screen and said, “Yes, Nina?”

“Your one o’clock is here,” Nina said. “Mrs. Regan from NEA.”

Naomi checked her watch—12:58. Where did the time go?

Vernon, aware of Naomi’s schedule, checked his own watch and stood from the desk. He said, “We’ll talk later.”

Naomi nodded to Vernon and said to Nina, “Send her in.”

Vernon left the office.

Naomi greeted Mrs. Regan at the door with a firm handshake. The president of the National Education Association was chunky and pear-shaped, with a ruddy round face. They sat across from each other at Naomi’s desk.

“Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me,” Mrs. Regan said.

“The pleasure’s mine,” Naomi replied. “How can I help you?”

“As you know, unions have taken quite a beating over the years,” Regan said. “The Greater Depression destroyed defined benefit pensions as we knew them. Many pensions were defaulted on. The few teachers who retained their pensions had the value inflated away. With less money to attract quality teachers, public schools have been forced to increasingly use online classrooms to cut costs. Unions have always been an important part of the social fabric of this country. I’d like to restore that. I don’t want to speak out of turn, but, from what I’ve heard, you may be a strong ally of the cause.”

Naomi smiled at the woman. “I’ve been very vocal in my support of unions, and I’ve consistently supported legislation favoring unions. My mother is a retired teacher. I’m left caring for her because her pension was inflated away.”

“I remember you speaking so eloquently about your mother when you announced your candidacy for president. She must be so proud.”

“Thank you. I hope she is.” Naomi paused for a moment. “Most candidates are beholden to the top bidders. Given the financial difficulties of unions, it’s no surprise that politicians have lost interest. But this is the problem with politics. Politicians do what will get them elected, which is often bowing to big money donors, instead of sticking to principles and doing the right thing. I sometimes feel like a lone voice in the wilderness. I’m sure you understand that feeling.”

Mrs. Regan smiled. “I certainly do.”

“You can count on me to be a good friend of the unions, but, if I’m to really make a difference, I must win the presidency, and, to do that, I need donations.”

Regan took a deep breath. “Most teacher associations are supporting Corrinne Powers, even though she’s been a lukewarm supporter of our cause, but they feel as though she’s the most likely to be our next president. What would you say to that?”

Naomi leaned forward, her elbows on her desk, and her fingers steepled. “I don’t need a war chest to beat Corrinne Powers. People are tired of being destroyed by crony capitalism. Corrinne is more of the same. Sixteen new democratic socialists were elected in the midterms. According to polls, 46 percent of Americans support democratic socialism. With this latest stock market crash, I think we’re very close to a majority.”

“But a lot of democratic socialists still support Corrinne Powers.”

“Some may if she wins the Democratic nomination, but just so they can oppose President Warner, not because Corrinne represents their interests.” Naomi straightened and sat back in her chair. “I won’t sugarcoat the situation. It’s an uphill battle for me. You and the other unions see the same polls I do. But, if you support Corrinne, and she wins, what is the likelihood that she does anything for the unions?”

“That’s why I’m here. That’s why NEA would like to support your campaign and your super PAC.”
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Derek’s Destiny

 

 

Derek and his neighbor, Destiny, crept to the bridge under the light of a half-moon. It was muggy and hot, mosquitoes buzzing about.

Destiny smacked her bare leg, just below the hem of her skirt. “I got bit again.”

“Shh,” Derek replied, his finger to his lips. The guard shack and the robot guard were only sixty feet away.

They’d planned their entrance into The Regal Hotel, but this was the first time Destiny had seen it in person.

Derek gestured to the bridge. “You have to use the steel girders like monkey bars.”

She looked down at the dark canal below, her eyes wide. “I can’t swim.”

“I told you about the canal,” Derek whispered.

She snapped her tongue off the roof of her mouth in response.

“I’ll go first. If you fall, I’ll jump in after you.”

She cringed at the mention of falling.

Derek looked into her almond-shaped eyes. “I know you can do this.” And she could. She had been a standout three-sport athlete in high school and still had the athletic build to show for it. Derek opened his backpack and handed her a small pair of rock-climbing gloves. “These’ll help you hold on.”

She nodded and took the gloves.

Derek crossed the underside of the bridge using the steel girders like monkey bars. On the other side of the canal, Derek motioned to Destiny. She hiked her skirt and tentatively followed in Derek’s footsteps, crawling under the bridge and finding handholds on the steel girders. She wore sneakers with her skirt. A serious fashion faux pas, but Derek had her flats in his backpack. She gripped the girders with her gloves, her arm muscles flexing. She started across the steel girders, one hand after the other. Halfway across, she slowed and looked down, her legs dangling over the dark water. Her arms tensed; her face was taut.

“Look at me,” Derek said.

She looked up from the water, her eyes like saucers.

“You’re almost there. One hand over the other.”

She reached for the steel girder in front of her, then the next. Slowly but surely, she crossed the bridge, taking Derek’s hand on the other side.

“I knew you could do it,” Derek said, grinning.

She grinned back at him, shaking her tired arms. “What’s next?”

“Let’s see if he’s here.”

They walked to the parking lot, finding Zhang Jun’s SUV.

“Now we wait,” Derek said.

They waited nearby, concealed by hedges, watching the hotel entrance. Destiny changed into her flats, smoothed her skirt, and checked her makeup. She was ready. Derek looked presentable in khakis and a button-down shirt.

“You have my lipstick, right?” Destiny asked.

Derek patted his front pocket. “Right here.”

 

* * *

 

Almost two hours later, Destiny said, “Maybe nobody’s comin’?”

Derek sighed. “A little longer.”

“What if nobody comes?”

“Then we come back tomorrow.”

“I get paid my hourly rate, even if we don’t go in there.”

“I know.”

“How many days can you afford?”

“Depends on how much I wanna eat this month.”

Destiny frowned, not unkindly. “We could just go in there.”

“But, if they’re not expectin’ company, the guards will be on high alert.”

“You’re the boss.”

“Thank you for helpin’ me.”

“You’re payin’.”

“You and I both know I’m not payin’ enough.”

“I ain’t doin’ this for you or the money. You know that.” And she wasn’t. High-end DC call girls were a small community. They shared information about Johns for their own protection. Zhang Jun was on their most dangerous list. Unfortunately, their cries to the police fell on deaf ears, and Zhang Jun continued to prey on new and naive call girls. Some pimps knowingly led them to the slaughter because the money was too good to turn down. Destiny had lost a friend two years earlier, before Jun was a well-known predator.

An autonomous sedan approached, parking in the lot. A muscled man and a petite young woman exited the car. The woman wore a short skirt and flats.

“Here we go,” Derek said, standing from their hiding spot and brushing off his pants. He left his backpack behind. Everything he needed was in his pockets.

Derek and Destiny hurried to the hotel entrance, gaining on the couple. Inside the hotel, they slowed their gait, only ten paces behind now. They passed the front desk.

The hotel receptionist said, “Good evening.”

As the muscled man called the elevator by pressing the up arrow, Derek and Destiny sidled up to the couple. The elevator door opened, and the four of them entered.

The man pressed six, for the penthouse. He looked at Derek and said, “What floor?”

“We’re goin’ to the same floor,” Derek replied.

The elevator door shut. The man narrowed his eyes at Derek, then looked at Destiny with her skirt and flats. “You seein’ Mr. Jun?”

Derek nodded. “You?”

“Not me.” The man pointed to the petite woman. “Her.”

The elevator opened, and they stepped onto the sixth floor. They walked down the long hallway toward suite number 60 and the beefy security guard sitting by the door. The guard scrolled on his phone, not noticing them yet.

As they passed the posh bar on their right, the muscled man stopped and said, “I was gonna get a beer and wait in the bar. Mr. Jun only lets the girls inside.”

“I have to ask the guard somethin’. I’ll be in there in a minute.” Derek motioned to the bar with his chin.

The man opened the glass door and entered the hotel bar. Derek, Destiny, and the petite woman walked toward the penthouse. Derek handled the lipstick in his pocket, his hand slick with sweat and his heart pounding in his chest. He wondered if he’d need the cell phone in his back pocket.

As they approached the security guard, the man stood, bulky in his dark suit. Derek recognized the security guard from the anonymous video he’d been sent. He was one of the men who’d carried April wrapped up in a rug and had then dumped her lifeless body in Zhang Jun’s SUV.

The security guard glared at Derek and said, “You can wait in the bar.” Then he glanced from Destiny to the petite woman. “Hold your arms out so I can check you.”

The petite woman held her arms out like a scarecrow. The security guard ran a wand over her body, then patted her down for good measure, taking particular care around her butt and breasts.

“You’re good,” the guard said, slapping her on the ass. He glared at Derek again. “Why are you still here?”

“I’d rather you didn’t pat her down that way,” Derek said, motioning with a tip of his head to Destiny.

“I’ll pat her down any fuckin’ way I want.”

“Then you can explain to Mr. Jun why he’s a girl short tonight.”

He frowned at Derek, then said to Destiny, “Put your hands out.”

The security guard hovered the wand over Destiny’s body, then did a more professional pat down. He waved his key card over the door, and the lock released. He opened the door and said, “Go on in.”

The petite woman stepped inside first. Destiny stepped past the guard, then turned back, now standing in the doorframe, her foot acting as a doorstop. She said to Derek, “I need my lipstick.”

Derek reached into his pocket.

The security guard stepped into Derek’s personal space and said, “Take your hands out of your pocket slowly.”

Derek removed his hand, holding the lipstick container. “It’s just lipstick.” Derek held up the pink tube to the security guard’s face. The security guard relaxed, and Derek sprayed Destiny’s pepper spray disguised as lipstick. The security guard howled and fell to his knees, scratching at his face and eyes. Derek’s eyes watered from the remnants floating in the air.

As planned, Destiny ran for the stairs and ultimately the exit. Derek stepped into the suite. The other large security guard was only a few feet away. He reached under his suit jacket for his gun, but Derek sprayed him as well. This guard yelled and hollered in pain but managed to extract his handgun. He wheeled around, pointing his gun, trying, but failing, to open his eyes. Derek moved behind the security guard, staying clear of his muzzle. The petite woman coughed and hacked from residual pepper spray. She squeezed past the men and ran for the exit.

Derek shoved the pepper spray in his pocket and removed the cell phone from his back pocket, an item he’d purchased for this purpose. He pressed the trigger on the side, the faux cell phone producing a crackling streak of electricity. Derek plunged the disguised stun gun into the man’s back, holding it there until the man dropped to the ground immobile, his handgun now on the marble floor.

Derek put the stun gun back into his pocket and picked up the guard’s handgun. He glanced around the suite. To his left, he saw a flash of white and heard a door shut. High on adrenaline, Derek ran to the door, lowering his shoulder and busting through, the interior door and lock weak. He stumbled inside the bedroom, nearly losing his balance and crashing into Zhang Jun, who was on his cell.

“Hurry,” Zhang Jun said into the phone.

Derek pointed the gun at Zhang and said, “Gimme the phone.”

Zhang handed over the phone, and Derek dropped it on the floor, then smashed it with his boot. Heavy footsteps approached, and Derek moved behind Zhang, the gun barrel pressed to the back of the CEO’s head. “Put your hands up.”

Zhang put up his hands.

The first security guard approached the scene, red-faced and puffy-eyed, his gun drawn.

“Tell him to get out of here, or I’ll kill you,” Derek said to Zhang.

“Leave us,” Zhang said, surprisingly calm.

“Tell him to take his buddy with him.”

“Take Harper with you.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Jun,” the man said, tears streaming from his irritated eyes.

“Go, you imbecile.”

The security guard left the room.

“Turn around,” Derek said. “Keep your hands up.”

Zhang Jun turned to face Derek, wearing only a white robe. Derek had the handgun pointed at Zhang’s face, both his hands on the weapon.

“I called the police,” Zhang said matter-of-factly. “Whatever you’re planning, it won’t succeed.”

Derek removed his left hand from the gun and retrieved a rumpled picture from his back pocket. He handed the picture to Zhang. “Look at her.”

Zhang took the picture and glanced at April, his expression dismissive.

“Do you know who she is?” Derek asked.

Zhang shook his head. “No.”

“On November twenty-third, 2050, you killed her. Your men wrapped her dead body in a carpet and dumped her in your SUV.”

“You are mistaken.”

Derek lowered the gun and shot Zhang in the foot. The shot reverberated through the suite, loud enough to dull Derek’s hearing. The man fell to the floor, crying out in pain, a small pool of blood staining the carpet.

“Try again, you piece of shit,” Derek said.

“I’ve never seen her before,” Zhang said, holding his foot.

“Wrong answer.” Derek shot Zhang in the knee cap.

He howled in pain, now in the fetal position.

Derek pressed the gun to Zhang’s temple and said, “Tell me what you did to her!”

“She was a whore! She fucked me whenever and however I wanted. But I never did anything she didn’t want.”

Derek stared at the gun, as if it were some alien object in his hand. Sirens were faintly audible, the volume increasing with each second. Tears flooded his eyes. Derek removed the gun from the small man’s temple, the handgun still pointed vaguely in the direction of Zhang Jun.

Zhang reached and grabbed the gun. As he did so, Derek squeezed the trigger.
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Jacob and Fishing

 

 

Jacob straightened his tie, looking into the mirror over his dresser. Rebecca paced in their room, her cell phone to her ear.

She disconnected the call and said, “Still nothing. I’m worried that something happened to him.”

Jacob turned to his wife with a frown. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that he’s not your responsibility.”

“The last time I talked to him, he seemed off.”

“Off?”

“Not like himself. Depressed. Like he’d given up.”

“He lost his mother and his farm. What do you expect?”

“His girlfriend disappeared too.”

“Right.” Jacob looked away for a beat, remembering April’s face as she had been carried into Zhang Jun’s suite against her will. “That’s my point. It’s normal for him to be depressed after everything that’s happened.”

Rebecca wagged her head. “You don’t know him like I do. I feel like he was planning something terrible. I’m worried that he might’ve killed himself.”

Jacob blew out a heavy breath. “Why are you always so concerned about him? Sometimes I think you worry more about him than me.”

“It’s not like that. I’m worried because his life’s a mess.”

“And who’s fault is it that Derek’s life’s a mess?”

“Don’t be cruel.”

“What about me? I’ve had death threats. My company may have to file for bankruptcy.”

Rebecca sidled up to Jacob, taking his hand. “I worry about you every day.”

The doorbell chimed, but they didn’t react to it, knowing that it was likely a delivery and that Jeeves would answer the door.

“I should go by his house today,” Rebecca continued.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Jacob said, letting go of her hand and fastening his wristwatch.

“Why not?”

“Because he’s desperate. You never know what he might do.”

She narrowed her eyes. “He wouldn’t hurt me.”

“He might try to sleep with you.”

Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest, but she was blushing. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

“Of course it is.”

Jacob’s cell phone chimed. He grabbed his phone from atop his dresser and swiped right. “Yes, Jeeves?”

“An FBI agent is at the front door,” Jeeves said. “He’d like to talk to you and Mrs. Roth.”

They went downstairs, and Jacob opened the front door. A stocky man wearing a dark suit and with a buzz cut stood there.

“May I help you?” Jacob asked.

“Mr. and Mrs. Roth?” the agent replied.

“Yes.”

“I’m Agent Cromwell.” He showed his badge. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about Derek Reeves.”

Rebecca placed her hand to her chest. “Is he okay?”

“You’ll have to contact my lawyer,” Jacob said.

“I’d like to hear what he has to say,” Rebecca said, scowling at her husband.

“May we talk inside?” Agent Cromwell asked.

Jacob led them to the sitting area of his office. Jacob and Rebecca sat close to each other on the couch, the agent in a chair opposite.

“Mr. Reeves was arrested last night for murder,” Cromwell said.

“Oh my God,” Rebecca replied.

“Phone records indicate that Mrs. Roth called his phone repeatedly over the past few days.” The agent looked directly at Rebecca. “What was the purpose of those calls?”

Jacob felt a pang of jealousy. He knew she’d been checking up on him, but the agent’s use of the word “repeatedly” made it sound like Rebecca was stalking Derek.

“I was worried about him. He’s had a run of bad luck. His mother died. His farm was foreclosed. His girlfriend went missing. I was worried he might hurt himself.”

“Has he ever indicated that he wanted revenge for the foreclosure of his farm?”

“No. He complained about how it’s near impossible for a small farmer to survive, but he never talked about revenge.”

Agent Cromwell nodded, then turned his attention to Jacob. “Do you know a man named Zhang Jun?”

Jacob’s eyes widened for a split second. “He’s the CEO of the Bank of China.”

“Do you know him personally?”

“We have a professional relationship. The Bank of China is a large investor in my company.”

“Did you know that the Bank of China foreclosed on Mr. Reeves’s farm?”

“No.”

“Mrs. Roth.” The agent looked at Rebecca. “Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t. Derek never said which bank it was. Does it matter?”

“I think it’s relevant, considering that Mr. Jun was murdered.”

Jacob’s body went rigid. “You think Derek killed Zhang Jun?”

Rebecca stared at Jacob.

“Yes,” Agent Cromwell replied, zeroing in on Jacob now. “Have you ever visited Mr. Jun at his suite in The Regal Hotel?”

Jacob stood from the couch. “This interview is over. I don’t appreciate your lack of transparency. If you need to talk to me or my wife further, you can contact my lawyer.”
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Summer and Byron

 

 

Summer lay in the hospital bed, holding her sleeping son tight to her chest. It wasn’t a hospital like any she’d ever worked in. During the delivery, doctors and nurses wore scrubs, but during rounds they, along with the rest of the staff, wore army uniforms. Two guards stood just outside her hospital room. She focused on her son, Byron, not knowing how much time they had.

He had thin hair, like peach fuzz, chubby round cheeks, and a little button nose. He looked like Connor. Would he ever see his son? One of Byron’s hands was balled up in a fist, the other resting on Summer’s chest. He had perfect little fingers with perfect little fingernails. Summer kissed the top of his head, breathing in his new baby smell. A lump formed in her throat. She tried to focus on the here and now, to somehow stretch this moment into infinity.

A knock came at the door; then a woman entered followed by two men. The men were nurses, with medical insignias on their uniforms, two serpents wrapped around a winged staff. Summer knew that male nurses were often summoned when the patient was likely to be hostile. The woman had a different insignia, one that featured a sword crossed with a feather pen.

Summer looked up at the trio, instinctively gripping Byron a little tighter.

The woman said, “I’m Major Fellows. I’m from the Judge Advocate General’s Office.”

“Are you my lawyer?”

“No. I’m simply here to explain your situation.”

Summer adjusted Byron and sat up in bed, still carefully cradling her son.

“I think it’s best if the nurses take your baby to the nursery,” Major Fellows said.

“No,” Summer replied.

“Let’s not make this difficult.”

The two male nurses approached Summer’s bedside. “He’ll just be in the nursery,” one of them said.

Summer leaned away from their large hands. “Not right now.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Fitzgerald. We have to take him now.”

Tears slipped from Summer’s eyes. “Please don’t take my baby.”

“Don’t worry,” the nurse said. “He’ll be well cared for.”

The nurse leaned over the bed, put his arms around Byron, and pulled, but Summer held tight. Byron woke and started to cry.

“Please,” Summer said.

The other nurse pried Summer’s hands from Byron, and they whisked the baby from the room. Summer sobbed, her face wet with tears, and her nose running with mucus.

Major Fellows watched the scene, impassive and silent, as Summer’s sobbing slowed and eventually stopped. Major Fellows grabbed a box of tissues from the bedside table and handed it to Summer. She wiped her face and blew her nose. Holding a wad of tissues, Summer glared at the major.

“You ready to talk now?” Major Fellows asked without an ounce of sympathy.

Summer nodded.

“You’ve been classified as an Unlawful Enemy Combatant and would’ve been scheduled for a military tribunal and tried for treason.”

“Would’ve been?”

“You’ve tested positive for antisocial personality disorder.”

Summer put her hand to her chest, her eyes bulging. “That’s ridiculous. That can’t be right.”

“Similar to a civilian trial, the positive test would also supersede a military tribunal.”

“What does that mean?” Summer held out her hands like a beggar.

“It means you’ll be shipped on the next boat to US Penal Colony East.”

Summer felt dizzy and sick to her stomach. “There must be some kind of mistake. Test me again.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“Please. This is a mistake. Test me again.”

“I’m sorry. That’s not possible.”

“What about my child?”

“He’ll be transferred to Social Services.” Major Fellows turned and walked away.

“Wait! This is all wrong. It’s a mistake!” Summer dissolved into tears again.
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Naomi and the Headlines

 

 

Naomi’s autonomous Toyota eased through the morning traffic, headed for her office in the US Capitol. She glanced from Independence Avenue back to her tablet. Naomi scrolled and tapped her way to the headlines for August 1, 2051.

Sharia Law in Belgian City

Michigan Man Arrested for Hate Speech

Stock Market Down in Pretrading

European Heat Wave Continues to Kill

Bond Yields Trending Higher

Arctic Oil Drillers Take Advantage of Ice Melt

Water People Living in Miami High-Rises

Venezuela Surpasses Saudi Arabia as Top Oil Producer

Pensions Underfunded with Stock Market Crash

Googleplex Connects Chimp to the Cloud

Algae Oil Still Not Profitable or Scalable

Naomi tapped in and out of various article links, scanning the information. A large section of Antwerp, Belgium, was ruled by Sharia Law. Those unable or unwilling to comply with Sharia Law were asked to relocate. In the 2010s and 2020s, primarily Muslim migrants from the Middle East and North Africa settled in countries with generous social safety nets. Many did flee war, but many others fled for economic reasons. For example, Syria boasted a per capita income of almost $3,000 in the 2010s. During this same time, countries like Sweden, Denmark, the UK, France, and Germany offered benefits somewhere between $17,324 and $38,588 per year. Many migrants responded to the incentive, leaving their home countries and building their own communities within these western-style democracies. Doomsday predictions were common, citing high birth rates among Muslim migrants and low birth rates among the locals. Many also predicted how these countries and their governments would be usurped from within, and non-Muslims would be arrested, murdered, or converted.

In the early 2020s radical Islamic violence reached its zenith in Europe, the US, and Australia. Consequently, the rise of nationalism also reached its peak. This violence and the clash of ideologies still existed, but it was mostly contained now. The Greater Depression of the 2020s and the collapse of fiat currencies eroded the purchasing power of welfare benefits, and consequently slowed the tide of migrants. This was partially offset by climate-related refugees. The rise of facial recognition cameras, government surveillance, and the adoption of the Chinese and Russian policy of psychopath expulsion reduced the violence even further.

The Muslim migrants did have much higher birth rates, but the moderates assimilated into western society. The fundamentalist Muslims preached hate for the nonbeliever or the Kafir, but their children often rebelled, left their communities, and practiced a more moderate version of Islam. What was left were self-segregating fundamentalist enclaves.

Policing these communities was near impossible for local cops, so agreements were made, allowing these enclaves to police themselves. Abuses of woman, children, and homosexuals, which were illegal in a typical western democracy, were legal and common under Sharia Law. It was legal for a man to consummate a marriage with a nine-year-old girl. Homosexuals were executed. Raped females had to produce four male witnesses to prosecute, otherwise they ran the risk of being accused of adultery, which was punishable by death. Males convicted of rape could have their conviction overturned if they married the victim. Men could beat their wives for insubordination. Polygamy was legal, husbands allowed up to four wives, yet women allowed only one husband. Polygamy also tempered the rise of fundamentalist Islam, as many young men were denied mating opportunities, causing them to leave these communities, and leaving the eligible young women to the elderly leaders.

Naomi tapped another article. She read about the Michigan mechanic who used the word “black” to refer to a person of color. When corrected, he continued to use the term “black.” The exchange was videoed, and the mechanic was arrested for a hate speech violation. He faced fines of up to 10,000 Fed Coins and up to six months in prison.

Canada, the US, Russia, and Norway were now producing a combined total of seven million barrels of oil per day from the Arctic Circle.

Naomi scanned another article, reading about the off-grid water people who lived in the decaying high-rises of Miami. From 2014 until 2040, as sea levels rose, Miami was forced to use expensive pumps to keep the city dry. This became impossible because of the porous land and the limestone that the city sits on. Most left the city as blackouts and floods were commonplace. In 2046, when the city was destroyed by Hurricane Yasmine, most residents had already relocated. The city wasn’t rebuilt, is now under two feet of water, and home to an apocalyptic version of Venice.

Naomi read about the Orinoco Belt of Venezuela, the biggest oil deposit in the world. The heavy oil deposits were being developed, despite the environmental destruction, with 100 percent of the exports going to the US. Even with the rise of Arctic Oil and now Venezuela, the 2051 world oil production was roughly 67 million barrels of oil per day, down from 99 million barrels of oil per day in 2020.

Googleplex successfully connected chimpanzees to the cloud via DNA strands called nanobots. However, the chimps had shown little increase in practical or abstract intelligence. Scientists believed this was because they didn’t have the language skills or sufficient abstract intelligence to make use of the information.

Naomi’s electric Toyota pulled into the garage underneath the US Capitol. She turned off her tablet and stashed it in her briefcase.

“You’ve reached your destination,” the car said through the speakers. “Have a great day.”
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Derek and the Test

 

 

Derek had been arrested last night by the Metropolitan Police but, given the diplomat status of Zhang Jun, was quickly turned over to the FBI. Then there’d been the medical tests. The saliva swab. The blood test. The brain scan. Vital signs.

Now, Derek sat across from a ruddy-faced male agent, with cuffed hands and shackled feet.

“Destiny Williams said you threatened her,” Agent O’Rourke said.

“That’s true. I did. I needed her to get to Zhang. But I never had any intention of hurtin’ her.” Derek kept his word, corroborating the story he and Destiny had created to explain her involvement in the event of an arrest.

“How did you know where Zhang Jun would be?”

“I’m done talkin’. I want a lawyer.”

“You’re not helping yourself,” O’Rourke said.

Derek remained silent.

“I spoke with Detective Osgood at Metro Police. She told me that you met with Detective Rex Barrett every week for months. Then he upped and moved out of the country. It doesn’t take much of a detective to figure out that Barrett must’ve told you where Zhang Jun was located.” Agent O’Rourke paused for a moment. “Is that true?”

Derek didn’t respond, simply looking at his calloused hands.

The agent sighed and said, “It doesn’t matter anyway. We’re not interested in bringing Barrett into this mess.”

Derek looked up, narrowing his eyes at Agent O’Rourke.

The agent sat back in his metal chair with a smirk, as if he’d just played a winning hand at poker. “You can forget about a lawyer. Hell, you can forget about everything.” The agent tapped the file folder in front of him and said, “Amazing how quickly they can churn out these tests when they have a high-profile case such as yours. A positive test on a case like this’ll save a thousand hours of investigative and prosecution work.” Agent O’Rourke opened the file folder and read from the antisocial personality test. “Positive brain scan featuring a low functioning and undersized amygdala, often associated with a lack of emotion and empathy. Low resting heart rate, which makes psychopaths more likely to take physical risks and crave excitement. And a positive DNA test complete with the warrior gene. Probability of antisocial personality 99.87 percent. Looks like you’ve got a one-way trip to USPCE.” The agent smiled wide and shut the folder. “Something tells me you’ll fit right into Psycho Island.”

Derek was unresponsive and lacking in emotion.
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Jacob and Selling Short

 

 

“The Bank of China wants out,” Ramesh said. “They’re planning to liquidate their position.”

Jacob sat behind his desk, across from his CFO, rubbing his throbbing temples. “Did they say why?”

“No, and it makes no sense.”

“We’ll have to issue more stock.”

“The stock price will crash.”

“It’ll crash when the Bank of China sells anyway.” Jacob pushed his glasses up his nose.

“They’ve agreed to sell in small blocks over the next few months, provided we agree not to issue more stock.”

“This isn’t out of kindness. They’re trying to sell for the highest price possible.”

Ramesh nodded. “There’s not enough liquidity for them to dump their shares in one batch. The algorithms would destroy the stock price. They’d end up with pennies on the Fed Coin.”

Jacob blew out a breath and said, “We’ll need a bailout at some point.”

“I agree.”

Jacob’s cell phone chimed on his desktop. He glanced at the number. “I need to take this.” Ramesh left the office, and Jacob answered his phone. “Dad?”

“How could you be so stupid?” Nathan Roth said.

Jacob’s heart rate increased. “I don’t understand.”

“They know that Rebecca was married to Derek Reeves.”

“Who knows?”

“The Chinese government. The interim CEO at the Bank of China and the top-level executives. They’ve been doing their own investigation. This is why you don’t marry someone with a checkered past.”

Jacob’s armpits were sweating now. “I’m not responsible for what Derek did. Neither is Rebecca. And she doesn’t have a checkered past. She was divorced. It’s not a crime.”

Nathan huffed. “The optics are dreadful. They know you were at Jun’s hotel. Then Derek Reeves shows up in the very same hotel and kills him. To them, you’re either involved or, at the very least, you’ve disrespected them.”

“I was there eight months ago.” Jacob sounded whiny.

“You’re a disgrace to this family. If I didn’t think it would make us look weak, I’d disavow your existence.” Nathan Roth disconnected the call.

Jacob set down his phone, a lump in his throat. He took off his glasses and wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. But the tears kept coming. He suppressed his sobs, his head in his hands, and his handkerchief covering his face.

When it was over, he wiped his face, put on his glasses, and silently chided himself. You are a disgrace. Get ahold of yourself. You’re not a child. He can’t control you anymore. Jacob thought of April. If you were a real man, you would’ve saved her, and none of this would’ve happened. Derek’s a real man. He would’ve saved her. Jacob slammed the sides of his fists on his desktop and suppressed the urge to scream.

He bowed his head, breathing deeply, trying to calm himself. Once he was calm, he grabbed his briefcase from the floor, setting it on his desktop. He opened it and removed his personal laptop. He logged on to one of his brokerage accounts. Actually, one of his shell company’s brokerage accounts. He set a series of trades, put options, and five blocks of one million shares of HTI—Housing Trust—stock, to be sold short.
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Summer and Hell on Earth

 

 

The FBI shackled her legs and hands and then drove her to a jail and processing facility in Baltimore, Maryland. Thankfully, it was a short ride. Summer’s legs and feet swelled, and blood and tissue still leaked from her vagina. Milk leaked from her breasts. Her belly was smaller, but she still looked about five months’ pregnant. She was lucky she didn’t need an episiotomy. Summer knew that these postpregnancy symptoms were normal.

She was processed, which involved paperwork, a strip search, fresh underwear, and the donning of light-blue pants and a matching pullover that read USPCE on the back. One of the female guards gave her a sanitary napkin. Summer went through the processing with a detached demeanor, as if watching her body from above.

During processing, one of the female guards whispered, “Are you pregnant?”

“I was,” Summer replied, her head bowed.

“You must’ve just given birth.”

“Two days ago.”

The guard shook her head and said under her breath, “Damn, that’s cold.” Then she turned to the supervising guard and asked, “Is she going on the ship today?”

The supervising guard looked up from her tablet and said, “She’s a red threat level.”

After processing, she was handcuffed and shackled again, then escorted to the bathroom. After peeing, she was led down an off-white hallway along a black line. Other female inmates loped along with their guards, like dogs with their owners.

Summer was led to a windowless classroom. The walls were painted the same off-white as the hallway, with the same light green linoleum on the floor. The female guard guided her to one of the open desks in the back. The sturdy steel desks were bolted to the floor, and Summer was locked to the desk by her handcuffs. Twenty-five desks were in the square room, arranged in symmetrical rows of five. A handful of guards stood to the side, watching for trouble. The other inmates were mostly people of color, many of them covered in ink and wild-eyed, all of them female. Summer wondered if the island was segregated by sex somehow. She thought that was unlikely and terrifying. One of the female inmates blew Summer a kiss. Summer looked away.

A male guard marched to the head of the class. His name tag read Green.

One inmate said to another, “Fuck you, bitch.”

“You’re the bitch I’m a kill first,” the other inmate replied.

“Shut up,” Green said.

And they did.

Green continued. “Listen up. There’s a short video. I suggest you pay attention. After the video, you’ll be transported by bus to the ship.”

“I’m hungrier than a mufucker,” an inmate said.

Green glowered at the woman with cornrows, then raised his gaze to the guards in the back. “Put her on the bus. She can sit in the heat until we leave.”

Two male guards unlocked the inmate from her desk and forced her from the room.

Once she was gone, Green said, “Anybody else?”

Dead silence.

“That’s what I thought. By the way, you’ll eat on the boat.” Green stepped to the side and removed a remote from his pocket. He pressed the remote and a large OLED television lowered from the ceiling. A video played on the screen.

A middle-aged blonde, wearing a billowy sundress, walked on a sandy beach with crystal-blue waters. Summer recognized her as a mildly famous actress well past her prime. “I’m Blair Brando. I’ll be your guide as you transition to the next phase of your life. You might’ve seen me in various movies and on TV, but this is by far my most important role. You’re probably feeling a little nervous right now. Maybe even scared, but I’m here to tell you that there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah, right,” an inmate said.

“Shut up,” Green said.

Blair Brando continued, “In the 2030s, crime was on the rise, and prisons were overcrowded.” The video cut to pictures of prisons packed with inmates. “At the time, prominent criminalists in the US and around the world believed that crime would be nonexistent if sociopathic personalities were eradicated from society.” The video showed Blair again. “After nearly one hundred years of research, most psychologists and doctors believed, and they still believe, that these sociopathic persons were and are incurable. Sociopathic personalities are natural predators, born without a conscience and without empathy. Policy makers were left with an impossible dilemma. Imprison people in overcrowded and inhumane conditions or release these antisocial personalities on the general public.

“Lucky for you a third option was invented. In 2036, Chinese scientists perfected the antisocial personality test with DNA sequencing and brain scans to accurately predict sociopathy in nearly 100 percent of tests.” The video showed scientists in a lab and the double helix chain of DNA.

“In 2042, China and Russia began ridding their society of these personalities, not by capital punishment or confinement but by sending them to island paradises in the South Pacific.” The video cut to images of palm trees and beaches and coconuts. “Also in 2042, Hurricane Zoey destroyed much of Puerto Rico, and, for the next two years, people were evacuated from the island state with the intention of creating the first US open-air penal colony. Between 2042 and 2044, the US followed China’s and Russia’s lead by testing incarcerated and newly arrested citizens for sociopathy.” The video showed brain scans and prisoners receiving buccal swabs.

“Today, the United States is crime-free with a much more humane justice system.” Blair Brando gestured to the beautiful beach around her. “This is your new home, where you’ll be free to make a life of your own. I won’t lie to you. It won’t be easy, but it’ll be far better than spending the rest of your life in prison. You’ll learn to live off the land, and you’ll commune with nature. You’ll make friends. You might even fall in love. In many ways you’ll live freer than most of us.”

For the next thirty minutes, Blair showed the inmates how to forage for fruits and vegetables. From the video, it appeared that Puerto Rico was a paradise with succulent fruit hanging from every tree. Summer wondered why they were trying so hard to sell this place. Because an island full of psychopaths must be hell on earth.





 

 

 

60

Naomi and Wall Street

 

 

The autonomous car parked near the intersection of Broadway and Wall Street. Naomi’s security team parked behind them. Just beyond the car window, her supporters marched on Wall Street in the sweltering heat. Naomi and her team would join the march near the finish line. The last thing Naomi needed was to look sweaty and disheveled for national TV.

“You ready?” Vernon asked, wearing shorts and a polo.

“I had hoped for a better turnout,” Naomi replied.

“It’s just so hot,” Katherine said. “It’s no reflection on you.”

“This is for the TV cameras anyway,” Vernon said.

The trio stepped from the vehicle. They were surrounded by her security team, walking with them as they headed for the marching protestors. Naomi and Vernon looked like a well-to-do couple out for a stroll. Naomi wore a lightweight dress, not wanting to sweat buckets and not wanting to show too much skin either.

As Naomi and her entourage merged with the march, protestors recognized Naomi and called her by name, often yelling things like, “We love you, Mrs. Sutton!” and “Our next president!” Naomi waved and smiled at her supporters, but the security team kept them at arm’s length.

After a short walk, Naomi stepped onto a stage erected specifically for the event. She stood at the podium, a stone’s throw from the New York Stock Exchange.

The crowd coalesced in front of the stage with sweaty faces and wet T-shirts. They held signs, like Greed ISN’T Good, Capitalism Is Killing America, Fair Share, Bailout = Bullshit, Tax the Rich, and Workers Unite! One person waved an old Soviet Union flag, with the hammer and sickle.

The TV crews were in position. The crowd was ready. At four o’clock on the dot, coinciding with the closing bell on Wall Street, Naomi said, “Thank you so much for braving the heat.” She took a deep breath. “For far too long Wall Street has enriched the few at the expense of the many. They’ve created a rigged system, built to funnel as much money from the general public as possible. And, even worse, our politicians have been bought and sold to look the other way as the graft continues unabated.”

A few spontaneous cheers erupted. Naomi smiled and put up her hand to quiet the crowd.

“This past week has been the worst in Wall Street history, with the stock market down 23 percent. Over the past few decades, Americans have lost their 401Ks and their pensions and their life savings, while the bankers and financiers make money on the way up and on the way down. It’s a rigged casino, and the house always wins.”

The crowd cheered, and Naomi waited for the cheering to dissipate.

“When I’m elected president—”

The crowd cheered again, even louder, and Naomi had to wait a little longer for the cheers to subside.

“When I’m elected president, pensions will be guaranteed by the US Treasury, and no more free rides will be given to Wall Street. You better believe they’ll pay their fair share.”
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Derek Goes on a Cruise

 

 

Earlier, Derek had watched from his window as his bus waited for their turn. The guards had loaded the ship two busloads at a time, roughly one hundred men or women, the genders segregated. From his rough estimation, the men outnumbered the women ten to one. From listening to the guards complain, Derek had ascertained that the process took all day, but shipping day was only once a week or every two weeks, depending on intake volume.

Now, Derek was on the pier, still shackled, shuffling within a line of inmates toward the ship. The sun beat down on his head and his light-blue uniform. From the pier, the ship looked massive and white with USPCE on the side and an American flag emblazoned on the funnel. But it wasn’t that big. A cruise ship at a nearby pier looked five times as big. The USPCE ship didn’t have a pool or a water slide or a basketball court. Looking at the hull, Derek didn’t even see windows. The back end of the ship had a huge blue ramp that was folded up.

A commotion caused Derek to look behind him. Guards subdued an unruly inmate with stun guns. There’d been at least one in every group, and the guards were merciless. Derek thought, They have to be. We’re like livestock being led to the slaughter.

Derek and his fellow inmates were prodded from the pier across the little bridge and into the belly of the ship. Inside, it was cooler, the air-conditioning on. They trudged upstairs and down a narrow hallway, doors on both sides of them, each with a small window, and a slot large enough for hands and trays of food. Prisoners, already in their cabins, scowled through their door windows.

Derek was prodded into an open cabin along with another man. The room was piping hot. No air-conditioning for the cargo. Two guards removed their leg irons. One of the guards said, “When I shut the door, put your hands through and I’ll remove the cuffs.”

The guards exited the cabin and shut and locked the door. One by one, Derek and the other man placed their hands through the slot, and the guard removed their handcuffs. Derek rubbed his wrists, surveying the tiny room. Bunk beds, the mattresses covered in plastic. No pillow or sheets. A single stainless-steel toilet and one roll of toilet paper. The other man, short and doughy but not overly so, looked lost and afraid.

Derek extended his hand. “I’m Derek.”

The other man looked up, his eyes as blue as the ocean in that video they’d watched. “Connor.” They shook hands, Connor’s sweaty, his grip weak. “It’s so hot in here.”

“I think this cabin’s on the south side, so it’s been hammered by the sun all day. It’s gettin’ late though. It won’t get any hotter than this.”

Connor wiped sweat from his forehead. “I’m so thirsty.”

“I’m assumin’ they’ll give us water with dinner.”

Connor cocked his head at Derek, who’d barely broken a sweat. “Aren’t you thirsty?”

“I’m used to the heat. I was a farmer,” Derek answered, but it didn’t seem like Connor heard his response.

Connor went to the tiny window, looking into the narrow hallway.

Derek touched the plastic mattress cover on the top bunk. “Which bed you want?”

Connor didn’t respond.

Derek shrugged and lay on the bottom bunk.

Connor turned from the tiny window and paced in the small cabin, taking only three steps from wall to wall. While pacing, Connor talked more to himself than Derek. “I gotta get outta here. I can’t be here. I kept thinking it was all a bad dream. This is a mistake. Where are my parents? Why didn’t they help me?” He went back to the window and shouted, “Help me! Get me out of here. Please help. This is a mistake.”

Cackling and mocking came from nearby cabins. Other prisoners imitated Connor in a high-pitched voice. “Help me. Get me out of here. That fuckin’ faggot’ll be the first motherfucker dead.”

Connor slid to the floor, crying, his head in his hands.

The prisoners mock-cried and chortled at Connor’s expense.

Derek had been prepared for his arrest. He’d known he wouldn’t get away with it. He’d accepted his fate with a stiff upper lip. When he’d decided to murder Zhang Jun, he’d figured on life in prison, but maybe this was better. Nothing was left for him, and he doubted he’d be missed.

Derek stood from the bed and approached Connor cautiously. “You can’t do that.”

Connor looked up, his eyes red and his face wet. “What difference does it make?”

“Could be the difference between life and death.”

“I’m a dead man either way,” Connor blubbered through his tears.

“Get ahold of yourself.” Derek was stern now.

Connor sniffled and wiped his eyes with his prison shirt.

“You have two choices. You can fight, or you can lay down and die. That’s a decision you need to make now, or fate’ll make it for you.”
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Jacob and the Ex is Gone

 

 

“What did you need to talk to me about?” Rebecca asked. “Is it Derek? What did the lawyer say?”

Jacob loosened his tie. “We should sit down.”

They sat in the sitting area of their bedroom, on the love seat.

“Did you hear from the lawyer?” Rebecca asked. “I’ve been worried since your phone call.”

Jacob had called Rebecca on his way home from work, letting her know that they needed to talk in person.

“Derek failed the antisocial personality test,” Jacob said.

Rebecca shook her head. “That can’t be right.”

“I’m afraid it is.”

“That’s ridiculous. He’s not a psychopath.”

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “He murdered a man. Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think you do.”

Rebecca crossed her arms over her chest. “I refuse to believe that.”

“Then how do you explain the test?”

She shrugged, dropping her hands in her lap. “I don’t know. Maybe they made a mistake.”

“They don’t make mistakes.”

“Then maybe the government wants to get rid of him. Maybe the conspiracy theories are true.”

“They’re not. If the US government was shipping off dissidents, I’d know about it.”

Rebecca pursed her lips. “I saw online that they’re saying that Zhang Jun died of a heart attack, but then the FBI told us that Derek killed him. They’re hiding something.”

“The Chinese are just trying to save face. Their press is controlled by the government.”

“Can’t the lawyer make them test him again?”

Jacob shook his head. “I’m sorry. I tried, but the test voided his right to counsel. He’s gone.”

“What do you mean, he’s gone?”

“He’s on a ship to the island.”

Rebecca stood from the love seat. “We have to help him.”

Jacob stood from the love seat, taking his wife’s hand. “We can’t. He’s already gone.”

Rebecca snatched her hand from his. “How long have you known about this?”

“I just found out a few hours ago from Eric.” That was a lie. Jacob had found out the day before about the test but had waited until Derek was on the high seas to tell Rebecca. Jacob knew his family wouldn’t waste political capital on Derek. If anything, they wanted to distance themselves from the situation. The Bank of China, the Chinese government, and the US government also wanted the situation to disappear.

The Chinese didn’t want Zhang Jun’s activities revealed in court, and the US didn’t want to publicize the murder of a foreign diplomat on US soil. So, according to Eric, they had made a deal. It must’ve been an easy choice really. Sacrifice one lonely broke citizen or deal with some bad publicity. Derek’s name would never appear in the press, and Zhang Jun’s cause of death was reported as a heart attack.

“How would Eric know?” Rebecca asked.

“He deals with the Bank of China, at least the North American division. This puts the family in a very embarrassing situation.”

Rebecca glowered at Jacob. “You can’t be serious.”

Jacob glowered right back. “They know you were married to him. The new CEO thinks I might’ve helped Derek.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“I agree, but my dad still gave me an earful.”

“So what? Fuck him. He’s not the one being shipped off to that hellhole.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “It’s a terrible situation for everyone, us included.”

“Lindsey will be devastated. I told her that the lawyer could help.”

“You shouldn’t have told her that.”

“Isn’t there something we can do?”

“No.”

“What about Eric?” Rebecca held out her hands. “He’s always bragging about his connections. Can’t he help?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Will you please call him anyway?”

Jacob sighed and removed his cell phone from his suit jacket pocket. He tapped the icon for his younger brother.

Eric answered and said, “What’s up, Jacob?”

“Is there anything we can do to help Derek?”

Rebecca edged closer, her head tilted, trying to hear both sides of the conversation.

Eric cackled.

Jacob pressed the phone tighter to his ear, so Rebecca couldn’t hear.

“You can’t be serious,” Eric said. “I’d let him rot. Mayer spent the last twenty-four hours disavowing the guy to our Chinese contacts.” Mayer, Jacob’s eldest brother, was the head of Roth Holdings Asia.

“Maybe you can do it anonymously? Rebecca’s asking. We’d both be grateful.”

“She’s in the room with you, isn’t she?”

“Yes.” Jacob hesitated for a beat. “It’s very important to both of us.”

“Tell her that I’ll make some phone calls and I’ll let you know.”
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Summer’s Nightmare

 

 

Summer lay in her bed, wearing only her underwear which was stuffed with toilet paper to soak up the blood. Her prison uniform was beneath her, providing a barrier so her bare skin didn’t stick to the plastic-covered mattress. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Her breasts leaked milk. The cabin was in total darkness, so dark that she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. She’d been on the ship for two days. Although Summer was grateful not to have a roommate, she nonetheless wanted someone to talk to.

The video had said that the trip would take four days. They’d left in the early evening on Friday. She’d remembered that it was still light outside. It was Sunday now, late. Summer thought maybe eleven or so. She estimated the days and the time by the three meals that were served each day. She guessed that they cut the lights at ten. Her skin felt sticky from sweat. A layer of salt had accumulated over the past two days of constant sweating and no shower. She’d eaten because she knew it was important, but it was hard to have an appetite in this heat.

She’d had nightmares the first and second nights, nightmares about being chased in the jungle by madmen with machetes. Which is why she couldn’t sleep now. She tried to think of how she might be rescued. Maybe they audited the tests. Maybe they’d find hers in error. Maybe they’d send soldiers to rescue her. Maybe they’d return her beautiful Byron to her. But her mind went to something Connor had said. Back then, it was nothing, just a conspiracy theory. But now it shattered what little hope she had left.

You have to be brain dead to think they’re only sending psychos to those islands. Guaranteed they’re sending antigovernment activists too. They probably fake the psycho test.
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Naomi and Union Money

 

 

Vernon sat across from Naomi in her congressional office. “We got a nice check from NEA, and I spoke with the President of AFT. He’d like to support us too.”

Naomi nodded, sitting behind her desk. “Unfortunately, they don’t have much money to give.”

“It’s a step in the right direction, but you’re right, unions are weak.”

“They think I can fix the pension system, and I’d like to, but they’ve overpromised and underinvested for sixty years.” Naomi sighed. “I regret saying that I’d guarantee pensions with government money.”

Vernon shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “People are used to politicians making promises. If you keep a fraction of your promises, the people will be ecstatic.”

“I’d rather not make any promises I can’t keep.”

“It’s difficult to get elected without bold promises. People vote for their self-interests. The more you promise, the more votes you’ll get. People understand that you’re not God. They’re not expecting miracles.”

“Sometimes I really hate this job.”

Vernon mock-frowned. “But you’re so damn good at it.”

Naomi laughed and said, “Did you lock the door?”

Vernon nodded.

Naomi stood from behind her desk and moved closer to Vernon, her hips rocking beneath her skirt. She sat in his lap, putting her arms around his neck and kissing him on the lips.

Their lips separated, and she said, “Let’s go to the Mandarin.”
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Derek and the Landing

 

 

They’d been at sea for four days when an announcement was made throughout the ship. Derek hadn’t even noticed the nanospeakers built into the ceiling.

“This is Captain Draper. Welcome to sunny Puerto Rico and the United States Penal Colony East. Over the next few hours, you’ll be transferred from this ship to a landing craft and delivered to the beach. Guards will be knocking on your cabin doors. When they knock, you will place your hands through the slots on your door. You will then be handcuffed and escorted to the landing craft. If you do not offer your hands, you will be stunned and subdued with hand and leg cuffs. Let’s make this easy on everyone.”

Captain Draper paused to emphasize the point.

“Once on the landing craft, your handcuffs will be removed. I’ll say this once and only once. If anyone refuses to exit the landing craft, you will be shot. Once you exit the landing craft, from that point until the end of your life, you are free to do as you please on the island.”

Cheers erupted from nearby cabins, the psychopaths more than ready to do as they pleased. Derek looked at Connor, who looked white as a ghost.

“We’ll be fine. We’ll stick together,” Derek said.

Roughly a half-hour later, a knock came to their cabin door. Derek and Connor were handcuffed for the first time in four days. Despite the awaiting dangers, Derek was looking forward to the fresh air. The cabin smelled like sweat and body odor.

The cabin door opened, and a guard led them single file with a small group of prisoners. The guards were careful to only escort groups of around fifty at a time, always making sure that the guards outnumbered the prisoners and that the prisoners were always handcuffed.

They were led down the stairs and to the back. The massive ramp on the back of the ship had been opened to reveal sparkling blue water and a bright cloudless day. Twenty landing crafts were arranged two-by-two, facing the open ramp. The front of each landing craft had lowered a ramp of their own and had an empty holding area where prisoners were packed in tight. Connor and Derek were pushed toward the back. Once the hull was packed with human cargo, the ramp was raised and shut, the only light now coming from the slots on the side. The slots had the same dimensions as the slots on their cabin doors. Body odor and urine and flatulence hung heavy in the cramped hull.

A few guards, standing outside the landing craft said, “Put your hands through.”

Derek complied and was rewarded with the removal of his cuffs. Connor did the same. Some jockeying occurred among the prisoners for positions to have their handcuffs removed. A fight broke out, one man beating another with his bound hands, then kicking him until the man stopped moving.

The guards made no attempt to intervene. The fight and most of the bickering occurred toward the front of the hull. A large bearded man moved toward the back, away from the fray. In the dim light, his pale skin almost glowed. He wore wire-framed glasses, one of the lenses cracked.

“Connor?” he asked.

“Mark?” Connor replied.

“I can’t believe it’s you,” Mark said, smiling.

Connor clenched his fists. “This is your fault.”

“It wasn’t me. Javier …” Mark shook his head, his smile gone. “I don’t know what they did to him to make him talk.”

“They didn’t do anything to me.”

“They waterboarded me.” Mark hesitated for a moment. “The worst experience of my life.”

Connor was slack-jawed. “Jesus.”

“Have you seen Summer?”

Connor’s eyes were like saucers. “Is she here? On the ship?”

“I’m not sure. I thought I saw her with the women when we were loaded in Baltimore, but I didn’t get a good look. Have you seen Zoe or Javier?”

“No. You think they’re on this ship?”

“I don’t know. Zoe might be. Javier was arrested before us. He might already be on the island.”

Derek knew Summer was Connor’s fiancé and Javier and Mark were Connor’s friends from their conversations over the past four days. “We can try to find them when we get on the beach,” Derek said, interrupting.

The pale man looked at Derek with a Who-the-fuck-is-this-guy? expression.

Connor then motioned to Derek. “This is Derek. He was my roommate. Derek, this is Mark.”

“Nice to meet you, Mark,” Derek said, extending his hand.

They shook hands, Mark’s palm soft and sweaty.

The landing craft started to move, the conveyor belt under the hull propelling the landing craft into the water. Once in the water, the motor rumbled to life, chugging toward the island, the craft rocking up and down with the choppy waves.

It was stifling hot inside the hull of the boat, preheating tempers. Outside, the water was bright blue, like a postcard. The approaching beach was white sand but littered with seaweed and upturned palm trees and other unidentified debris. No fastidious hotel staff to clean the beaches from the succession of hurricanes. Beyond the beach were the ruins of high-rise hotels, with vines snaking up their crumbling facades.

The landing craft’s ramp lowered, filling the hull with bright sunlight. Water lapped over the ramp. A loudspeaker blared. “Exit the front of the craft.”

The men shuffled forward, some pushing, eager to exit; others hanging back, hesitant. Splashing and raucous voices came from the men as they jumped into the water. Derek stepped over the man who had been beaten to death. The large pool of blood near his head slickened the steel floor.

Connor and Mark stuck together, the crowd separating them from Derek. He jumped into the hip-deep water, soaking his pants and boots. When he looked back to the landing craft, two men remained inside the hull, afraid or unwilling to exit. A slot opened like a gun port, then came muzzle flashes, the loud pops making Derek and many others flinch. The two men still in the landing craft dropped like sacks of potatoes.

Small waves nudged the men toward the beach. Once on the beach, Derek surveyed the area, trying to locate Connor and Mark. Male prisoners crowded around a group of females, already arguing and jostling over the fair prizes. Another boat of females landed on the beach. Connor and Mark ran toward the boat, about fifty yards away. Two women sloshed through the water and into their seemingly familiar embraces. That must be Summer. And that must be Zoe, Mark’s sister. Groups of prisoners eyed Connor and Mark, clearly coveting the women in their arms.

Derek saw movement in the shade of the palm debris and hotel ruins.

Men appeared on the beach. Then more men, hundreds if not one thousand tan men, most of them wearing shorts and nothing else. They held knives and machetes and zip ties and rusty handcuffs. A few had rifles.

Despite their tans, these men were all Caucasians, nearly all of them tattooed. Some were covered in ink from head to toe, others marked up on their forearms or calves or upper arms. A few had neck and face tattoos. Most featured a swastika as the centerpiece of their body art. Some of these men were thin, others muscular, but none of them were obese.

In comparison, the motley crew of prisoners in blue uniforms looked like pigs led to the slaughter.

The swastika men fanned out in an arc, surrounding their prisoners. One beefy man stood front and center on the stump of an old palm tree. He was one of the few men who were obviously well-fed. He spoke to the crowd of prisoners, but Derek was too close to the sea to hear the man, his words drowned out by the waves.

Many prisoners put their hands behind their backs, submitting to the swastika men and their zip ties and handcuffs. Others started to run, and this started a chain reaction of prisoners running for their lives, and the swastika men converging with their machetes and knives. Connor and his friends ran toward Derek, but Derek didn’t wait. He ran in the hardpacked sand along the beach, away from the melee.

The swastika men tackled and subdued prisoners, binding their hands behind their backs. They slashed a few prisoners with their machetes, but their intention wasn’t to kill. It was to capture. Derek’s wet boots felt heavy as he ran, weaving his way in and around the human traffic.

He looked back and caught a glimpse of Mark and Zoe being taken by gunpoint. Then Connor was tackled, but Summer still ran, two men giving chase. She was headed in Derek’s direction, toward the beach but forty-yards behind.

Derek continued to run, glancing back every few seconds to check on Summer. She slowed in the soft sand, her chasers also slowing. One of her chasers grabbed another woman, wrestling her to the ground. A skinny man blocked Derek’s path with knees bent, his machete drawn, ready to strike. Derek stopped ten feet from the man, eyeing the rusty blade. The man tossed zip ties at Derek’s feet.

“Put ’em on,” he said.

Derek waited for a wave to retract, and he ran for the sea, diving into the surf. Once beyond the waves, he swam perpendicular to the shore, his clothes and boots weighing him down. Derek was dog-tired, and he’d only swam thirty yards or so. He glanced toward the shore to see if it was safe to return to dry land. On the beach, Summer lay in the hardpack, struggling, a man straddling her and another tugging at her clothes. Derek swam toward shore, a small wave catching him and boosting him to the beach.

The two men were too mesmerized with their prize to notice Derek running from the surf. Derek tackled the thin man who held her arms. Derek pulled the man into a chokehold, the blade of his forearm digging into the man’s prominent Adam’s apple. The thin man gasped, his face turning blue. Summer struggled with the other man. She kneed him between the legs, and the man rolled off her, holding his crotch, rocking back and forth in pain.

Summer ran from the scene, down the beach. Derek let go of the thin man and chased after her.

“Summer,” Derek called out.

She glanced back to Derek but still ran.

“Summer,” Derek said again, catching up. “I was Connor’s roommate on the boat.” He took a few gulps of air. “I’m Derek.”

She turned to look at Derek, slowing to a jog. They jogged together, their breaths labored. She had wavy brown hair to her shoulders. Blue, wide set eyes, and a round face. Her arms were thin but she had a belly, like she was pregnant, just starting to show.

“What do you want?” Then she looked straight ahead and said, “Shit.”

Derek looked from her and saw what she saw.

They slowed their pace and stopped. Roughly fifteen men hustled toward them. Derek glanced over his back. A handful more approached, tightening the metaphorical noose.
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Jacob and Happy Wife, Happy Life

 

 

It had been a rough weekend. Rebecca and Lindsey had been in full mourning mode for Derek: Lindsey locking herself in VR all weekend and Rebecca in a depressed funk, completely uninterested in sex or any contact whatsoever. Then she had stayed up all night searching the internet for a solution. She found a company called Libertad del Proyecto, or Project Freedom, based in Venezuela. The company claimed to rescue island prisoners, even though there’d never been a documented escape. Rebecca had been ready to go to Venezuela and spend Jacob’s money. Jacob had to beg her to wait, to let Eric look into the veracity of their claims.

She didn’t say it, but Jacob thought Rebecca blamed him for Derek’s fate, like he should’ve helped when Derek fell on hard times. Jacob could’ve saved Derek’s farm with a few taps on his tablet, but the foreclosure wasn’t the reason this had happened. It had been April’s murder, but Rebecca didn’t know about that.

Jacob could’ve helped April too, but, like the foreclosure, he hadn’t. Jacob had rationalized his guilt, thinking, I’m not the police. Zhang and his men would’ve killed me. Even if I had called the police, Zhang has diplomatic immunity. If anyone had been arrested, it would’ve been one of the guards. But Jacob couldn’t rationalize the fact that, if he’d called the police, they might’ve stopped April’s murder.

Eric had been nice enough to use his contacts to help, which had surprised Jacob, but, then again, Eric enjoyed playing the powerful connected man, especially with his big brother asking for help. Eric had been waiting for information and call backs from experts on the island prison system. Jacob didn’t think he’d hear anything until Monday or Tuesday.

Now it was Tuesday afternoon, and Jacob was still at work, but he didn’t feel like going home, not without some sort of resolution for Rebecca. Jacob leaned back in his chair, thinking of the possibilities. Maybe Derek’s dead. That would be a resolution. That’s the best-case scenario. Then we can all move on. I could tell her that he’s dead. But I’d need proof. No way Rebecca accepts that without proof. Maybe Eric could get proof somehow.

Jacob’s cell phone chimed. Speak of the devil. He leaned forward, picked up his cell phone from the desktop, and swiped right. “Eric.”

“I have some information for you,” Eric said.

Jacob grabbed a pad of paper and a pen from the top drawer of his desk. “I’m listening.”

“Derek’s ship is in San Juan. They’re offloading right now. He’s probably on the ground.”

“How do you know that?”

“We have connections with IPC and the navy.”

Island Prison Corrections was the prison system run by the Federal government.

“Is there a way to get him off the island?” Jacob asked.

“Not really,” Eric replied.

“What does that mean?”

“It means, there’s a very slim possibility, and, as far as I know, it’s never been done. You don’t really want to get him off the island, do you?”

“Of course not. It’s Rebecca. She’ll want to exhaust every option trying to help him. That’s just who she is. In the meantime, my home life and my bank account will be taken over by her newfound cause. If I’m not helpful, she’ll be resentful, making it that much worse.”

“Well, an escape is nearly impossible. My contact at the navy told me that hypothetically, immediately after a hurricane, it is possible to launch a submarine from the island. Apparently, the naval blockade leaves during a hurricane. Of course, the prisoners would have to manufacture a submarine without any manufacturing skills or supplies and with little to no fuel to power it.”

“Why couldn’t they just use a sailboat?”

“Satellite would pick up the boat.”

“He’ll die there.”

“Without a doubt.”

Jacob set down his pen, thinking for an instant. “Did you find any information on that company, Project Freedom?”

“The company’s a front for a drug smuggling operation that operates in Venezuela. They smuggle drugs by submarine through Hurricane Alley to the US. They have a base in what’s left of the Virgin Islands, roughly midway between Venezuela and the US, and very close to Puerto Rico. It’s the perfect place to be if you wanted to rescue island prisoners.”

“Are they rescuing island prisoners?”

“They tried to fly drones into Puerto Rico, but they were all shot down. According to my contact, only small stealth drones can avoid detection, but they don’t have the range. You’d have to launch them from the island, but that would mean going through the blockade undetected. Not likely. Project Freedom claims to patrol the waters outside the blockade with boats and a stealth sub, in case anyone makes it past the navy.”

“Do you think that’s true?”

“No. I doubt they waste their resources looking for people who aren’t there. I think looking for island prisoners is just a side business. It’s a con. They give the families hope and take their money. They might fly a drone to the island, but ultimately they don’t rescue anyone.”

Jacob rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Is there a way to find Derek and prove he’s dead?”

“No. Project Freedom tried to fly drones with facial recognition cameras to find people. The CIA thinks they did this so they can contact the families for money for the footage. Like I said, the navy shot down the drones. I have no idea if they got footage or not.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. If the CIA knows what they’re doing, why don’t they shut them down?”

Eric chuckled. “Because these guys work for the CIA. Not directly mind you, but they’re part of the CIA drug-dealing operation. The CIA uses gold- and silver-backed cryptocurrency from the drug sales to fund off-budget missions. They don’t care about the rescue operations because they know they’re ineffective.”

Jacob blew out a heavy breath. “None of this helps me with Rebecca.”

“Then don’t tell her.”

“She already knows most of it. Most of what you told me about Project Freedom is on the internet. She said she doesn’t care if they smuggle drugs. She said they’re probably good at smuggling people too. That maybe they can rescue Derek. She’s dead set on going to the Virgin Islands.”

“You’re looking at this all wrong, big brother. You know they’ll never rescue this guy, but, if you make an effort, it’ll win big points with Rebecca. Happy wife, happy life, right?”

Jacob frowned. “So, I’m supposed to drop everything and travel to the Virgin Islands, even though no commercial airliners fly there? Then what? Pay these smugglers a pile of cash to do nothing? What’s to stop these guys from kidnapping us and holding us for ransom?”

“I have some mercenaries who can provide security. These guys are former Navy SEALs. They’re pricey, but they’re worth it. I also know a good captain with a ship who’ll take you to Saint Thomas. Boats have to take a wide berth around Puerto Rico, which adds another two hundred miles, but you’ll get there in a day and a half. If I were you, I’d make a deal with Project Freedom. Offer them some money to tell Rebecca that her ex is dead. You’ll end up looking like the supportive husband, and you won’t have to worry about Rebecca spending the rest of her life wasting your money trying to rescue her ex-husband.”





 

 

 

67

Summer Goes to Market

 

 

Summer and Derek had been taken without a fight, handcuffed and chained. The Aryan Nation—at least that’s who Summer thought they looked like based on their tattoos—handled the prisoners like pros. She’d seen enough old prison shows to recognize an Aryan. Of course, they didn’t make prison documentaries anymore. They weren’t much fun without psychopaths.

The Aryans had the numbers, but they also had weapons and handcuffs and zip ties. They had long chains that they ran under the crotches of their prisoners and over their bound hands. They connected about fifty people to a chain, creating over twenty chain gangs. By chaining groups together, nobody could escape.

Now, like a cattle drive, they were forced to walk through the streets of San Juan. The city looked like a war zone. Rusted-out hunks of metal that used to be cars. Dilapidated buildings, reduced to rubble by hurricanes, the heaps overtaken by vines and trees and vegetation. Cracked and heaving asphalt, also partially reclaimed by Mother Nature and her tree roots.

The man in front of Summer glanced over his shoulder and said, “Damn girl, you’re fine.”

Summer looked down.

“Your tits are wet,” he said.

He was right. Her breasts were leaking, wetting the prison-issued bra, and the bra wetting the prison-issued top. Her belly still showed, but it had shrunk over the past four days, probably faster than was healthy. The bleeding, sweating, and her lack of an appetite all contributed to the shrinkage.

“Turn around,” Derek said to the man. Derek was directly behind Summer in the chain gang.

“What’re you gonna do about it?” replied the man. “Punk-ass bitch.”

“When we get these cuffs off, maybe you’ll find out.” Derek spoke in an even, calm tone.

Derek definitely belongs here.

“Look at me,” the man said to Summer, looking over his shoulder while still walking forward.

Summer looked up at the man. He was slender, average height, his dark hair cut tight to his scalp. He had a neck tat, a large nose, and scruffy facial hair.

He said, “I’m Aaron. What’s your name, baby?”

“Leave her alone,” Derek said.

“Shut the fuck up. I ain’t talkin’ to you.”

Aaron spoke loud enough to draw an Aryan who pointed and said, “Not another fuckin’ word.”

As soon as the Aryan moved away from them, the man mouthed a kiss to Summer, then faced forward.

Derek asked in a low voice, “Are you okay?”

But Summer didn’t answer, not wanting to be beholden to Derek, not sure if he wanted her for himself. Derek went silent after that. Summer didn’t know what to think of him. He helped me, but why was he here in the first place? Summer didn’t belong here. Neither did Mark or Connor or Zoe. But most of these people did belong. They were psychopaths. Derek looked like he belonged. He had this swarthy look with a wild beard and dark disheveled hair. Maybe he’s a terrorist. Summer silently chided herself for being racist.

During the walk, they took a few breaks in the shade, the obese prisoners huffing and puffing. The Aryans gave the obese prisoners water. Summer was surprised by the apparent kindness. Even though she’d stopped running two months ago, and she’d just given birth, the walk wasn’t too strenuous for Summer.

They walked for about two miles in the humidity, with mosquitoes drinking their blood and Aryans watching them, sizing them up like pieces of meat. Other men watched them too from farther away. Apart from the female prisoners she’d landed with, she’d yet to see a woman or a child.

The other men kept their distance from the Aryans, but they watched. Black men, Asians, Latinos. Just like her prison shows. Gangs grouped by race. Nearly every man that she passed looked like he wanted to devour her, to dominate her, and to own her in every possible way. Then the other men followed them, walking alongside the captives, but far enough away not to draw the ire of the Aryans. As they walked, the all-male crowd around them grew. It seemed everyone on the island was going to the same place. They ended up at a baseball stadium. Groups of men huddled in the parking lot, hooting and posturing, drinking and smoking, the smell of marijuana in the air.

Two seemingly fully functioning military trucks were parked, surrounded by men in fatigues with rifles slung across their chests. The trucks had off-road tires, armor, four doors with tiny windows, and a turret on top. Everyone, including the Aryans, gave these uniformed men a wide berth.

Inside the stadium, the stands were already packed with people. The Aryans and the prisoners were the only ones allowed on the field. Handmade signs read No Fighting. The grass was sparse and weedy, the sand compacted from billions of footfalls. No trees grew in the outfield or the infield. The metal seats were intact, but the roof that once partially covered fans behind home plate was gone, only the pillars remaining.

One of the Aryans explained their situation. “This here is a market. Most of y’all will be bought and sold into one of these gangs.” The Aryan motioned to the crowd in the bleachers. “What they do with you is up to them. They own yer asses. If you wanna survive, make yerself useful to yer new family.” He paused for a beat. “Some of you will be used for the games.” The Aryan walked away.

Summer didn’t like the idea of being “used” for the games, whatever that meant, much less being sold into a gang.

After that brief orientation, an Aryan they referred to as The Reaper, walked along the chain gangs, every once in a while stopping and pointing to a prisoner, then continuing his walk. The Reaper was tall and built, tattoos covering every inch of his body, including his face and shaved head.

After The Reaper pointed to a prisoner, the prisoner was detached from the chain gang and taken to a holding area beneath the bleachers. The Reaper stopped in front of Summer, her heart pounding in her chest. But he pointed at Derek and that creep Aaron.

“You don’t want her?” an Aryan guard asked The Reaper.

The Reaper glared at the guard. “You questionin’ me?”

The Aryan guard showed his palms in surrender. “No, sir. I just think Wade would like her.”

The Reaper returned his attention to Summer, looking her up and down, while still conversing with the guard. “This bitch just had a child. I’d rather trade her while she still has value.” The Reaper gestured to the stands. “Look at ’em. These dumb fucks are desperate for her.” The Reaper then moved into the Aryan guard’s personal space. “Question me again, and I’ll kill you.” The Reaper made the threat as if he were talking about the weather.

The Aryan guard took a step back, his head bowed.

The Reaper moved decisively down the line.

The crowd was restless, some encouraging The Reaper by shouting, “Hurry up, asshole,” and, “We’re runnin’ outta daylight, fuck face.”

The sun was dropping in the distance. Summer estimated that they only had two, maybe three hours of light left. Approximately one hundred prisoners were taken to the holding area, Connor and Mark among them. Connor gazed at Summer and mouthed, I love you, before being shoved into the holding area.

Zoe was also taken by the Aryans, but she wasn’t put in the holding area. She was escorted from the stadium through the outfield bleachers. Summer had been surprised by the diversity among the prisoners chosen by The Reaper. Why would an Aryan gang want nonwhites?

Men clustered in the bleachers, jockeying for a vantage point to ogle their object of affection. More than once Summer heard from the crowd, “I’m gonna fuck her,” and, “I’m buyin’ that bitch.” More than once, men exposed themselves to her, a few so bold as to masturbate with their eyes locked on her.

The Aryans allowed thirty or so non-Aryans on the field. These men were mostly older, more mature, a few holding notepads and pencils, bargaining with the Aryans, taking orders from the crowd, and making offers. It appeared that they represented their gangs for the purpose of bartering for people.

Most of the male prisoners were purchased for a song. A copper ring for a man. A half-empty bottle of rum for a man. A few plastic bags filled with fruit for a man. Two live chickens for a man. A handful of shotgun shells for a man. A pair of binoculars for a man. The gangs purchased male prisoners who looked like them. The defining characteristic was skin color.

However, the morbidly obese prisoners were often purchased by gangs who didn’t look like them. Black gangs purchased obese whites and vice versa. These obese men had barely survived the two-mile walk to the stadium, needing multiple breaks in the shade along the way. For some reason, obese men had multiple bidders and garnered payments twice as large as average-size men.

Female prisoners garnered the most bids and the highest bids, bids commensurate with the beauty of the female. The laws of supply and demand in action. Summer was surrounded by bidders. Men groped and touched her and checked her teeth, like she was a prized heifer at a farm show. One man offered a pair of used boots and a box of bullets. Another offered eight live chicks and dried iguana meat and fruit.

A young man wearing a backpack pushed his way into the bidding war. He looked more like a college student than a hardened psychopath. He hoisted a plastic box in the air and said, “A Glock nine-millimeter for the woman.”

The crowd gasped.

The Aryan auctioneer approached the young man with narrowed eyes. “Let’s see it.”

The young man opened the box, displaying the handgun.

The Aryan looked around and said, “Any other bids?”

The crowd was silent and dejected.

“Sold.” The Aryan snatched the box from the young man, handing it off to another Aryan who whisked away the handgun to wherever they stored their wealth. The Aryan unlocked Summer’s handcuffs, releasing her from the chain gang.

The young man gripped Summer’s upper arm and pulled her close. He whispered into her ear. “My name’s Gavin. Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you. We’re going someplace safe. Javier’s here.”

Summer turned to Gavin, her eyes like saucers. “Javier Munoz?”

Gavin nodded. “We have to go now. We’re running out of time.”

They fast-walked toward the outfield. An Aryan guard escorted them through a door in the outfield wall. Another guard nodded to them as they left the stadium. Javier was in the parking lot, waiting for them. Normally tall and thin, he was even skinnier, his bushy black hair wild and his cheeks sunken.

“Javier!” Summer said, hugging him tight, her hands gripping his backpack.

“Are you okay?” Javier asked.

Summer let go, looking Javier in his eyes. “They have Connor and Mark and Zoe.”

“I know. I’m sorry. We were gonna buy ’em if they made it into the auction, but the Aryans take whoever they want for the games or for their own use.”

“We have to go,” Gavin said, interrupting.

“I’ll fill you in when we get to the fort,” Javier said.

“We can’t leave them,” Summer said.

“We’ll talk about it.”

Gavin frowned at Javier.

A group of men approached, carrying machetes, their eyes locked on Summer.

“Let’s go!” Gavin said.

They ran from the parking lot, Summer struggling to keep pace. Gavin removed a handgun from his waistband, turned, and waved it at the men. The men stopped in their tracks, deciding it wasn’t worth the effort or the risk.

Gavin, Summer, and Javier jogged north, through parking lots, trees growing between the cracked asphalt, and the buildings reduced to piles of debris. They crossed the remnants of superhighways, with rusty cars and trucks parked on the shoulders.

Gavin was a great runner. Small and thin with muscular legs, his long brown hair bouncing with each stride. Periodically, he ran ahead and checked for threats, then waited for Summer and Javier to catch up. Gavin led them toward the jungle, through a narrow footpath. The path took a hard right, a river on their left. Gavin slowed to a walk, looking for something on his left. Summer and Javier slowed and walked behind Gavin.

“I think we’re okay,” Javier said.

Gavin found a rusted soda can hanging on a branch. At that point he turned and walked into the heavy brush, carefully pulling aside branches and vines as he went. “Found it,” Gavin said.

Gavin and Javier removed the branches that covered a canoe and two paddles. They lugged the canoe into the river, Summer holding the paddles. Summer sat in the middle, feeling useless, as Gavin paddled in front and Javier behind her. They didn’t have to paddle too hard. The canoe floated on the river, going with the current, dense jungle on either side. For a brief moment, Summer thought it was beautiful, until she saw alligators basking on the banks.

Summer must’ve been staring because Javier said, “They’re caiman.”

“They look like alligators,” Summer replied over her shoulder.

“In the same family. Just smaller. They’re all over the bay and the river. Territorial too.”

After one-quarter mile, the river opened into a bay, an old shipyard on their right with thousands of rusty sea containers.

“Shit,” Gavin said, turning around. “The Netas.”

“Fuck,” Javier replied.

Gavin pointed to the shipyard. “We can hide in a sea container.”

Javier nodded and helped Gavin paddle toward the shipyard. Summer caught a glimpse of a small boat in the distance. As they beached the canoe, a few green iguanas with long striped tails scattered a safe distance from the humans. Gavin and Javier grabbed the canoe, Summer took the paddles.

“What happened?” Summer asked, as they walked toward the shipyard.

“The Netas are patrolling the bay,” Javier said.

“We’ll have to wait until early morning to cross the bay,” Gavin said. “They always sleep in.”

“Who are the Netas?” Summer asked.

“They’re a gang. Native to Puerto Rico,” Javier said. “The most powerful gang on the island.”

“They weren’t sent here like everyone else,” Gavin said. “They just never evacuated. They planned to loot the whole city. When the hurricanes came, they hunkered down at the army base. They scavenged as much as they could before prisoners started coming here, so they took all the good weapons and vehicles in San Juan and the nearby areas. Almost everything was destroyed, but supposedly the army stored some stuff underground or in a mountain. I don’t know if that’s true, but I do know the Netas have those electric trucks and those machine guns.”

“Are you guys part of a gang?” Summer asked, as they approached a cemetery of rusty sea containers.

“Sort of,” Gavin said. “We call ourselves 1776. We’re mostly antigovernment activists. They don’t just send the psychos down here.”

“Roger Kroenig is kind of like our leader,” Javier said.

“We don’t have masters.”

“Wait, Roger Kroenig?” Summer asked. “Like the congressman who quit and then disappeared?”

Javier nodded. “I knew they fuckin’ sent him here.”

They found an empty sea container out of sight of the bay. Gavin opened the door, heat radiating outward.

“Damn it’s hot,” Javier said.

“That’s why nobody comes here. You can’t live in a metal box.” Gavin looked up at the cloudless sky. “The rain’ll cool us off.”

“It’s clear,” Summer said, also looking up at the sky.

“See those dark clouds way over there?” Gavin pointed. “They’re coming.”

Summer nodded.

“It rains every afternoon during the wet season.”

They shoved the canoe inside with the paddles and loitered outside. Javier removed his backpack and took a drink from a large water bottle. Gavin removed his backpack and did the same. Javier gave Summer his water bottle. She didn’t realize how thirsty she was, nearly downing the whole thing. They sat on the asphalt, leaned against the shady side of the sea container, the sun low enough for the metal box to cast a shadow.

“What about Connor and Mark and Zoe?” Summer asked.

Gavin cleared his throat but didn’t say anything.

Javier shook his head, not looking at Summer. “The Aryans have like fuckin’ gladiator games almost every Sunday, like they’re the fuckin’ NFL.”

“What happens at the games?”

“People fight to the death.”

“We have to help them,” Summer said, her eyes bulging.

“We can’t,” Gavin said. “It’s a suicide mission. You’re lucky we got you. If you didn’t have experience with submersibles, no way Roger would’ve authorized giving up that Glock.”

Summer looked at Javier with a confused expression.

Javier mouthed, Go with it.

“We can’t leave them there,” Summer said.

Gavin blew out a heavy breath. “We don’t have a choice. You’ve been on this island for like six hours, so maybe you should listen. If we tried to get your boyfriend, or anyone the Aryans have for that matter, we’d all end up dead.”

Summer hung her head. “He’s my fiancé.”

“I don’t care who he is. We don’t have the manpower. We might get killed just walking through the city to the stadium. The Aryans have at least three thousand men just in San Juan. What do you think they’d do to you if they caught you? Think of your worst nightmare, and I guarantee it’ll be ten times worse. Your fiancé and your friends will have to save themselves. If they fight well, then the Aryans will take them on as members. We might be able to get them then.”

“He’s right,” Javier said.

“What are the chances that they fight well enough to survive?” Summer asked.

“Depends how many people are fighting,” Gavin said.

Summer stood from the asphalt and looked down at Gavin, her hands on her hips. “Give me an estimate for fuck’s sake. Ten percent? Fifty percent?”

“Five percent.”

“We have to help them,” Summer said again, now addressing and pleading with Javier. “Connor and Mark are your friends. Zoe’s Mark’s sister.”

“Connor and Mark would both want you alive,” Javier said, looking up at Summer from his seated position.

“I can’t believe this is happening.” Summer turned her back and walked a few steps away.

“I’m sorry.” Javier stood and approached Summer. “This is my fault.”

Summer turned to face Javier. “It’s nobody’s fault.”

Javier shook his head. “Do you know how Mark lost his job?”

“No.”

“He reprogrammed the home robots of these rich people to spy on them. He thought they knew secrets about the US government and the Fed. The only reason they didn’t send him to Psycho Island is his lawyer convinced them he was just a perverted voyeur, not an enemy of the state. He lost his job and went to prison for four months.”

“I didn’t know that,” Summer said.

“They put him on the sex offender registry, and that’s why he always thought he was being watched. I think he was right. I think they were watching him. When they arrested me for hate speech, they asked me questions about the video, like Mark had said something, like they were listening in on him. It was like he said something but not enough to incriminate himself.” Javier exhaled a heavy breath. “I never should’ve posted that shit about false flags. They labeled me an Unlawful Enemy Combatant, and then it was like I had no fuckin’ rights. No lawyer. I couldn’t see my family. Nothing. They fuckin’ waterboarded me.” Javier bowed his head, his dark eyes filling with tears. “I couldn’t take it. They kept asking me all these questions about Mark and the video, and …” Javier swallowed hard, tears slipping down his cheeks. “I told ’em everything. That’s why they arrested Mark and you and Connor. I’m so sorry, Summer.”

Summer clenched her fists for an instant, then she reached out and hugged Javier.
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Naomi’s the Solution

 

 

Katherine said, “We’ve moved two percent in the polls since your speech on Wall Street last week, and we’ve had a nice spike in social followers too.”

Vernon nodded, nonplussed. “It’s a start, but, if we’re serious about winning, we have a long way to go. We need to build relevancy with the public. When they think of a problem, they should also think of Naomi as the solution.”

Naomi gave Vernon a quick smile of agreement. “We could do something on climate change.”

They sat in the sitting area of Naomi’s congressional office, Vernon and Naomi on the couch, Katherine in a leather chair opposite them.

Katherine flipped her blond hair off her shoulders. “We’re definitely on board with combating climate change, at least with our rhetoric. In general people say they care about the planet, but, when push comes to shove, they’ll vote for increasing UBI payments over some esoteric climate legislation every single time. It’s one of those issues that people like to talk about to show others that they care, with no intention of personally sacrificing for the planet.”

“I agree,” Naomi said. “Also, climate change has long been an establishment democratic issue. We won’t beat Corrinne with the same platform as her. I think we need something more concrete, something that fits our image, but also something Corrinne would never touch.”

Vernon grinned and said, “What about bot marriage?”

Naomi and Katherine giggled.

“You two laugh, but we should at least have a stance on it. It’s legal in fifteen states.”

“It’s a pretty small voting bloc,” Katherine said, smiling.

“Creepy rich guys who can’t get a date?” Naomi said. “I’m sure they’re staunch Republicans anyway.”

They all laughed again.

“We should still have a stance,” Vernon said. “Is it like gay marriage fifty years ago?”

Naomi frowned at that. “No. But I couldn’t care less if some lonely guy wants to marry his robot.”

“There’ve been a few women too,” Katherine said.

Naomi held up one finger. “I think I got it. It’s a human rights issue that nobody wants to touch.”

Vernon and Katherine waited with bated breath.

“What about the island prisons?”
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Derek and the Chosen Ones

 

 

The chosen ones sat on benches inside a square locker room. Derek sat next to Connor and Mark, no longer bound with handcuffs or chains. Approximately one hundred prisoners, still wearing their blue uniforms, sat on the benches. Like the gangs, the prisoners self-segregated by ethnicity and gender, gender taking precedence over ethnicity. The men stared at the ten females who sat together in the corner. Two dozen Aryans stood near the exit, scanning the audience, machetes and knives at the ready.

“Why did they pick us?” Connor asked, his voice high and stressed.

“I don’t know,” Mark replied.

One of the Aryan guards approached them, his machete leading the way. “Shut the fuck up.”

Connor’s face flushed scarlet.

The Aryan glowered at Connor, then pointed his gaze and machete at Mark. “You’re lucky we didn’t sell you by the pound, you fat fuck.” The Aryan returned to his post near the exit.

The man they called The Reaper entered the room. He stood front and center, surveying the prisoners, his face and shaved head a mass of tattoos. “You are the scum of the fuckin’ earth. I’ve seen some weak motherfuckers come through here, but you sicken me.”

A few Aryan guards snickered.

The Reaper’s glare swept over the prisoners, causing many of them to look down in shame. “In five days, each of you faggots will fight to the death in this stadium. If you attempt to escape, we’ll slice you up like a fuckin’ pig and eat you for supper. You refuse to fight, you’ll be sacrificed at halftime, sliced into a million pieces and fed to the niggers.”

The prisoners were slack-jawed and wide-eyed.

“A few of you faggots will make it out alive. To do that, you’ll have to fight and win. When it’s over, the winners will join the Aryan Nation, or, if a nigger wins, they’ll be given to their tribe. Your trainin’ begins right now.” The Reaper surveyed the prisoners once more, one side of his mouth raised in contempt. “Your first lesson is, whites go with whites and niggers go with niggers. I see most of the whites are already over here.” He gestured to the right side of the room. “Except for you nigger bitches.” The Reaper pointed to the black and Latino women grouped together with the white women. “Go on. Find a seat over there with your kind.” He gestured to the left side of the room, where groups of nonwhites clustered.

Then he narrowed his eyes at Derek and approached. “What the fuck are you? A sand nigger?”

Derek didn’t respond, not sure what to say.

“Get the fuck over there with the rest of the niggers.”
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Jacob and Project Freedom

 

 

After talking with Eric about Project Freedom and Derek’s chance of survival, Jacob and Rebecca then had a long discussion about whether or not to hire them or to even contact them. Even though Jacob confirmed with Eric that Project Freedom was a front for drug smugglers and likely con artists, Rebecca still wanted to contact them and to exhaust their options.

Jacob had contacted Eric’s guy in Venezuela, who contacted Project Freedom, then provided Jacob with the contact information for Cesar, no last name given. Allegedly, Cesar was a partner in the business. Jacob then called Cesar, with Rebecca in the room and the phone on speaker. This was a demand that Rebecca would not relinquish.

“Yes, Matias told me who you are,” Cesar said in near perfect English, referring to Eric’s man in Venezuela. “He says you have a family member in San Juan.”

“Yes,” Jacob replied, holding his phone near his mouth.

“He also said that you were interested in retaining our recovery service.”

“Have you recovered other island inmates?”

“We’ve come close, but I will not lie. We have not rescued anyone. I’m assuming you already know that.”

Jacob was stunned, figuring Cesar would lie, and Rebecca would realize that Project Freedom is truly a con.

Rebecca leaned toward the phone. “Hi, this is Rebecca Roth.”

“Hello, Mrs. Roth,” Cesar replied.

Rebecca took the phone from Jacob’s hand.

Jacob let go of his phone and his control with gritted teeth.

“Do you think it’s possible to rescue someone from the island?” Rebecca asked.

“With enough money, anything’s possible.”

Jacob cringed, thinking about his bank account.

Rebecca said, “We’d like to come to the Virgin Islands to help—”

Jacob grabbed his phone from Rebecca, flashing her a scowl. “Nothing’s been decided.”

“If you decide to retain our services, you would be welcome to stay at our base in the Virgin Islands,” Cesar said. “It is, how you say, rustic, but we have off-grid power and a bunker safe from hurricanes. You will, of course, have to arrange for private transit. No commercial ships or airlines come to the Virgin Islands. Private ships will make the trip for a price. I can put you in contact with a ship captain.”

“That’s not necessary. We have access to transportation,” Jacob said. “If we come to an agreement, we would bring our own security team.”

“My husband has access to well-trained men who could help,” Rebecca said, leaning in to the phone.

“This work is very dangerous,” Cesar said. “If we have men to share in the danger, we have a better chance to find your family member.”

“If money were no object, how would you do it?”

Jacob clenched his jaw in response to Rebecca talking about his money as if it were hers to spend.

Cesar said, “Well, that would require quite a bit of planning, but, off the top of my head, I’d wait for a hurricane to force the US Navy to vacate the area. Then I’d send in our submarine. Multiple men would surface and would fly drones with facial recognition cameras to find your family member. What is his name?”

“Derek.”

“The drones and cameras would help us search and find Derek. From there, we’d have to devise an extraction plan based on his location, and we’d have to wait for another hurricane to make it back through the blockade, unless we got lucky and found him quickly. Now this is a very rough idea. We’d also need to set up an encrypted communication network between the submarine and our base camp. Lots of moving pieces and very dangerous but entirely possible for the right price.”

“Are you in the Virgin Islands now?” Rebecca asked.

“If I was, we wouldn’t be talking right now. There’s no cell service or internet there. It is very primitive.”

“Would you be meeting us there?”

“When you pay the deposit, I will meet you and your husband at our base in the Virgin Islands, and I will personally oversee the operation.”
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Summer and El Morro

 

 

At the first glimpse of sunrise, Summer and Gavin and Javier launched the canoe back into the bay. Summer’s hip and back hurt from sleeping in the sea container. Javier’s confession had angered Summer but not at Javier, at those who had perpetrated the injustice.

The men paddled, and the sun rose and reflected off the bright blue sea. It was eerily quiet, the gangs still asleep after a night of initiating their new members. Summer thought about her fate, had she been purchased by one of the gangs. She shuddered at the thought. Summer thought about Byron and his fresh baby smell and the way he clenched his little fist. She cried quietly, the splash of the oars masking her emotion.

They paddled for about a mile, toward the ocean. At the end of the bay, they paddled to the point, the small waves pushing them onto the rocky beach and its rocky promontory. In front of them sat an old stone fort or a castle. Men patrolled the high walls with rifles. One of them waved. Gavin and Javier waved back, then carried the canoe from the water toward the fort. Summer followed with the paddles.

“What is this place?” Summer asked.

“It’s an old Spanish fort built in the sixteenth century,” Gavin said. “It’s one of the few structures that survived the hurricanes almost totally intact.”

“Almost?”

Gavin pointed to the top of the stone fort. “Used to be a lighthouse on top.”

They climbed stone steps over a sea wall and approached the fort. Summer looked up at the structure, the massive walls extending fifty feet up to a second level, with another set of walls even higher. They entered at the base of the wall, guarded by two men, one with a rifle and one with a handgun.

Inside the fort, Gavin and Javier parked the canoe next to one other, the smell of paint in the air. There was an open area, dimly lit by the sun through the gun ports. A middle-aged man, resembling a balding leprechaun, painted what looked like a small spacecraft. Two black wings with black pontoons attached to the ends were propped against the wall, the paint drying.

“You’re up early,” Gavin said to the man.

“Lots to do,” the man replied.

“We brought help.” Gavin gestured to Summer. “She’s an expert in submersibles.”

The man put down his brush, wiped his hands on his T-shirt, and approached Summer. He thrust out his hand. “I’m Fred.”

She shook his hand. “Summer. It’s nice to meet you.”

“She’s a beaut.”

Summer blushed, thinking Fred was talking about her.

But Fred gestured to the submarine. “Lemme show you what we got. I could really use your expertise. I was a mechanic but not a submarine builder. Maybe you can tell me if you see any flaws in the design.”

Summer nodded and flashed Javier a look of desperation.

“We found the sub at a scuba center, but it was in bad shape. We’ve had to scavenge parts, and I think it’ll work, but thinkin’ and bein’ sure are two different things entirely, especially when someone’s life’s on the line.” Fred opened the cockpit. “It’s tight in there, only space for one person. We’re paintin’ it for stealth. Gavin found the paint.” Fred gestured to Gavin. “We need some decent batteries if we’re ever gonna launch this thing. Most Puerto Ricans left before Hurricane Zoey in 2042 and, after that, whoever was left was evacuated. So, that’s nine years with whatever batteries were left here, which wasn’t much. With no fuel, all the lead acid car batteries have been sittin’ uncharged. Sittin’ at a partially charged state for nine years has permanently damaged those batteries. Over time, lead sulfate forms on the plates, which ain’t good for holdin’ a charge. It doesn’t help that it’s hot as hell here and wet. All the alkaline and nickel batteries were used up a long time ago too. The rechargeable ones are no good anymore either. The newer solid state lithium ion batteries are our best shot.”

“We haven’t found any of those yet,” Gavin said. “I’ve found a bunch of old lithium ion batteries in cell phones and tablets, but they’re not solid state. None of them hold a charge anymore.”

“You’re supposed to store a lithium ion battery at a 50 percent charge. Of course, with no power, everybody ran ’em dry, and they sat dead for years. Now they won’t hold a charge, at least none of the ones we’ve tried.”

“What about the Netas? They have those electric trucks,” Summer said.

“They also have automatic rifles and thousands of men,” Gavin replied.

“The Netas were the only ones here right after the hurricane,” Fred said. “They looted and hoarded everything they could on this island.”

“We’ll find the batteries,” Gavin said.

“Until then, we’re stuck.” Fred turned his attention back to the submarine. He pointed to a tank mounted on the underside of the craft. “That’s the ballast tank. You open the valve, water rushes in, and the sub dives. It won’t dive real deep.” Fred pointed to the pontoons leaning against the wall. “Those pontoons keep the sub just underneath the surface. As the sub dives, the wings rotate on a hinge, with a stopper that stops when the wings are mostly overhead, and the sub’s about four feet deep. To force the water out of the ballast tank so the sub can surface, I made a compressed air tank from an old refrigerator and a fire extinguisher.”

While Fred explained the ins and outs of the submarine, Summer examined the craft, trying to look like an expert.

“I still have to install the snorkel. My plan is to have a standpipe in the right pontoon that’s connected to the hull of the ship with a blower to force the air in, then another standpipe on the left pontoon for the air to exit. It should be pretty comfortable in there with the air circulation.” Fred pointed to the plastic windows on the cockpit. “Windows are plexiglass. Not as thick as I’d like, but this thing’s not goin’ very deep.” Fred turned from the sub to face Summer. “My big concern is runnin’ out of battery before Roger gets to the Virgin Islands—”

“She doesn’t need to know that,” Gavin said.

Fred waved him off. “Who the hell’s she gonna tell?”

Gavin frowned but didn’t respond.

“We have a map of the Caribbean and an ocean current map, and we did some rough math and figured out that, if we get the batteries we need, this thing’ll get very close, but close ain’t good enough. The open ocean ain’t a great place to go for a swim.”

Summer nodded, then glanced at the pontoons leaning against the wall.

“The pontoons can be attached with two pins. It won’t fit through the door with the pontoons on, so we’ll slap those on right before. My other concern is whether or not the drones might see the floats. My thinkin’ is that the motor is below the water surface, so they wouldn’t see that heat. What do you think?”

Summer cleared her throat. “I’m not sure. I don’t know much about drones.”

“What do you think about my ballast tank? You think it’ll work? We haven’t tried it yet.”

Summer gave the ballast a cursory look and said, “Um, … looks good to me.”

Gavin stared at Summer and said, “You don’t know shit about submersibles, do you?”

“Stop being a dick,” Javier said. “Give her some time to settle in.”

Gavin shook his head. “You lied, Javier. You just wanted to help your friend.”

“Is that so bad?” Summer asked, holding out her hands.

“I knew it.” Gavin glared at Javier. “I’m telling Roger.” Gavin turned on his water shoes and walked away, toward the stairs.

“Come on, man,” Javier said in his wake.

Fred sighed and went back to work.

Javier and Summer followed Gavin up the endless stone steps to the upper section of the fort. At the top of the steps, card tables and plastic chairs were set up in haphazard groups. A few people carried armfuls of fruit outside. Two people came from the stairs, carrying buckets of water. Gavin followed the people outside.

A courtyard was outside, surrounded by stone walls. Tables and chairs were arranged in a neat line. About thirty people sat and ate fruit and dried meat. The group was predominately male, but half-a-dozen women were there too, one holding an infant. Another child, a toddler, sat in a man’s lap at a table.

The men carrying the water filled faded plastic cups. Gavin was greeted with smiles and pats on the back, but Gavin didn’t respond, instead making a beeline for a middle-aged man with gray hair and a stubbly beard. Javier led Summer to the same man.

“She doesn’t know shit about submersibles,” Gavin said to the middle-aged man.

The man swallowed a bit of mango and looked up from his plate to Gavin.

“We gave up a gun for her, and Javier lied.”

“I’m sorry,” Javier said. “She’s my friend. You know what would’ve happened to her.”

The man exhaled and stood from the plastic table. He glanced at what was left of Summer’s pregnancy, then looked her in the eyes. “Why don’t we take a walk? See if we can’t work this out.”

“There’s nothing to work out,” Gavin said.

“She’s a good person,” Javier said.

“They lied.”

Roger glared at Gavin. “You weren’t worth a shit when we bought you. Don’t forget that.”

Gavin opened his mouth to reply but shut it instead.

Roger and Summer walked away from the group to the opposite end of the large courtyard, out of earshot. Roger looked like a beach bum with tan weathered skin, a threadbare T-shirt, shorts, and no shoes.

“I’m Roger Kroenig,” he said with his hand outstretched.

“Summer Fitzgerald,” she replied, shaking his hand. “You were a congressman.”

“Until my conscience got the better of me.”

“You just disappeared.”

Roger chuckled. “You mind if we talk about you?”

“Sure.”

“What was your charge?”

“Excuse me?”

“Why were you arrested?”

“I helped a friend hide a video.”

“Must’ve been some video.”

Summer nodded.

“I need to know the details.”

“It was a video with Jacob Roth and Naomi Sutton. He offered her money for her presidential campaign.”

Roger nodded. “A socialist running for president, huh?”

“She’s not the favorite,” Summer said.

“Did Sutton take the offer?”

“She turned him down.”

“That’s surprising.” He paused for a moment. “What happened after you were arrested?”

“They classified me as an Unlawful Enemy Combatant, and they gave me the test.”

“And you failed.”

Summer nodded, thinking about Byron.

“How long did it take to get the results from your test?”

“The results came the day after I took it. The day after I gave birth to my son, Byron.” Summer swallowed the lump in her throat. “Then they took my son and sent me here.”

“I’m so sorry, Summer.” Roger glanced at Summer’s belly. “Are you okay physically?”

“I think so.”

Roger nodded. “How long did it take for them to put you on the ship?”

“Just a few days.”

“Are you an antigovernment activist?”

“No. My fiancé and his friends used to get together and talk about conspiracies, but it was never serious. Then my fiancé’s friend Mark, his sister got a job working for Jacob Roth. Mark and his sister made the video, and I hid a copy. That’s all I did.”

“You may not think you’re an antigovernment activist, but the state does. They send antigovernment activists here on fake antisocial personality tests. It’s important to the state to get rid of us quickly, before lawyers and other activists start asking questions. The state has been able to erase dissent simply by removing the dissenters. It’s brilliant in its simplicity. They had to do something because people were waking up to the treachery of government.” Roger sighed. “Anyway, it usually takes much longer for psychopaths to be shipped to the island. That’s why I asked you how long it took to be placed on a ship. I wanted to find out if you’re a psychopath or not. We can’t have psychopaths here.”

“I’m sorry that I lied. I’m sorry about Javier too. He only lied because he feels responsible for my arrest.”

“Is he responsible?”

“No. It’s not his fault that our government’s corrupt.”

Roger placed his hands on his hips. “You can stay under one condition.”

“Anything.”

“We’re under constant pressure to defend this fort. We need supplies and weapons. We have a few small teams that scavenge around San Juan. Since we traded a gun for you, and you can’t pay us back by working on the sub, we need you to pay us back by working with a scavenger team. It’s dangerous but necessary work.”

“I’ll do it.”

Roger clapped his hands together and smiled. “Good. How about some breakfast? You must be hungry.”

“I know I’m in no position to ask, but my fiancé and two friends were taken by the Aryans. I think they were taken for the games. Is it possible to rescue them?”

Roger’s face turned serious as cancer. “I’m sorry, Summer. That’s not possible.”

Summer nodded but didn’t respond.

“Is there anything else?”

“Where are all the women and children? The children here are the first I’ve seen.”

“The ratio of men and women who are sent to the island prisons is twelve to one, so women are already scarce. The scarcity makes them in high demand, so the gangs keep their women safe at their compounds because kidnapping is common. Murder and rape are also common. It’s not easy to survive here as a man, but, for a woman, it’s much more difficult.”

“Are the children kept at the compounds too?”

“Some. Infanticide is common.”
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Naomi Begs for Donations

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk, scowling at her laptop. “I don’t like begging for money.”

“This is what you get for having a conscience,” Vernon said with a smirk, sitting across from her.

“They’ll love hearing from you,” Diane said, standing next to Naomi, smiling. “The best campaign donors are people who’ve donated in the past.” Diane Nichols was Naomi’s Head of Marketing, a fortysomething brunette with deep laugh lines. “Click the Top Donators link.”

Naomi clicked the link. A list of names and numbers appeared. “Nobody answers the phone anymore.”

“That’s why I set up this robocalling app.”

“Isn’t that illegal?”

“Not for campaign fundraising.”

Naomi sighed.

“All you have to do is click the phone number, and that initiates the call. Go ahead. Click one.”

Naomi clicked the phone number for Trey Golden. The number flashed red for a few beats, then went green. “Am I supposed to answer it?”

“No. When the number turns green, that means the app’s either leaving a message or talking to the lead.”

“What does it say?”

“It’s quite intuitive. It reads the script we set up, but it can have a normal conversation if the prospect asks a question or interrupts. It’s designed to empathize with the prospect and to build trust and to ultimately warm up the lead before sending them to you.”

“While the app’s warming up the lead, what am I supposed to do?”

Diane smiled. “That’s the best part. You can call as many leads at the same time as you want. Only a small fraction will be warmed up and sent to you. I’d call ten prospects at a time.” Diane gestured to the screen. “Try it.”

Naomi clicked nine more numbers, initiating the robocaller. Two minutes later, a phone number and a name appeared in a little box on the screen.

“We got one,” Diane said, pointing. “That’s a warm lead. Click the green button to answer.”

Naomi glanced at the name on the screen and clicked the green button. She spoke into the mike on her desk. “Hello, Mr. Cannon. This is Naomi Sutton.”

“Oh, wow! Is this a robot, or is it really you?” Mr. Cannon replied, his voice coming from the computer speakers.

“It’s really me.”

“I can’t believe it. I’m a big fan. If you win the presidency, I can tell all my friends that I spoke to the president.”

“That’s very true. In fact, you’ll be invited to the victory party.”

“Oh, for real? Maybe we could dance together.”

Vernon stifled a laugh.

Naomi shook her head at Vernon but maintained a chipper voice with the prospect. “How about a handshake?”

“Do you think you’ll win?” Mr. Cannon asked.

“I do, but I need help from good people like you.”

“Okay.”

“I’d love it if you’d make a donation to my campaign. If you make a donation of 10,000 Fed Coins or more, you’ll be invited to the victory party, so I can meet you in person.”

“Ten thousand Fed Coins? Aren’t you a commie? I thought everything was supposed to be free.” People cackled in the background, the prospect and his friends having fun at Naomi’s expense.

Naomi rolled her eyes and disconnected the call.

Vernon laughed out loud.

“That happens sometimes,” Diane said.

“I don’t like doing this in front of you two,” Naomi said.

Vernon stood from his chair with a groan. “I shouldn’t be laughing. I have my own calls to make.”

“Let me know if you need any help,” Diane said to Naomi before leaving with Vernon.

Another call window appeared. Naomi spent the next eleven hours begging for campaign donations.
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Derek and the Stew

 

 

Derek and the chosen gladiators had been segregated according to race and gender. Like gender, race was separated in two. Whites and niggers. The nonwhites weren’t a homogenous group. Many spoke different languages and had very different cultures. Derek was universally shunned as an outcast. Initially, Middle Eastern men spoke Arabic to Derek, but, when he couldn’t respond, they turned their backs to him.

The Aryans had warned against any violence overnight, but, despite the warning, two men in the nonwhite locker room were attacked as they slept, their heads split open on the concrete floor, their cries muffled by the heavy rain outside. Derek had been terrified, finding a tight corner to defend. He’d stayed awake all night, afraid to sleep.

The next morning, the men who had bloody knuckles were executed in front of all, their throats cut from ear to ear.

Now Derek was exhausted. He leaned against the outfield wall, by himself, eating some sort of meat stew. It smelled like death, a strangely familiar smell that he couldn’t quite place. The whites were near the backstop at the other end of the field, eating the same slop. The women were in their own corners. Groups of nonwhite men made alliances and plotted over their breakfast.

After breakfast, a group of Aryan trainers forced them to do calisthenics. Push-ups, burpees, sit-ups, six inches, and bear crawls. More than a few men vomited their meat stew on the field, much to the delight of the trainers. Derek did better than most, despite his lack of sleep. They ran wind sprints from one end of the field to the other, the last man punished with a leather bullwhip across his bare back. Again, Derek did better than most, never feeling the bite of the bullwhip.

Then they were given wooden swords and taught the proper grip and how to strike with the proper footwork. They were paired with partners and forced to practice their striking and blocking. Derek was paired with the one man everyone seemed to fear. Even the Aryans showed him deference. He was the only other man to stand apart from the groups, despite having the right skin color. The dark-skinned man was over six feet tall, with 230 pounds of pure muscle. During the morning workout, the man easily outshone everyone, winning every race, breezing through every calisthenic. He was like an NFL athlete practicing with a high school team.

Derek held out his hand and introduced himself.

“Jordan,” the man replied, shaking Derek’s hand with an iron grip.

They practiced, Jordan clearly better, but careful not to hurt Derek, even though he had ample opportunity. After an hour of swordplay, they switched to wooden knives. With the wooden knives, Jordan excelled above and beyond even the trainers. Again, Jordan was merciful and patient, instructing Derek on the finer points of knife combat.

With the sun high in the sky, sapping what little energy the men had left, an Aryan trainer said, “Lunchtime.”

The men ran and jostled for the front of the line.

Another trainer said, “Now you got fuckin’ energy. You’re like a bunch of fuckin’ pigs, linin’ up for your slop.”

And that’s what they were given. Lukewarm meat stew and water.

Derek and Jordan stood at the rear of the line, not interested in fighting more than they had to.

“Thanks for helpin’ me,” Derek said.

Jordan nodded.

“You know a lot about … combat. Were you in the military?”

“A long time ago.”

“How’d you end up here?”

Jordan tipped his head, his eyes narrowed. “How’d you end up here?”

A commotion came from across the field. Jordan and Derek turned and watched as Mark, Connor’s overweight friend, was hauled from the field.

“He’s not coming back,” Jordan said.

“How do you know that?” Derek asked.

“He’s been struggling all morning. Probably dehydrated.”

“Why wouldn’t he come back?”

“Our breakfast and the lunch they’re serving now? You know how it has that funky smell?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s human flesh.”

Derek bent over and retched, remembering the familiar smell. He closed his eyes and saw burning bodies falling from apartment balconies. A little water and bile spewed from his mouth, but his stomach was mostly empty. Derek spit and stood upright.

“I know it’s nasty, but you gotta eat,” Jordan said.

Derek and Jordan were served their stew and given cloudy water. They sat against the outfield wall. Derek retrieved a piece of meat from the stew, examining it. As a farmer, he’d butchered chickens and pigs, but this meat looked different. The fibers were very small. A patch of skin was attached to the meat, along with a few coarse black hairs.
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Jacob and the Stock is Down

 

 

Jacob had contacted Cesar without Rebecca’s knowledge, and they’d made an agreement. Jacob wouldn’t finance the rescue mission without guaranteed results. With the guarantee in place, Jacob agreed to go to the Virgin Islands to support Project Freedom and the search for Derek. By “support,” Jacob understood that meant giving them money and paying Eric’s mercenaries.

Rebecca had been optimistic about the trip, even though Cesar had admitted that they’d never rescued a single island prisoner. She’d reasoned that, with their financial backing and Eric’s mercenaries, Derek could be the first.

Eric had arranged for the flight to Jamaica, the ship to Saint Thomas, along with the best mercenaries money could buy. Tentatively, they were set to leave next Tuesday. In the meantime, Jacob had business to attend to. He sat at his desk, across from his CFO, Ramesh Patel.

“The stock’s down 18 percent today,” Ramesh said. “It’s down 53 percent since the Chinese started selling.”

Jacob thought about his rapidly appreciating short position. I could walk away from everything. Quit. Move to Panama with Rebecca and the kids.

“Jacob?”

Jacob blinked, focusing on Ramesh again. “Sorry.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. How long until we need a government bailout?”

“It depends. If the stock stabilizes, and interest rates remain low, we can borrow more to cover our expenses and pay the interest on our debts, but that’s not sustainable.”

“How long?”

“Could be a year. Could be two or three months.”

Jacob nodded. “I’m taking a trip next week. I may be unreachable for a few weeks.”

With the company in crisis, Ramesh winced at the timing.
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Summer and Soda

 

 

Summer was groggy as she and Javier launched their canoe from the point. The dawn sun provided the first rays of light. Gavin and Eliza launched their canoe as well. The four of them formed a scavenging crew for 1776. They paddled away from the ocean, into the bay. Summer and Javier were in a rhythm, the whoosh of the water behind their oars the only sound. Summer thought about Connor and their brief reunion on the beach. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes.

One hundred feet away, a caiman slipped under the water. They scanned the shore for the aggressive alligatorlike reptile, not wanting to accidentally encroach on their territory. Only a few green iguanas. They beached at an airport, about a mile from their fort. They hid their canoes and paddles in the swath of jungle between the water’s edge and the airport. Each year, that swath of jungle got a little wider since the hurricanes had effectively banished mowing, pruning, and herbicides.

They put on empty backpacks and crouched at the edge of the jungle, overlooking the expansive asphalt runway. A few wrecked airplanes littered the area, but most airplanes had probably been flown or shipped off the island before the hurricanes. A few concrete buildings still stood, but the hangars were reduced to rubble.

“We’re looking for food, lithium ion batteries, medical supplies, clothes, or anything else we can use,” Gavin said. “Watch your step and wear your gloves. A rusty nail could kill you.”

“This place has been picked clean,” Eliza said, frowning.

Eliza was in her late-twenties, with scraggly brown hair, a thin build, and a face like a chipmunk.

“We don’t know that yet.” Gavin removed his backpack and retrieved a Ziploc bag. He removed a weathered map of San Juan. The map had been marked in pen, areas circled and blocked with Xs. These were the places they’d searched. Gavin showed them that the airport had mostly been searched, except for a few broken planes and the hangars that had been reduced to rubble. It was dangerous to search without much cover, but, since it was so early, Gavin thought they had a few hours of safety.

Gavin and Eliza searched the rubble of the hangar. Javier and Summer searched the grounded planes. Most were small single-engine propeller planes. Wings and windows were missing or broken. Rust worked from the outside in. Seats were gone or ripped open, the stuffing spilling out. Javier and Summer searched, wearing gloves, careful around the twisted and rusting metal. The last thing they needed was an infection.

“What’s up with Eliza?” Summer asked, inside the cabin of a plane.

“What about her?” Javier said from the cockpit.

“She’s not very friendly.” Summer had introduced herself yesterday, but Eliza wouldn’t talk to her, probably pissed that Summer had lied about her expertise in submersibles to gain entry into the group. Technically, Javier had lied, but Summer wasn’t going to throw Javier under the bus. His lie had likely saved her life.

“She’s like that. She’s been through a lot. That two-year-old is hers, by the way.” Javier searched under the front seats for something of value.

There wasn’t much to the cabin, just two rear seats. Rat droppings were clustered in the corners. Summer looked around as she talked. “Really? Is the father here?”

“She was gang-raped.”

Summer stopped scavenging, Javier’s revelation hitting her like a ton of bricks. “That’s awful.”

“She doesn’t want anything to do with the child, so we all look after her.”

Summer thought about her son. His perfect little fingernails and perfect little lips. His peach fuzz hair and chubby cheeks. Watching him sleep on her chest.

Javier entered the cabin from the cockpit. “Eliza was taken by the Aryans when she first got here.”

Summer woke from her daydream and turned to Javier. “Huh?”

“Eliza. She was taken by the Aryans when she got here. Ran away somehow. She was pregnant when someone from our group found her and brought her to the fort. That was three years ago. Anyway, that’s what I was told.”

“Why is she here? Why was she arrested in the first place?”

“She used to be an online teacher or something. From what I heard, she was teaching antigovernment stuff and one of her students told on her.”

“She has been through a lot.”

“Yeah.”

“What about the younger child? The baby.”

Javier beamed. “Freddie Jr. He’s Fred and Willow’s child. Probably the only child on this island with married parents.”

“They’re married?”

“Yeah. Apparently, when Fred and Willow were at home, she couldn’t get pregnant. Then they come to this shithole, and she gets pregnant. Maybe it’s ’cause we don’t have all the chemicals here. I don’t know.”

“That’s crazy. Did they get arrested together, like me and Connor?”

“I guess. Not sure though. Gavin told me that they were members of 1776 before they were arrested. All they did was post antigovernment information on the internet.” Javier sighed. “I learned the hard way about that too.”

Summer offered a sympathetic smile, then turned, and looked behind the rear seat. She moved some debris and saw a small plastic box. Summer grabbed the box labeled Botiquin De Primeros Auxilos. “I think I found a first aid kit.”

Javier moved closer to take a look.

Summer opened the airtight box. Inside were bandages, tape rolls, antiseptic, tweezers, burn cream, finger splints, and rubber gloves.

“Nice find,” Javier said.

They checked a few more planes, finding nothing. It was getting late, and the gangs would be active soon, so they went to the hangar. Gavin and Eliza moved broken cinder blocks from a pile where a wall once stood.

“Summer found a first aid kit,” Javier announced as they approached.

Summer held up the kit.

“I think a vending machine’s under here,” Gavin said, already sweating bullets. Gavin stepped off the pile and showed Javier and Summer the small exposed corner.

Summer and Javier helped to remove the debris. It was, indeed, a vending machine, with snack food wrappers strewn about, the glass case shattered.

Javier picked up an empty bag of chips. “Fuckin’ rats.”

Everything was eaten. Chocolate chip cookies. Potato chips. Oatmeal raisin cookies. Candy bars. All gone.

“What about the soda machine?” Summer asked. “If there’s a vending machine for snacks, there’s usually one for drinks.”

They cleared more debris, finally finding a crushed soda machine, the glass display shattered like the snack machine. Many of the soda cans had been smashed, the surgery liquid long since lapped up by the rats. But quite a few cans were still intact.

“Look at all these Coke cans!” Javier said, his eyes like saucers.

They collected about a case of soda and hauled their booty two hundred yards back to the water’s edge. They sat in their canoes, shaded and protected by the jungle, each of them drinking a soda.

Eliza took a swig and said, “I haven’t had a nondiet Coke since I was a kid. I was too afraid of getting fat like my mother.” She raised her can to Summer. “You did good.”

Gavin and Javier also raised their cans to Summer.

She grinned in response.
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Naomi Opposes Psycho Island

 

 

“Since the island prisons opened in 2044, they’ve sent over two million people to these inhumane godforsaken places. Two million people.” Naomi paused, letting that number sink in with the crowd. “Some of you may be thinking these island prisoners are psychopaths and have no place in polite society.” Naomi nodded to herself, the Baltimore harbor with two docked prison ships in the background. “But what if they’re not all psychopaths? What if the due process loophole they’ve created to rid our society of predators is also being used to eradicate political opponents?”

A few thousand people stood by the harbor, slack-jawed, hanging on Naomi’s every word.

“The island prisons have been used exclusively by Republican presidents. According to survey data, over half of the people sent to these prisons are people of color, precisely those people who don’t vote Republican. But it’s not just people of color who are targeted in these incarceration schemes. It’s antifascist activists, socialists, and people who are upset with our crony capitalist government.” Naomi took a deep breath. “I spoke with many families of many island prisoners, and, more often than not, their son or daughter or brother or sister is a person of color and a person who opposed the tyranny of a government that’s been bought and paid for.

“I’m not here to tell you that voting Democrat is the answer. It’s not. My democratic opponents, Corrinne Powers and Randal Montgomery, both supported the Island Prison Crime Bill in 2043. If they’re elected president, I expect business as usual.” Naomi surveyed the audience again. People held signs that read Send the Republicans to Psycho Island, Bring the Prisoners Home, Close Psycho Island, and Naomi Sutton 2052. “If I’m elected, I’ll end this barbaric system of incarceration. I’ll review the cases of each and every inmate sent to the island prisons, and we’ll rescue those sent there unlawfully. We’ll reunite them with their families, regardless of the color of their skin or their political persuasion.”

The crowd cheered.
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Derek and the Games

 

 

The locker room was full of men, some bragging and pumping themselves up; others dead quiet, fear in their eyes. Derek sat on a bench next to Jordan, his knee bouncing with nervous energy.

Jordan glanced at Derek’s knee and said, “Relax. Don’t waste your energy.”

Derek stopped fidgeting. He hadn’t even noticed his knee until Jordan pointed it out.

It was Sunday. Game day. They were waiting to be called to the stadium to fight to the death. They had no idea who would be their opponent, only that it would be a white man from another locker room. They’d watched other men called, some of these grown men crying and begging the Aryans to have mercy, to let them go. The ones who were inconsolable were sent to another room. Derek knew they wouldn’t be spared. The Reaper had said that, if they refused to fight, they’d be sacrificed at halftime.

“How can you be so relaxed?” Derek asked.

“I’m not,” Jordan replied. “I’m conserving my energy. If we’re gonna get out of here alive, I figure we have to win at least four fights, maybe more, depending on how many guys refuse to fight. It’ll be a war of attrition. Not wasting my energy now gives me a small advantage over those other guys who are freaking out. Could be the difference between winning and losing. Living and dying.”

The Aryans used the best fighters for single combat. It was a fight to the death, the winner advancing to the next round. Only one winner would survive the day, the prize being induction into the Aryan Nation—or the tribe of choice if the winner happened to be nonwhite.

Derek was happy that the Aryans had classified him as nonwhite. The Aryans pitted whites against nonwhites in these bouts. The last person he wanted to face was Jordan. Derek wondered what would happen if the winners of each round were predominately from one race or another. If I win my bouts and Jordan wins his bouts, we’d face each other in the finals.

Derek held his breath as an Aryan trainer approached, walking past Derek and Jordan, pointing at a group of approximately ten black men. “Let’s go. Y’all are on deck.” The black men left, some with puffed-up chests, others with bulging eyes and shaky knees. Those men had been picked for group combat.

Derek exhaled and said, “I don’t know if I can do it.”

“When I was a kid, I played varsity football as a freshman,” Jordan said. “My first game, I was scared shitless. Back then, I was only a buck forty. But, after the first hit, I was fine. Some guys have that aggression. Once they’re in a fight, they let go of the fear, and they fight for their life. Other people lay down and die. You’ll fight when the time comes.”

Derek nodded, then said, “You never told me why you’re here.”

“Neither did you.”

“I killed the man who raped and murdered my girlfriend.”

Jordan turned to Derek, his face stone-cold. “Pretend that piece of shit is every man you fight today.”

They didn’t say anything for a few minutes, Derek processing the advice, Jordan wearing his game face.

Then Jordan said, “I was with an Army Special Forces unit. We trained the Venezuelan rebels. Supplied them with the dirty bombs they used in Caracas. Then, with the country in shambles, the US companies came in and bought the place for pennies on the Fed Coin, and we secured another forty years of oil. I was a part of that.” He shook his head, his jaw set tight. “I was a product of the system. American patriotism and exceptionalism. That shit was shoved down my throat since birth. But, after Venezuela, a crack opened in me, and I was never the same. I couldn’t unsee the shit I saw. As much as I tried, I couldn’t erase the truth. I went AWOL. Got involved with an antigovernment group called 1776. I started posting videos anonymously, talking about all the shit we did in Venezuela. I was broadcasting in different places. I lived off the grid for ten years. I was careful, but a facial recognition camera caught my face, and they brought me in for going AWOL, and my last post was still on my computer.” Jordan took a deep cleansing breath. “They classified me as an Unlawful Enemy Combatant, and you know the rest.”

The Aryan trainer approached and pointed at them. “Let’s go. You’re on deck.”

They were led to the dugout. The roar of the crowd rose and fell with the action on the field. A battle royale was in progress, with a group of whites fighting the group of blacks that had been summoned only minutes earlier. Bodies lay motionless and bloody. Men swung their machetes and swords wildly, missing more than hitting.

Derek winced as a black man was stabbed through his stomach, the blade exiting his back. The white man yanked at the sword, but it was stuck. Another black man approached from behind and plunged a knife into the white man’s neck. Derek turned away, his stomach queasy.

Swords and machetes leaned against the dugout wall, like baseball bats. Knives were displayed on the bench. The weapons were rusted, but the edges were fresh and sharp. A dozen Aryans stood watch over the weapons.

One of them pointed his machete at Jordan and said, “You’re next. Pick a weapon.” Jordan looked over the knives, feeling the weight in his palm, checking the edges, finally settling on two fixed-blade knives, one six-inches long, the other eight-inches long, and both razor sharp.

An Aryan snickered. “Little blades for such a big man.”

Jordan sat on the bench, unresponsive. Derek knew Jordan planned to use a knife if given the chance. They’d practiced with wooden swords for days, and yesterday they’d practiced with steel swords. The steel swords were very heavy and cumbersome. Most of the men were out of shape and huffing and puffing after swinging the swords for a short time. In addition, Jordan was much more comfortable with a knife.

The crowd roared again. Derek looked from Jordan to the field. The fans stood and cheered. Eighteen bodies lay motionless in the dirt. Two dark-skinned men stood with their machetes raised over their heads, their bodies covered from head to toe with the blood of the others. Aryan guards surrounded the men, and they dropped their machetes. They escorted them back to the locker room, the crowd giving the men a standing ovation. If The Reaper was a man of his word, the winner or winners of the battle royale would be given to the gang of their choice.

While the Aryans removed the dead bodies, three skinny women pranced to the middle of the field, wearing nothing but boots, and holding pom poms over their breasts. They performed a weird dance that was part striptease, part cheerleader routine. The crowd cheered each time they bent over, bounced, or twirled.

“It’s time,” one of the guards said to Jordan.

Jordan stood, his knives in hand. Derek wanted to thank him, to wish him luck, but Jordan looked like a man on a mission, like a boxer on his way to the ring. Jordan stepped from the dugout, and an Aryan man introduced him to the crowd as The Executioner.

A handful of Aryan guards escorted Jordan to shallow center field, just about dead center of the stadium. From the opposite dugout, Aryan guards escorted a large man with a fresh sunburn. The red-skinned man was over six feet tall, stocky and shirtless, with tattoos covering both arms like sleeves. Once the competitors were in place, the Aryan guards marched back to their posts.

The crowd went dead silent. Jordan stood in front of his opponent, relaxed, holding a knife in each hand. The man howled and ran at Jordan, his sword raised. But Jordan was light on his feet, sidestepping him, the man swiping at the air.

An audible gasp, then laughter came from the crowd.

The man howled again and took another run and swipe, but again Jordan moved. The man’s chest was heaving as he sucked air into his lungs. The man tried again, but he was even slower this time.

As the man caught his breath, with the heavy sword at his side, Jordan took a few steps back, as if lining himself up with the man. Then, Jordan wound up and threw one of his knives, like a fastball, the blade rotating and sticking deep into the man’s chest. The man dropped his sword, falling to his knees.

Jordan walked to the man with purpose and cut his throat from ear to ear, the crowd cheering in the background. The man slumped to the ground. Jordan removed the blade from the man’s chest, blood pouring from the wound, the crowd still cheering. Jordan didn’t celebrate or acknowledge the crowd.

The Aryan guards surrounded Jordan and escorted him back to the dugout. For a moment, Derek had forgotten his place. He was reminded when the guard said, “Choose your weapon.”

Derek grabbed the lightest sword he could find and a fixed blade knife. Jordan and Derek had strategized the day before. Derek would decide which weapon to use based on the opponent and their weapon of choice. Fighting a smaller man with a sword, Derek would use the sword. For a larger and slower man with a sword, Derek would use the knife.

An Aryan man stood on top of the dugout and introduced Derek as The Taliban King. Like Jordan before him, Derek was escorted to the middle of the stadium. His opponent was already there, holding a large sword with two hands. Derek recognized the man. He was the one who had been chained to Summer. The one who had harassed her and had threatened Derek. He’d told Summer his name, and Derek had overheard.

Aaron.

He smirked at Derek. “I remember you. Punk-ass motherfucker.”

Derek narrowed his eyes, sizing up his opponent. Derek was five ten, about 165 pounds. Aaron was about the same, maybe an inch taller and a little thinner. Aaron had small deep-set eyes, surrounded by dark circles. He had a long large nose and a weak chin.

The Aryan guards left, and Aaron approached cautiously, his sword held out in front. Derek tossed his knife to the side, deciding on the sword as his weapon of choice. Aaron’s arms flexed with the weight of the massive long sword.

Aaron took a swing, but Derek stepped back out of range. Derek played defense for a minute, Aaron the aggressor, swinging wildly; Derek avoiding or blocking his chops and swings. Derek waited until Aaron was tired, until his shoulders slumped. This time when Aaron swung wildly and missed, Derek knew he’d be too slow to recover from the miss, leaving Aaron’s midsection open to attack. At this point, after Aaron swung and missed for the third time in a row, Derek countered by plunging his sword into the man’s stomach. Derek moved aside quickly, to avoid a counterattack, leaving his sword in the man’s midsection. Aaron dropped his heavy sword, his eyes wide with shock, his hands vaguely touching the hilt of Derek’s sword. Aaron dropped to his knees, hunched over.

The crowd roared with approval. Derek stepped back a few more steps, wanting to distance himself from what he’d done.

The Aryan guards surrounded Derek, the crowd still cheering. One of them said, “You want that sword?”

“Yes,” Derek replied.

“Then you better get it.”

Derek stepped to Aaron, who groaned and moaned, his head hanging. Derek grabbed the handle with two hands and pulled the sword from the man’s stomach. Aaron wailed in pain and slumped to his side, blood pouring from the wound. Laughter came from the crowd, many mimicking Aaron’s wailing.

Derek was escorted back to the dugout. Two women perused the weapons.

“You need to leave that sword here,” one of the guards said.

Derek leaned his sword against the dugout wall, the blade slick with blood.

The women gave Derek a wide berth as he was led through the dugout, down the hall, and into the locker room. Derek sat next to Jordan, the locker room less crowded and much quieter now. Only four men were left, including Derek and Jordan. Two battle royales and the first round of individual bouts had eliminated most of the men.

The reality of what Derek had done hit him like a ton of bricks. With Zhang Jun, it had been about revenge, justified in his mind. Even then, he’d decided not to kill the man—the deadly shot only delivered after Zhang Jun grabbed the gun. But this was different. Derek had killed a man for sport, as part of a competition. Derek shook, first his hands, then his whole body. He hung his head, tears streaming down his face.

Jordan put his hand on Derek’s upper back. “Now’s not the time for that. Get yourself together. Focus on your breathing.”

Derek breathed in and out. His trembling subsided, and his tears dried. None of the other men stared or laughed. He was one of the few who had fought and lived. Derek sat up straight, not bothering to wipe his face.

“We have to do it three more times,” Jordan said. “Now’s not the time to question. Now’s the time to survive. You understand me?”

“I understand,” Derek replied.

 

* * *

 

Derek won his next two matches, beating two large white men with agility, endurance, and a very sharp knife. Jordan disarmed his next opponent in the first five seconds. The man ran away, but Jordan sprinted after him, tackling him from behind and plunging his blade into the back of the man’s neck.

Derek was assured a place in the finals, but he was worried that he’d have to fight Jordan. He would fight his third match soon, and, if he won, which he undoubtedly would, then Derek and Jordan would be the last two fighters left. The Aryans wanted to maintain their race-war theme, with whites fighting nonwhites, all the way to the final match. The Aryans would have that with Derek and Jordan, whether they knew it or not. Ironically, if the Aryans hadn’t misjudged Derek’s swarthy traits, he already would’ve fought and lost to Jordan. Without Jordan’s tutelage, who knows? Derrick might’ve lost his first match.

Derek turned to Jordan and said, “They’re gonna make us fight.”

Jordan, sitting on the bench next to Derek, said, “I know.”

“I won’t do it.”

“Neither will I.”

“They’ll kill us both.”

“Probably.”

Apart from the woman in the corner, they were the last fighters left in their locker room. Those who refused to fight were killed at halftime by the Aryans. The winners of the battle royales had already been released, and the losers, well, they were dead.

Two Aryan guards approached. One of them pointed to Jordan. “You’re up.”

Jordan stood from the bench.

The guard leaned in and said, “You’re one bad motherfucker. Too bad you’re a nigger.”

Jordan didn’t respond. The guards led Jordan from the locker room to the tunnel. Derek went to the locked doors, watching Jordan through the little window. Jordan walked through the tunnel, his figure and the guards seen only as dark shadows. At the end of the tunnel, they were more visible, the light from outside touching them.

Three more guards appeared, Jordan now surrounded. One of the guards stabbed him in the back. Jordan fell to one knee, but they hoisted him to his feet and pulled him into the dugout.
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Jacob and to Hell with Everything

 

 

Jacob stood at the kitchen sink, staring through the window, watching Lindsey and the boys play in the pool. Rebecca lay on a chaise lounge, wearing a blue bikini, an umbrella shielding her tan skin. Ethan and David were only six and seven, but they could already swim, although they weren’t allowed in the pool by themselves. Jacob thought about Housing Trust and the likely nationalization. He thought about his father. Why am I doing this? We could sell the house. I could quit. To hell with everything. With the money I made shorting Housing Trust stock, plus our savings, we’d be fine.

Jacob was vaguely aware of the back door opening and shutting.

“What are you doing?” Rebecca asked, entering the kitchen.

Jacob woke from his trance and turned to his wife. “Just thinking.”

She sidled up to him, placing her hand on his forearm. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I know that’s not true.”

“I made some money shorting Housing Trust stock.”

She furrowed her brows. “Are you in trouble?”

“No.”

“Isn’t that insider trading?”

“That’s not the point. We could leave all this. Sell the house. I could quit. We have enough money. We’d have to be smart. We’d have to budget and live someplace cheaper, but we could do it.”

Rebecca tilted her head, staring at her husband. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I don’t enjoy being the CEO of a company that’s responsible for burning people alive because we’re trying to save Fed Coins. I’m sick of being under my father’s control. I’m sick of the corruption. I’m sick of the politics. I’m sick of everything.”

She squeezed his arm, her eyes brimming with tears. “You’re not sick of me, are you?”

He forced a smile and pulled her into an embrace, kissing the top of her head. “I love you. I could never be sick of you.” Jacob sighed. “I’m just tired.”

She looked up, still in his embrace. “If that’s you want, it’s fine with me.”

Jacob leaned back, eyeing his wife. “Really?”

“I just want you.”

“We’re really doing this?”

Rebecca smiled that perfect smile. “Why not? When we get back from the Virgin Islands, we’ll start making plans.”

“About that. We have no idea how long it’ll take to find him, and, to be honest, I think it’s very unlikely that we do. This whole trip is a huge waste of time and money.”

Rebecca broke from his embrace and crossed her arms over her chest. “You already agreed. We’re supposed to leave in two days.”

“I’m not backing out. I just don’t want you to be disappointed.”

“I know it’s a shot in the dark, but it’s important that we do the right thing. If not for Derek, then for Lindsey.”

“Did you arrange for a nanny?”

“We don’t need one. Jeeves is safer than a human nanny anyway. The state designated his model as a competent caregiver.”
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Summer and Race Wars

 

 

Summer had begged Roger to let her take a canoe to the games. The locals called it the Race Wars. Roger had been against her or anyone from 1776 attending the games. He’d said it was an unnecessary expense and an unnecessary risk. But Summer had been relentless, telling Roger that she’d go by herself if she had to. Roger had acquiesced, and Javier had volunteered to escort her to the games. Roger had asked Gavin to provide additional backup. Gavin had reluctantly agreed.

They’d paid their admission with one unopened can of Coke. Great seats too. Right behind the visitor’s dugout. Or the dugout for the nonwhites. The day had been clear and sizzling hot, but she knew they’d have a late-afternoon thunderstorm, at least there’d been one every day since she’d been on the island.

The men in the crowd didn’t bother Summer because she’d been given a haircut, and she was dressed in Fred’s oversize coveralls, with a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes. Gavin had even muddied her face a little. A few men had looked at her sideways, but she’d been unmolested.

Summer had watched Connor win his first two matches with expert swordplay. He’d killed one man with a deadly slash to the neck, another with a plunge deep into the man’s stomach. Connor had been a bit of a nerd in his younger years. He’d learned sword-fighting as teen and as a young adult, partly because of his obsession with Game of Thrones and The Lord of the Rings. Like a character from his favorite stories, the Aryans named him Connor the Great. Summer was relieved he was still alive, but she’d been horrified by his brutality.

Interestingly, Derek had been fighting from the nonwhite dugout. His skin was tan, but Summer had thought he was white, Italian maybe. The Aryans had nicknamed Derek, The Taliban King. Derek wasn’t as skilled as Connor with a sword, but Derek had used his quickness to win all three of his fights. Derek had spent most of his fights running around, avoiding contact, then, when his opponent tired, he’d go in for the kill. The crowd had hated that strategy, booing his cowardly fighting style.

Now Connor faced the man Summer feared the most. The Executioner. The Aryan announcer, standing on the dugout, called out his name as he stepped onto the field. The crowd cheered. He’d been far and away the crowd favorite. The Executioner looked like he was carved from granite. But something was wrong with him. He staggered as he walked toward center field, one hand on his lower back where blood stained his shirt, the other holding a knife.

In the middle of the stadium, Connor stood with a sword and a shield. It was the first shield Summer had seen that day. The Executioner didn’t wait. He reared back and threw his knife with an audible grunt. Connor dipped his head beneath the shield, the knife sailing past, missing Connor’s face by a split second. The knife throw exhausted The Executioner. He collapsed to one knee, still holding his lower back, the blood spot on his T-shirt growing in size.

Connor dropped his shield and stalked toward The Executioner, his sword in both hands. Connor raised his sword over his head and chopped downward. The Executioner raised his arm, catching the blade on his forearm, the blade cutting to the bone. Connor slashed, The Executioner raising his arm again, this time blocking the blade from his neck. But then Connor thrust his sword forward, sinking the blade deep in the pit of the man’s stomach. Connor stepped back, watching the man bleed.

Summer winced, feeling sympathy for the big man, despite the situation.

The Executioner slumped to his side, and shortly thereafter his body jerked with the death throes. Then he was gone, and Connor raised his hands over his head in celebration, but the crowd booed.

More than a few “fans” complained that the Aryans had stabbed The Executioner prior to the fight. That they had rigged the game. That they never let a nigger win. Fans threw rocks at the Aryans, forcing them to take cover in the dugout.

That’s when Derek exited the dugout with a sword and a knife, distracting the crowd. Summer wasn’t sure if it was due to the dark clouds creeping in or the fact that the Aryans were losing control of the crowd, but it was obvious that the Aryans wanted to finish the games and quick.

Connor hadn’t had much rest, but he didn’t need it. Ironically, his bout with The Executioner had been more of an execution than a fight.

Derek approached Connor, who stood in shallow center field, holding his sword and shield. Derek stuck his sword in the sand and said something to Connor. Derek held out his hands in surrender, and the crowd booed.

A group of Aryans approached, one of them pointing a machete in their direction and saying something. This spurred Connor into action. He rushed Derek and took a swipe with his sword. Derek avoided the attack but left his sword in the ground.

Derek tried to avoid Connor’s sword by doing what he’d done in his other matches, using his quick feet and lightweight weapon to tire his opponent, but the group of Aryans formed a circle, like a noose, with their pointed steel out front, forcing the fight into closer quarters.

Derek looked over his shoulder at the tightening of the metaphorical noose. He ran for his sword, barely grabbing it before the Aryans took the precious real estate. Derek dropped his knife, taking the sword with two hands. Connor moved closer, holding his sword one-handed, his other hand holding the circular shield.

Summer watched her fiancé intently, telling herself that Derek was a murderer or a rapist. He wasn’t like them. Derek deserved to die.

Connor took a big swipe at Derek’s head, but Derek ducked. As the blade cleared Derek’s head, he slashed at Connor’s calf, drawing blood. Summer winced as Connor cried out in pain. Derek took a step back, and Connor limped forward. Connor attempted an overhead chop, but Derek sidestepped and swiped at his legs again, this time slicing at Connor’s knee. Connor’s leg buckled; his knee wobbled. Derek swung with two hands, knocking Connor’s shield from his hand. Derek swung again, this time hitting Connor’s sword, the sound of steel on steel reverberating through the stadium. Connor struggled to stay on his feet, and Derek swung at the sword again, this time knocking it from Connor’s hand.

Javier grabbed Summer’s hand and said, “Don’t look.”

But Summer snatched her hand from his, her unblinking eyes still locked on Connor, her mouth open.

Connor fell to his knees, his hands in the air. He said something to Derek, and Derek said something back, but it was inaudible from the stands.

The Aryan guards closed their circle. Derek stuck his sword into the sand and the crowd booed. The Aryan’s said something, and Derek shook his head. They pointed their machetes, and Derek picked up his sword. Derek said something and Connor raised his head, gazing to the heavens. Derek sliced Connor’s exposed neck in one strong swipe, arterial blood spraying into the air.

The crowd roared with approval.

In a daze, Summer watched Connor bleed out on the sand. Derek dropped his sword and turned from the carnage he’d created. Summer felt dizzy, her world spinning.

“We have to go,” Gavin said.

“That’s a woman,” one of the fans said.

“We have to go,” Gavin repeated, this time with his hand on Summer’s shoulder.

Another fan echoed the same sentiment.

“He’s right,” Javier said, his eyes red and brimming with tears.

Summer shook her head, trying to center herself, the world coming back into focus. She swallowed the lump in her throat, holding back her tears.

They hurried from the stadium, blending in with the crowd. Javier and Gavin shielded Summer through the crowd, keeping her in between them. The men who’d discovered Summer’s secret were left in their wake.

As they ran for the river, Summer struggled to keep up, her chest tight, and her mind flooded with images of Connor’s death.

On the river, Javier and Gavin paddled, and Summer slumped in her canoe seat and cried. Beyond the river, the bay was choppy, the dark clouds closing in, and the temperature dropping. Summer gazed up at the clouds, pregnant with rain. Then she saw something she never thought she’d see again.

An airplane. A little Cessna two-seater, similar to some of the wrecks she’d searched just three days earlier. If it hadn’t been flying so low and directly overhead, she might’ve missed it. The plane was quiet, as if it didn’t have a motor.

“It’s the Netas,” Javier said. “They have electric planes.”

Summer watched the plane fly into the distance, wishing she was on it, wishing she was headed back to civilization, back to Byron. A missile came from the heavens, the impact turning the little plane into a fireball, the wreckage falling into the ocean.
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Naomi and CCCA

 

 

“We have similar interests,” the CEO said.

“We do,” Naomi replied.

It was Monday, nearly lunchtime. Naomi sat at her desk in her congressional office, her encrypted cell phone to her ear, talking with the CEO of Corrections Construction Corporation of America, or CCCA for short.

“The island prisons are barbaric, and I for one am thrilled that a politician is finally willing to take a stand against them,” the CEO said.

Naomi frowned to herself. “I’m sure you are.”

“If the island prisons are closed, those prisoners will have to be repatriated, but domestic prisons are in terrible shape. You’ll need a construction company with experience building prisons.”

Naomi sighed. “What do you want? No-bid contracts?”

The CEO chuckled. “I’m not looking to gouge the government. I’d like to make a healthy profit like any good businessman. In return, you’ll receive a good faith investment in your campaign.”

“How much?”

“Fifteen million Fed Coins to your super PAC.”

Naomi leaned back in her chair, thinking for a moment. “Twenty-five million.”

“If you don’t win the presidency, this is money down the drain.”

“If I do, your company will receive at least a twenty billion Fed Coin contract. The more you donate, the more likely I’ll win.”

“Twenty million,” the CEO said.

“Twenty-two.”

The CEO sighed. “Are you sure you’re not a capitalist?”

“Are you sure you’re not a socialist?”

The CEO chuckled again. “The real money’s in the public sector.”

They made arrangements for the donations to be spread among CCCA and their subsidiary businesses. It wouldn’t be embarrassing for Naomi to be supported by CCCA, given her open stance against the island prisons. Having said that, it still looked better if the donations were spread out among different entities. She’d prefer to maintain the illusion of independence.

Shortly after the call, Vernon entered her office, locking the door behind him. “So?” he asked.

Naomi stood from her desk and strutted toward him on high heels. She smiled from ear to ear and said, “Twenty-two million Fed Coins.”

Vernon nodded, grinning from ear to ear. “Corrinne better watch out.”

Naomi wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tight. She whispered in his ear. “Let’s go to the Mandarin and celebrate.”
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Derek’s New Family

 

 

After he’d killed Connor, Derek had thought he’d be given to a tribe of his choice. That’s what The Reaper had said. But Derek had no preference. He didn’t know one tribe from another. After his final fight, he’d been escorted back to the locker room, where The Reaper had waited.

The Reaper had rapped him on the back and said, “Welcome to the Aryan Nation.”

“I don’t understand,” Derek had replied. “Don’t I get to choose?”

“The niggers do. I know the difference between an Italian and a sand nigger.” The Reaper had chuckled. “I know you’re white. That’s why you got the weakest opponents. We wanted two whites in the finals.”

“That’s why they stabbed Jordan.” Derek had glared at The Reaper and his tattooed face.

“Don’t fucking look at me that way, boy. You’re damn lucky we handicapped that big nigger. He would’ve killed you.”

Derek hadn’t responded.

“If the niggers knew the games were rigged, they’d stop coming. They want their team to win, just like we do. Good thing you won too. We might’ve had a riot on our hands.” The Reaper had laughed again. “Dumb niggers believed you were one of ’em. They get rowdy when whites win too much. We try to give ’em some equality.”

Derek had been fed a decent meal of iguana meat and ripe mangos. He’d spent the night alone in the locker room, wishing Jordan were still with him. Derek had had multiple nightmares of being attacked by bloodthirsty demons that looked very much like the men he’d killed.

The next morning, Derek had been given breakfast. The Aryan guards had treated him much better since his victory, but he was still a prisoner, stuck in the locker room alone. Derek had wondered, If I’m an Aryan now, why am I still a prisoner?

Around lunchtime, he was escorted south of the stadium, through what looked like an old park. The Aryan guards still held him at machete point. Aryans by the hundreds had makeshift homes in the park. Some made from salvaged cinder blocks. Others looking more like foxholes and lean-tos.

Derek was greeted with respectful head nods from his Aryan brothers. He saw a few women among them. The women were thin and zombielike and in short supply. Maybe one woman for every fifteen men. He’d even seen a few kids. Not many but they were there, barefoot, dirty, and underfed.

They stopped on a riverbank. Alligators sunned themselves on the opposite riverbank, fifty feet away.

“Strip,” one of the guards said.

Derek hesitated, looking at what he thought were alligators.

“Don’t worry. We’ll watch out for the caiman.” The Aryan guard cackled.

“You need to look presentable for Wade,” an Aryan guard said. “Shit, as dirty as you are, he might think you’re a nigger.”

The guards all laughed.

Derek’s old prison uniform was caked in blood and sweat. He stripped in the summer sun and waded into the river, grime and blood dissolving into the current. He kept his eyes on the caiman across the river. Derek dipped his head underwater. He thought about swimming away from his guards, but then a caiman slipped into the water. Derek stepped from the water, clean and naked as the day he was born.

“See? He’s white. Look at that white ass,” one of the guards said.

They all laughed again. One of the guards handed him some clothes.

Derek put on some obviously used, but relatively clean clothes. Army fatigues and a T-shirt. No underwear but sturdy dry socks. He kept his prison-issued boots.

They walked along the river toward a small island. Two ropes were tied to a tree on the river bank and stretched about fifteen feet across the river to a tree on the small island. One rope was low and near the surface of the water, the other rope about chest high on a man. One of the guards walked across the thick rope, using the upper rope to hold on to. Derek was prodded along.

On the little island, a caiman hissed and splashed into the water. The Aryans didn’t react. They traversed another rope bridge, similar to the first, this one taking the men from the little island to the opposite side of the river.

They walked through more park land and more makeshift Aryan housing. Poverty like nothing Derek had ever seen. Shoeless and shirtless people. Homes made from trash. Everybody gaunt and hungry. They moved into an area with cracking asphalt and the empty husks of houses, their roofs gone, only crumbling stucco and concrete remaining.

As they moved deeper into the city, the houses were larger, better built, and separated by concrete fences. Many of the houses had thick concrete walls that had weathered the hurricanes. The original roofs were gone and replaced with thatch. The thatch certainly wasn’t hurricane proof, but the materials were replaceable.

Two properties stood out above the others. The square properties were situated next to each other and surrounded by fifteen-foot-high concrete walls. Metal gates, large enough for a vehicle to pass through when open, were guarded by Aryans carrying rifles. One house was squat, modern, massive, and made entirely from concrete, the roof flat. It looked like a cross between a bunker and a mansion.

The other house was more ornate, Spanish-style architecture, with white stucco walls, archways, and a mishmash of terra-cotta and thatch roofing. Both houses were sprawling mansions, but only one-story tall, their roofs shielded by the surrounding concrete walls.

“Who lives there?” Derek asked, gesturing to the Spanish-style house.

“The Reaper,” one of the guards said. “Wade Wallace lives in the other one.”

“Who’s Wade Wallace?”

“You’ll find out.”

The Aryan guards led Derek down a narrow alley between the properties, so narrow that Derek could reach out and touch both concrete walls at the same time. Once through the alleyway, they approached the bunker-like house from the rear, knocking on a metal door in the wall. The door opened, and the Aryans guarding the door greeted and bullshitted with Derek’s guards.

“You seen Wade’s new whore?” a guard asked.

“I heard she’s fuckin’ hot,” another guard replied.

“Shit. Best-lookin’ bitch I’ve seen on this island. As soon as he’s done, I’m gonna get my taste.”

“Wade’s been fuckin’ this bitch nonstop.” The guard chuckled. “He got her walkin’ with a limp.”

Derek stood impassive.

One of the guards stared at Derek and said, “The Race War champ, huh? You don’t look like much.”

Derek didn’t respond.

“Time to meet the boss man. Let’s go.” He motioned for Derek to enter the property.

Derek walked through the door and into the backyard. The guards who led him over the river left, handing Derek off to the Aryans who guarded the house. Derek was led through the backyard by three Aryans. A kidney-shaped pool held stagnant green water that smelled like sewage. An Aryan pulled weeds from the flagstone patio. Another clipped the hedges with rusty, manual pruners. The house looked much the same from the rear as it did from the front. A big boxy concrete bunker.

It was slightly cooler inside than outside, and dimmer. Most of the windows were covered with plywood. The furniture was eclectic, like a college dorm, offering no consistent motif or style. A scratched pool table sat in the living room, with plastic chairs along one wall, a wooden bar along another.

The guards nudged Derek down a long hallway. At the end of the hall, one of the guards knocked on the double doors.

“Come in,” a raspy voice said.

The guard stepped inside the room, shutting the door behind him. A minute later, the man returned to the hall and said, “He wants to talk to him alone.”

One of the other guards glared at Derek and said, “We’ll be right out here. You try anything, we’ll cut off your arms and feed you to the fuckin’ caiman.”

Derek stepped into the large room. The door closed behind him. The room smelled like sex and body odor. A large man with a gut lay on the king-size bed, a beautiful dark-haired woman at his side. The woman looked familiar. Where have I seen her before? … The beach. Derek remembered the girl hugging Connor’s friend. Mark’s sister.

A stained sheet covered the mattress. The man wore shorts and nothing else. She wore nothing. Derek recognized him from the beach too. He was the Aryan in charge. Sunlight filtered through a tarp, covering a hole in the ceiling. Boxes labeled MEALS, READY-TO-EAT were stacked against the wall. Derek loitered by the door, unsure whether or not to approach.

“Get your ass over here,” the man said, still in bed, his head propped on the headboard.

Derek approached his side of the bed, stopping ten feet from the man.

He gestured to the woman. “Not bad, huh?”

Derek nodded, not wanting to offend. She was beautiful, but her neck was covered in finger-size bruises, and her eyes were still and empty, like she was in a dissociative state. She had infected bite marks on her chest, the pattern consistent with a human being. One with a dirty mouth and probably missing a few teeth.

“What’s your name?” the man asked.

“Derek Reeves.”

“Reeves. That’s an English name, right?”

“I don’t know,” Derek replied.

Wade sat up, placing his feet on the floor. He grabbed a generic wine bottle from the end table and gulped the liquid like water. He stood with a groan.

Derek took a step back, the big man smelling like alcohol.

“You’re part of the fucking problem.” The man pointed at Derek. “It’s okay for everyone to be proud of their heritage but not us. We’re supposed to be meek. We’re supposed to bow down to the niggers of the world. That shit stops right now. You understand me?”

“Yes.”

The man took a deep breath, his gut moving up and down. He had a brown and white beard that hung to his chest. His arms and calves and upper body were covered in an amalgamation of ink, most of the tattoos unreadable. One tattoo was prominent and legible. His stomach was largely untouched by ink except for the large swastika tattoo.

“Name’s Wade Wallace. Wallace is a Scottish name. Your people raped and pillaged mine.”

Derek swallowed.

“But that’s how conquest works. The strong survive. The spoils go to the victors. I’m the President of the Aryan Nation on this island.” Wade held out his large hand.

Derek shook the man’s hand, trying not to wince under his iron grip.

“Where did you come from?” Wade asked.

“Virginia. Shenandoah Valley.”

Wade nodded. “I had kin that lived in Luray. Beautiful countryside.”

Derek nodded.

“Why are you here?”

“I failed the test.”

“We all failed the test. Why were you given the test?”

“I killed a man.”

“Why’d you go and do that?”

“Revenge.”

“Don’t gimme that vague bullshit. What did the man do to you?”

“He raped and killed my girlfriend.”

Wade nodded his approval. “What was the man’s name?”

“Zhang Jun.”

“Let me guess. This piece of shit was some rich fucking chink who thought he could come to America and rape our women. Am I right?”

“He was the CEO of the Bank of China.”

Wade roared with laughter, his gut moving up and down, his tattoos coming to life. His teeth were grayish-yellow, a few gaps here and there. He rapped Derek on the back. “And a banker to boot. Damn, boy. Sounds like you killed two birds with one stone. I like you. You’ll fit in just fine.”

“What happens to me now?”

“Well, that’s entirely up to you. You’re property of the Aryan Nation. If you’re a loyal brother, you’ll do well. I already know you can handle yourself.” He held his arms out, gesturing to his massive bedroom. “Maybe one day you’ll have a house like this and a bitch like that.” He laughed again. “I never had a house this nice until they shipped me here.” Wade gestured to the hole in the ceiling. “It would be perfect if I didn’t have that goddamn hole in the roof. This place was built to withstand hurricane-force winds, but the last one picked up a piece of concrete and dropped it right through my roof. Ten feet over and it would’ve killed me. I can’t swing by the fucking Home Depot and fix it. That’s the biggest problem with this place. We’re living off the decaying carcass of civilization. That’s why we’re always scavenging and raiding camps, always looking for things we can use. You’ll start off working on a raider crew. You ever hear of Roger Kroenig?”

“The congressman who quit and then disappeared?”

“He didn’t disappear. They sent that fucking traitor here. He has a group holed up in an old Spanish fort. Huge walls, thick stone. Nearly impenetrable. But they’re not self-sufficient. They have to go out for supplies. Sometimes they send women. We’re planning a snatch-and-grab mission tonight.”
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Jacob’s Resignation

 

 

Jacob went into the office that Monday to tie up a very big loose end before he and Rebecca traveled to the Virgin Islands. Ramesh sat across from him at his desk.

“I’m resigning,” Jacob said.

Ramesh’s mouth hung open for a moment. “I don’t understand. You do know that we’ll eventually be bailed out by the federal government. I’m certain of it.”

Jacob nodded. “I know.”

“Have you filed the paperwork?”

“I’m working on it now.”

“I implore you to reconsider,” Ramesh said. “Our CEO resigning during this turbulent time could spark renewed short-selling. At least wait until you return from your trip. I can handle your duties in the meantime.”

Jacob sighed, thinking that a few more weeks of his CEO salary would certainly pad the nest egg. “I might as well use my vacation time.”
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Summer Goes on a Scavenger Hunt

 

 

They were inside the fort, Gavin’s map open on a card table, a single candle illuminating the darkness.

“Where are we going?” Summer asked.

Gavin looked up from his tattered map. He tapped his index finger on a cluster of city blocks. “These blocks used to be hotels and shops in Old San Juan, less than a mile walk from here.” It was one of the few nearby areas on the map that hadn’t been marked with an X.

Roger handed them black ponchos. “Be careful.”

“We’ve never had any issues in the rain,” Gavin said.

Javier knocked on the table. “Knock on wood.”

“That’s plastic,” Eliza said with a smirk.

They put on their backpacks, then the black ponchos, so the colored backpacks would be hidden and protected from the rain. Gavin and Eliza concealed handguns. Summer and Javier had no experience with guns, and the group didn’t have the ammo to teach them, so they were given knives to carry for protection. The four of them left the fort, the guards at the entrance giving them a serious nod on the way out.

Summer was a bundle of nerves. This was the second time she’d been scavenging, but she understood the risks. She’d only been on the island for six days, but she’d already seen more horror than all her years as a nurse put together.

A wide concrete walkway led them away from the fort. The walkway was wide enough for a car and over three hundred feet long. A steady rain pelted their ponchos. The jungle encroached on both sides, branches hanging over the cracking concrete and obscuring the black sky overhead. They didn’t have flashlights, but Gavin knew the way by heart. He’d scavenged nearly every block of Old San Juan.

The walkway eventually connected to a small parking lot, which connected to the streets of Old San Juan. They passed the remnants of museums, a hospital, restaurants, churches, and hotels. The architecture of Old San Juan was very Spanish colonial: ornate, with archways, balconies, and bright colors. The pinks and lime greens and reds had faded, and many of the buildings had collapsed. A few still stood, dark and lifeless, the occasional human lurking in the shadows.

The Black Liberation Army had expanded into Old San Juan a few years ago, but the lack of bridge access or fresh water, plus the proximity to enemy gangs, had caused them to abandon the area. Now it was home to transients and the occasional scavenger.

It was eerie, the rain muffling their hearing, the darkness nearly blinding them. Gavin led them through Old San Juan, walking tight to the buildings, cutting through alleyways, every now and then throwing up his fist to stop, then crouching to listen before continuing.

Summer was third in line out of four, behind Eliza and in front of Javier. She heard footsteps sloshing in the water. In the confusion of the rain, she couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from. Maybe it was one of them. Maybe their steps were echoing off the crumbling buildings. Gavin held his fist in the air and stopped. He must’ve heard it too.

Then he waved his hand, signaling them to follow. He ran, and they ran after him, their boots and water shoes splashing the puddles and smacking the asphalt. Gavin turned a corner, down a long and narrow alleyway. They ran down the alley about halfway before Gavin stopped and turned around. He ran right past Summer, going back the way they came.

Summer turned to follow, but three men walking from the far end of the alleyway toward them stopped Gavin in his tracks. Two of the men had rifles pointed in their direction. Summer turned from those men and saw four more men at the opposite end of the alley, two of them with machetes and two of them with rifles. They were stuck between the proverbial rock and the hard place. Summer searched the crumbling buildings for an opening. A broken window offered a way in with no guarantee of a way out.

“In here,” Summer hissed, climbing through the window frame.

Her friends followed her into the dark building, at least she thought they did, but the rain was noisy, and time was of the essence. The inside of the building was decimated. Three floors of debris and furniture and appliances had collapsed in a heap on the bottom floor. Two of the upper walls had collapsed inward, creating a haphazard roof—or maybe a generously sized coffin.

Summer climbed over and ducked under debris. She crawled through tight spaces, moving what she could, squeezing around what she couldn’t, all in complete darkness. She heard rustling and voices behind her, but she didn’t look back, adrenaline pushing her forward. Summer finally crawled from the building, into the street, her poncho covered in dust and drywall, the rain immediately washing her.

Summer peered into the hole she’d just come from and said tentatively, “Javier? Eliza? Gavin?”

A pale hand reached from the hole. Summer grabbed Gavin’s hand, and he squeezed from the building, coughing. Javier came through immediately afterward.

Summer stuck her head in the hole and called out for Eliza, careful not to be too loud. She cocked her head, listening, but heard nothing but the constant drumbeat of the rain. Summer turned to the guys and asked, “Where’s Eliza?”

“I thought she was with you,” Gavin said to Javier.

“I thought she was with you,” Javier replied.

Summer put her index finger to her lips. Male voices could be heard in the distance, maybe a block away.

“It’s them. You two stay here,” Gavin whispered, then ran toward the voices.

Javier and Summer followed despite his command. They followed the raucous voices and laughter, the celebratory sounds getting louder. They peered around the corner of a building, and there they were. Seven men and Eliza.

One of the men looked familiar to Summer. The one wearing a plastic bag as a poncho. Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her. It was dark and rainy, and the men were walking away from them, but something about the man’s walk, and the way he held his machete, reminded her of Derek. The man who had killed her fiancé.

“What are we gonna do?” Summer whispered.

Gavin shook his head. “What can we do? It’s one gun against five.”
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Naomi and Politically Motivated

 

 

Naomi pressed her fingertips into his muscular back. She watched his face as he reached his climax, hoping for eye contact. But he didn’t look in her eyes. Instead, he looked at her naked body as he grunted and satisfied himself. Vernon rolled off Naomi, a thin sheen of sweat along his hairline.

He sighed. “I needed that.”

Naomi wondered what she needed.

They lay in the king-size bed of their hotel room at the Mandarin Oriental. Naomi snuggled close, her head on his chest.

“Are you happy with Katherine?” Vernon asked, referring to Naomi’s campaign manager.

“Are you interested in a threesome?” Naomi replied with a smirk.

He laughed and said, “You know what I meant.”

“Are you happy with her?” Naomi asked.

“I think we can do better. I think we’ll have to do better if we’re gonna win.”

“You have someone in mind?”

“Fletcher McClure.”

“Corrinne’s campaign manager?”

“He’s a winner.”

“Why would he leave Corrinne? She’s the front runner.”

“We need to find a way to change that.” He grabbed the remote from the bedside table and flipped on the OLED television. The translucent screen came to life with breaking news.

The coiffed man said, “The shooter has been identified as Davis Sedgewick, a twenty-year-old University of Oregon student. Sedgewick interrupted a summer session history course, fatally shooting two professors and nine students, while injuring eight other students.”

“This is awful,” Naomi said, sitting up in bed.

The newscaster continued. “Minutes before the shooting he posted the following message on You Share.” The message appeared on the screen. The newscaster read it aloud and skipped the swear words.

“America. The home of the brave, the land of the free, what a ****ing joke. We’re not free. We don’t deserve to be free. We’d rather have a ****ing nanny state. These ****ing Marxist professors and their socialist agenda are destroying this country. They’re leeches on hardworking Americans. Most of my classmates are socialists too. They make me sick. They’ve never worked for anything. That’s why they want socialism. They don’t know what it’s like to work for something, to create something, only to have someone take it from you. They’ve been brainwashed to think that the rich owes them, that the government owes them. To be free, we must be able to stand on our own. These socialists must be destroyed before they destroy the world.”

They cut back to the newscaster. A picture of an AR-15 carbine appeared over his shoulder. “Davis Sedgewick used this assault rifle, capable of firing thirty rounds without reloading. Over the past forty years, law makers have tried to ban these weapons of war. When we return, Washington insider, Grant Jackson, joins us to discuss the possibility of sensible gun control.”

The news went to a commercial break.

Vernon muted the television and turned to Naomi. “I’m not sure if this is good or bad for us. Gun control’s positive, and the targeting of socialists is bound to garner sympathy for our cause, but I worry that this violence is a harbinger of things to come.” He paused, gazing into her eyes. “I worry about you.”

Naomi couldn’t help but beam, her stomach fluttering at his sentiment. She kissed him on the lips.

They disengaged and Vernon said, “This has to be the first school shooting we’ve had in years.”

“They’ve been able to control the populace with the Social Credit System and the island prisons,” Naomi said.

“And the surveillance.”

Naomi nodded. “This school shooting is different. He’s not some bullied kid looking for revenge. This is politically motivated.”

“We need to go to Oregon and talk about gun control.”
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Derek and the Prize

 

 

It had been a long trek back from Old San Juan. At least five miles. Derek wore a plastic trash bag as a poncho, but he was still soaked to the bone. They’d stopped for breaks every mile or so—not so much to take a rest break but so the Aryans could rape and fondle the woman. The first time she had screamed bloody murder, but she was subdued now, passive and broken, the men still taking her with the same excitement. Derek wasn’t sure which was more horrific, her screams or her broken acceptance.

The other men looked at him sideways because he hadn’t participated. They weren’t sure if Derek was really one of them, which was why he carried a machete and not a rifle, even though he knew how to shoot. Thor had been the most suspicious of Derek. He was the highest ranking Aryan in their group and looked exactly like you’d expect him to look, based on his nickname. The perfect Aryan specimen: tall and built and blond.

Thor and the other Aryans had wanted to surround that building, to root out the others, but Derek had told them that the people inside were men with guns, even though he hadn’t seen a gun and even though he was pretty sure one of them was a woman. The mention of guns had been enough of a deterrent for the Aryans to call it a night. Besides, Thor and the others had been eager to party with the woman, so it wasn’t a hard sell.

Derek had felt weak and powerless and sick to his stomach about the woman. He’d wanted to intervene, to kill them all, but he carried a rusty machete, no match for the rifles carried by his Aryan brothers. Still, he’d watched and waited for a chance to make it stop, but the Aryans had been watching him too.

Wade met every new Aryan, and that included captives, so they took the woman to his house, the concrete bunker. They entered from the rear, the guards letting them through the backyard. On their way to the house, they encountered two guards carrying a lifeless naked body.

Thor said to the guards, incredulous, “Another one?”

One of the guards frowned, but they didn’t stop. They hauled the body toward the exit. Derek recognized the woman as the same one he’d seen in Wade’s bedroom. Mark’s sister.

“Damn, I wanted a piece,” Thor said. “Not enough women as it is without Wade chokin’ ’em out.”

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” one of the other raiders replied.

“I’ll say whatever the fuck I want.”

Inside, Wade and a few Aryans played pool by dimly lit LEDs. A few smoked marijuana and drank from wine bottles.

“What have we got here?” Wade said, holding a wine bottle by the neck and approaching the woman. “You look familiar.”

The woman looked down at the floor.

“We followed a group from the fort,” Thor said. “Snatched her when she was alone.”

“How many men did they have?”

“Ten. They had rifles and pistols.”

Wade turned from the woman and narrowed his eyes at Derek. “That what happened?”

Derek nodded the affirmative.

“How did he do?” Wade lifted his chin to Derek, then looked at Thor.

Thor hesitated for an instant. “He’s green, but he’ll be all right.”

Wade held up the wine bottle and said, “Let’s party, boys.”

The Aryans drank some sort of fruit wine from the old wine bottles. Derek smelled it, faked drinking it, and passed it on. The woman quickly became the life of the party. At Wade’s command, Thor put her on the pool table.

Wade said, “Strip and make it sexy, or I’ll kill you.”

“He’ll do it too,” one of the Aryans said, laughing. “You saw the other dead girl.”

The woman did her best to give the men what they wanted. She’d already been stripped of her poncho. One of the other men had claimed it hours ago. She removed her rain-soaked T-shirt, and the men ogled and cheered her small breasts.

“Not like that. Dance while you strip,” Wade said.

The woman moved awkwardly, tears in her eyes, dancing without music. She kicked off her water shoes and fumbled with the button on her shorts, still swaying to the music in her head. Blood stained the crotch of her tan shorts. Her legs were hairy. She slid her shorts down her legs, slowly, much to their delight. She wasn’t wearing any underwear.

The next few hours, the Aryans got drunk and high, all the while they took their turns raping and sodomizing this woman in full view of the group, some going together. Blood and semen ran down the woman’s legs. The woman was compliant, like a rag doll.

With slurred speech, Thor pointed to Derek and said, “Your turn?”

The woman was in the corner of the room, naked, huddled in the fetal position.

Derek showed his palms and said, “I’m too drunk.”

“Are you a faggot?” Wade asked, glaring at Derek.

“No, but I don’t think …” Derek trailed off.

“You know what I did to the last faggot we picked up?”

The Aryans laughed, collectively remembering what had happened to the last faggot. One of the Aryans took a pool cue and mimed inserting the fat end into his buddy. Everyone laughed again.

“She takes it, or you take it,” Wade said.

Derek stood from his seat and walked to the corner of the room where the girl lay in the fetal position. Derek grabbed her under her arms and said, “On your knees.”

The Aryans cheered.

She struggled to her knees, Derek standing in front of her, his back to the Aryans. Derek bent down and said into her ear, “Just pretend. For them. Don’t do it.” Derek grabbed her hair, not hard, and lifted her head so she was even with his crotch. Derek opened the button fly of his pants and moved his hands as if he were pulling out his penis. Derek put his hands on her head and moved her forward and backward, miming the sex act. The Aryans offered encouragement and commentary. Thankfully, they were all too tired and wasted to stand from their seats to get a better look.

“Get some!”

“Suck that cock.”

Shortly after the performance began, Derek groaned, feigning an orgasm. The men hooted and hollered, laughing at Derek’s quick “climax.”

“That’s it?” one of them said.

Derek let go of the woman’s head, and she slumped back to the floor. He buttoned his fly and returned to his seat. He wondered if survival was worth the price. He thought about grabbing a rifle. He’d probably kill of few before they killed him. But then he saw a way out.

One by one, the Aryans passed out. Some on the floor. Some on the chairs. Some wandered to the bedrooms to sleep it off. But not Derek. Eventually, Derek was the only one awake. He stood from his chair and retrieved the woman’s clothes and shoes. He shoved her shorts and T-shirt into one of the large side pockets on his fatigues. He put the water shoes in the other pocket. He tiptoed to the corner of the room where the woman slept.

He whispered into her ear, “I’m gettin’ you out of here. What’s your name?”

She was unresponsive.

“I’m Derek. Just act dead. I have your clothes, but I need to carry you out naked, so the guards will think you’re dead.”

She was still unresponsive.

Derek picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. She groaned in response. “Act dead, okay? Don’t say a word or make a sound. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

Thankfully, she was thin and light. Derek carried her to the backyard. It was still dark, but the rain had stopped, and the moon and stars provided dim light. As Derek walked toward the rear exit, he whispered to the woman, “Be still and quiet.”

The two Aryan guards, who guarded the rear exit, stood from their chairs, watching Derek’s approach with interest.

Derek said, “Fuckin’ Wade’s crazy. He killed this one too.”

The guards cackled.

One of them said, “That ain’t no surprise.”

The other one said, “You takin’ her to the grill pit?”

Derek had no idea where the grill pit was but said, “Yeah, the grill pit.”

“Ain’t much to her,” the guard said, looking her over. “Skin and fuckin’ bones.”

“Could you open the door?” Derek asked. “She may be thin, but she’s gettin’ heavy.”

The guard opened the door that led through the wall and to the street. Derek walked through, his heart beating like a drum. Once the door shut behind him, he picked up the pace, hustling down the narrow alley and through the wreckage of urban neighborhoods. He kept up the charade for a few blocks, then he set her down against a dark wall. Derek removed her clothes from his pockets and dressed her, but she was still in a haze.

He shook her and said, “You have to wake up now. I’m takin’ you back to your people.”

With his help, she staggered to her feet, her legs wobbly.

“I’m Derek,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Eliza,” she replied, barely audible.
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Jacob and the Mercenaries

 

 

The morning sun heated the tarmac. Jacob and Rebecca climbed the steps into the private plane. Jacob’s younger brother, Eric, was kind enough to lend his plane for a future favor. He’d also recommended a ship. The plane would take them to Jamaica, and the ship would take them to the Virgin Islands and the Project Freedom base. Inside, the plane had eight luxurious leather seats, each with their own retractable tables, and OLED screens.

Two well-built men stood from their seats and approached. They looked to be in their mid-thirties. “Mr. and Mrs. Roth,” one of the men said, holding out his hand. “I’m Rob. We spoke on the phone.”

Jacob shook his hand. “Nice to meet you in person.”

Rob came highly recommended by Eric. Jacob had hired him and the other man to provide protection while they were in the Virgin Islands with the drug smugglers. They weren’t cheap, but Eric had said that the former Navy Seals were the best. Rob was tall, maybe six two, with blond hair and a bushy blond beard. He wore cargo pants and a T-shirt that accentuated his muscular build.

Rob gestured to his partner. “This is Billy.”

Billy raised his hand and said, “Nice to meet y’all.” Billy was a redhead, his short hair slicked back. He had a prominent forehead, beady blue eyes, and a reddish mustache and sideburns. He wore a handgun on his hip.

After the introductions, they settled into their seats. Jacob and Rebecca sat in the front, the men two rows back. Rebecca occasionally glanced back, obviously intrigued. Jacob gritted his teeth but didn’t verbalize his jealousy, refusing to show weakness.

The pilot stepped aboard, accompanied by a beautiful stewardess. Jacob followed the stewardess with his eyes, intrigued by her realistic beauty. They’d met the pilot earlier on the tarmac. He’d admitted that he’d never flown a plane outside of flight school. Computers flew most planes flawlessly, the pilot merely a front-seat passenger, there to program trips, to check gauges, but only flying during the unlikely malfunction.

The pilot said, “We’ll take off in about ten minutes.” He disappeared into the cockpit.

The stewardess approached Jacob and Rebecca. “Would you like something to drink?”

“I’ll have a Bloody Mary,” Rebecca said.

The blonde smiled at Rebecca, then turned to Jacob. “And for you, sir?”

“Coffee with cream and sugar.”

She took drink orders from Rob and Billy, then strutted for the galley. Jacob watched her perfect backside sway as she walked.

Rebecca noticed him noticing her. “I didn’t think you were attracted to sex bots.”

Jacob turned to his wife. “She’s not a sex bot. She’s a stewardess.”

“Right. And I’m the Queen of England.” Rebecca pursed her lips. “Your brother probably has sex with her.”

“You sound jealous.” Jacob cracked a small smile.

Rebecca mock-frowned at her husband. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“She is beautiful.” Jacob grabbed Rebecca’s hand and squeezed. “Not as beautiful as you, of course.”

“You better say that.”

Jacob chuckled. “The technology is amazing though. She’s almost indistinguishable from a real woman. I can see why more and more men are marrying bots.”
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Summer and Connor’s Killer

 

 

Connor was on his knees, his hands up in surrender. She begged Derek not to do it, but he laughed and cut Connor’s throat from ear to ear, arterial blood spraying Summer’s face. She thrashed and woke in her makeshift bed. She’d slept on top of her sleeping bag, the old sleeping bag softened by the straw underneath. She looked around the stone room, beams of sunlight coming from the gun ports.

Three other makeshift beds were in the room. Two of the beds were empty, the women up already, probably working on the day’s chores. Summer sat up and rubbed her eyes. A lump resided in Eliza’s sleeping bag. She had been kidnapped last night. That’s bullshit. Someone already took her bed.

“Are you decent?” Javier asked, just outside the arched doorway. The room had no door, but the men were careful not to invade their privacy.

Summer stood from her bed, slipped on the water shoes she’d been given, and padded to Javier. Most of the group wore prison-issued boots, but they’d scavenged old water shoes, saving usable pairs for the scavenger crews. The grippy shoes were made to get wet. They were perfect for rainy conditions and canoeing, decent for running, and great for silent steps. Summer scowled at Eliza’s bed on the way, trying to figure out who was in her sleeping bag. Whoever it was, they were wrapped like a cocoon.

“I need to talk to you,” Javier said, his voice low.

“Okay,” Summer replied.

They walked a few steps down the hall, so they didn’t disturb the sleeper.

“Someone’s already using Eliza’s sleeping bag,” Summer said, her arms crossed over her chest.

“That’s Eliza,” Javier replied.

Summer dropped her arms. “What are you talking about?”

“Someone brought her back early this morning.”

“That’s great.”

But Javier didn’t look happy. “She’s pretty messed up. The fuckin’ Aryans gang-raped her again.”

Summer covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes like saucers. “My God. Is there anything I can do?”

“I hope it’s okay, but I told Roger that you’re a nurse. He wants you to examine her when she gets up.”

“Of course. Anything.”

Javier pursed his lips.

“Is there something else?”

“The guy who brought Eliza back is the same guy who killed Connor.”

Summer’s mouth hung open for a moment. She balled her hands into fists. “Is he here?”

Javier didn’t respond.

“He’s here, isn’t he?”

Javier nodded.

“Where?” she said through gritted teeth.

“Maybe now’s not the best time—”

“Where is he?”

“He’s in the common area.”

Summer ran down the stone hallway toward the common area, which was just a large open room near the front entrance of the fort. Three men sat at the far end of the room, but, other than that, it was empty, everyone probably eating breakfast outside in the courtyard. Summer ran toward the men. They sat at a table playing cards. Against the wall, maybe fifteen feet away, Derek slept on a bed of straw. One of the men said hello to Summer, but she was unresponsive.

She ran to Derek and kicked him in the stomach. Derek woke, disoriented, and Summer kicked him again. Javier arrived on the scene, restraining Summer, the card-playing men now on their feet.

“What the hell, Summer?” one of the men said.

“I got her,” Javier said, his arms around her, pulling her away from Derek.

Derek groaned, in the fetal position, his hand on his stomach.

“Let me go!” Summer shouted, thrashing about.

“Calm down,” Javier said, holding her tight. When Summer calmed, Javier let her go, the men now standing between Summer and Derek.

Summer pointed at Derek. “He killed my fiancé. He took Eliza.”

“Roger told us to watch him. That’s it,” one of the men said, showing his palms in neutrality.

“He can’t be here.”

“Talk to Roger.”

“He’s outside,” Javier said.

Summer glared at Derek, then went with Javier to the courtyard. Summer marched up to Roger, who sat at a table, eating his breakfast.

“Why is he here?” Summer was shaking.

Roger stood from the table. “Let’s talk in private.”

“He killed my fiancé, and he took Eliza.”

But Roger was already walking away from the group. Summer followed. Roger stopped, his back against the stone wall, everyone now out of earshot.

Roger said, “I know what you think he did—”

“I watched him kill my fiancé.”

“They were forced to fight. Your fiancé killed men as well.”

Summer gritted her teeth and tried a different tack. “He took Eliza.”

“He risked his life to bring her back.”

“He was with the Aryans.”

“Not by choice.”

Summer shook her head. “You’re just gonna let him stay?”

“We’re voting on it today.”

“Fine.” Summer walked away.

 

* * *

 

Once Eliza woke, Summer checked her wounds. Her knees were skinned. She had bruising on her thighs and wrists. There was vaginal and rectal tearing, but Summer believed Eliza’s physical wounds would heal. Summer worried about STDs, but she didn’t have any antibiotics. Eliza didn’t think she’d get pregnant again. She hadn’t menstruated in many months. No doubt a result of malnutrition.

Summer bathed Eliza in the ocean, the salt water cleaning her wounds. The sea was calm. Eliza lay on her back in the water, Summer’s hands holding her steady, keeping her head above water. Eliza closed her eyes and breathed. Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes, merging with the sea. They stayed this way for a long time, Eliza crying softly, and Summer holding her.

Summer dressed Eliza on the beach. The guards on the fort wall turned away as she dressed. Summer walked with Eliza back to the fort.

Inside, Javier approached them. “Roger wanted to know if you were up to voting on Derek. He said we can do it later if you want.”

“Now’s not the time,” Summer said.

“I wanna do it now,” Eliza said.

Everyone was in the common room. They’d arranged the plastic tables and chairs in a horseshoe pattern. Only a few guards weren’t in attendance. Someone had to patrol the walls and keep watch. Derek sat in a lonely chair in front of the group. Summer, Eliza, and Javier sat at one of the tables. Summer glowered at Derek, willing him to look her way. When he did, he quickly looked away.

“All right, let’s bring this meeting to order,” Roger said, sitting at the apex of the horseshoe.

Everyone quieted.

Roger said, “Derek will have his chance to talk and answer questions. Then any group members are welcome to voice their opinions. Once everyone’s been heard, we’ll vote whether or not to let Derek stay. Any questions?”

Nobody spoke.

“Derek, why don’t you explain how it is that you ended up here.”

Derek cleared his throat. His beard was thick and dark, matching his wavy hair. His eyes were bloodshot. “I know y’all know about the games. The Race War. I didn’t wanna kill anyone.”

Summer crossed her arms over her chest, one side of her mouth raised in contempt.

Derek continued, “I did what I had to do to survive, but I didn’t win my freedom. The Aryans said they owned me. They assigned me to a raider group. The raiders scavenge for supplies and kidnap people, specifically women. Six other men were in the group besides me. I didn’t want anything to do with kidnappin’ or anything they were doin’. I’m sorry I didn’t stop it, but … I was afraid.” Derek swallowed hard. “Then they all fell asleep, and I snuck Eliza out of the compound, and we walked back here. Y’all seem like decent people. I’d like to stay, but I understand if that’s not possible.”

The room was silent for a few beats.

Roger said, “Does anyone have any comments or questions for Derek?”

Gavin said, “How do we know he’s not an Aryan spy? Maybe they sent him here with Eliza on purpose.”

“I find that unlikely,” Roger said. “He was only with the Aryans for a few days. They wouldn’t send someone so new.”

“What can he do?” asked a male group member. “It’s already tough enough to feed everyone.”

“I was a farmer,” Derek said. “I can help with foraging. I know plants, even tropical plants. If you need someone to go out for supplies, you can send me. I can shoot. Shotguns, rifles, handguns. I’ve been shootin’ since I was ten. I can hunt and trap and butcher animals. I know a little about medicinal herbs.”

The group nodded along with Derek’s words, obviously impressed with his résumé.

Javier raised his hand. “I have a question.” He stared at Derek and said, “What did you do to be sent to this island?”

“I killed the man who raped and killed my girlfriend,” Derek replied.

“You were a killer before you came here.”

A few group members nodded in agreement with Javier.

Derek also nodded, his expression resigned. “That’s true.”

“He’s a psychopath, like the rest of them,” Summer said.

More groups members murmured in agreement.

“I don’t think so,” Eliza said.

Everyone turned to Eliza, the room dead quiet now.

“When I first came to the island, I spent three months with psychopaths,” Eliza said. “I know psychopaths better than any of you. Derek’s no psychopath. He didn’t like seeing me hurt. It was written all over his face. He refused to rape me, even though the rest of them took their turn. He was afraid when he lied to the guards to get me out of there. I could hear it in his voice. But he did it anyway. Never once did I see him act like a psychopath.”

The vote was nearly unanimous, only Javier and Summer in opposition.
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Naomi and Republican Gun Control

 

 

Naomi sat on the couch with her husband, Alan, watching President Warner on television as he sat at his desk in the Oval Office. Warner’s face was puffy, the skin sagging appropriately for a man of sixty-two. His hair was white at the temples, brown on top, and slicked back.

President Warner said, “School shootings won’t be tolerated by my administration. It’s my job to protect the American people, especially children. In the past, school shootings were an epidemic in this country. But our government, Republicans and Democrats, took proactive steps to nearly eliminate violent crime. And we’ll take proactive steps again to prevent another tragedy.”

Warner paused for a beat. “Nine students and two professors were fatally shot by a deranged antigovernment activist. Eight more students were injured. These professors and students were sons and daughters, mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, and friends and citizens. They all could’ve been saved with sensible gun control. I know people out there are screaming about the right to bear arms and the Second Amendment. I’m an advocate for the Second Amendment. I’m a gun owner and a hunter myself. I have no interest in disarming Americans, but I won’t tolerate another school shooting.

“Over the next few months, I will work with Republicans and Democrats to draft a sensible bipartisan gun-control bill. We’ll institute more stringent background checks, with a mandatory APT test. We’ll have mandatory gun registrations. If you own a gun, we need to know who you are and where you plan to store the weapon. And we’ll have sensible limits on magazine capacities. Enough is enough.”

President Warner paused for a few seconds. “I’d like to observe a moment of silence for the victims of the University of Oregon tragedy.” Warner bowed his head, his hands clasped as if praying. After thirty seconds, he raised his head and said, “God bless the families of those who were lost, and God bless the United States of America.” Warner faded out, a commercial taking his place.

Alan muted the television. “I’m surprised a Republican’s talking about gun control.”

“It doesn’t go far enough,” Naomi replied.

“Does this change your speech at all?”

She already had her gun-control speech ready, and she was scheduled to give it at the University of Oregon on Thursday. “I should call Vernon.”

Alan frowned. “You used to talk to me.”

Naomi grabbed her phone from the end table. “We talk.”

“We haven’t had sex in two months.”

“It hasn’t been that long.”

“It has. If our love life was a priority, you’d know that.”

Naomi replaced her phone on the end table. “That’s not fair. I’m barely home. I told you that this election would be a major sacrifice.”

Alan sighed and slumped his slight shoulders. “Do I have something to worry about?”

Naomi scooted closer to her husband and kissed him on the cheek. “Absolutely not.”
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Derek and Castillo San Felipe del Morro

 

 

Yesterday, after the vote, Summer had left the common area furious. Roger had shown Derek around the fort. The Spanish fort, Castillo San Felipe del Morro, was built in the sixteenth century. It was situated on the northwestern point of the islet of Old San Juan. The fort was originally constructed to guard the entrance to San Juan Bay and to defend the port city of San Juan from seaborne enemies.

Now it was home to a group of antigovernment activists called 1776, the massive stone walls protecting them from the evils of Psycho Island. Besides protection, the fort also provided water, with massive cisterns that collected rainwater runoff.

Approximately forty-five people were in the group, two of them children, and eight of them women. Derek had been surprised to see the submarine. Roger and the married mechanics, Fred and Willow, had been cagey, dodging Derek’s questions about where it would go and who would pilot the craft.

Now, Derek sat by himself at a plastic table in the courtyard, eating a meager breakfast of dried iguana meat and mangos. Summer and Javier had left the courtyard as soon as they saw Derek, their departure an obvious protest of his presence. Derek overheard Roger telling Gavin that they were running dangerously low on food.

Gavin said, “We used to go out in the rain and not worry about being attacked, but the Aryans must’ve figured out what we’re doing. I’m worried that they’ll pick us off one by one until we don’t have the numbers to hold the fort.”

Derek collected his empty plate and plastic cup and stepped to Roger’s table. “I know where we can find some food.”

Heads turned to Derek. Roger sat at a card table with Gavin, Fred, and Willow. Gavin was small and fit, with a young face under his beard. Fred looked like a sun-burnt Santa Claus on a diet. Willow was short and curvy, with brown disheveled hair.

“Where’s that?” Gavin asked with a smirk.

“Wade Wallace’s bedroom,” Derek replied.

Gavin and Fred and much of the group in earshot laughed.

“So what?” Gavin said. “Even if we had the manpower to march into the Aryan district and take the food, it’s not worth the risk.”

“Seems to me like you risked your lives the other night and didn’t find shit,” Derek said, straight-faced.

Gavin glowered at Derek. “Fuck you.”

“How much food?” Roger asked Derek.

“Maybe twenty boxes of MREs. And I know how we can break into the house without alerting the guards,” Derek replied, his tone unfazed by Gavin’s attitude.

“It’s a suicide mission,” Gavin said.

Roger rebuked Gavin with a stare. “Let him talk.”

“We’ll need a rope, a sturdy basket, and two people who can climb a fifteen-foot wall,” Derek said.
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Jacob Lands in Sandy Bay

 

 

They dropped anchor in Sandy Bay, US Virgin Islands. Like Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands were destroyed by a series of hurricanes, the worst being Hurricane Zoey in 2042. It was now a primitive and lightly populated archipelago without governance or an electrical grid.

A knock came at their cabin door. Jacob groaned and rubbed his eyes. He checked his watch—3:43 a.m. Pale moonlight filtered in from the porthole. Jacob stood from the bed, took three steps to the door, and opened it. A Panamanian crewman stood in the dim light.

“We here,” the crewman said, in broken English.

“Thank you,” Jacob said. “Give us a few minutes.” Jacob shut the door, went back to the bed, and shook Rebecca.

Her eyes fluttered. “Where are we?” she rasped.

“The Virgin Islands.”

Jacob and Rebecca dressed and collected their things. Two crewmen helped them with their bags to the deck. They were anchored a few hundred yards from the beach. The crewmen loaded the bags and gear into the inflatable raft. The two mercenaries, Rob and Billy, kept a close eye on their gear, their rifles attached to their chests.

Jacob and Rebecca, Rob and Billy, along with the first mate, boarded the inflatable raft, and it was lowered by two small cranes into the water. They motored toward the beach, navigating by moonlight. As they approached the beach, Rob and Billy scanned for threats. The first mate steered them to the beach, retracting the motor from the water as the boat slid onto the sand. Rob and Billy grabbed their gear. Jacob and Rebecca did the same.

Flashlights approached, bobbing in the darkness. They stood on the sand, their gear and their feet out of reach of the tide. Rob and Billy had their rifles pointed down, but they were ready for trouble. Two Latino men walked toward them with handguns on their hips.

“Mr. and Mrs. Roth?” one of Latino men said, his accent thick.

“Yes,” Jacob said.

“Cesar is expecting you. I help with your bags.”

The Latino men carried Jacob and Rebecca’s luggage, but Jacob held on to a locked metal suitcase. They were led up a worn path through the jungle. Rob and Billy were loaded down with tactical gear. They walked about two hundred yards into the interior, the path leading upward. A stream ran alongside the path.

A squat concrete building was hidden among the vines and shade trees, dug into the hill, and lit with dim LED lights. It was situated one hundred feet above sea level, no doubt to avoid flooding. The stream ran past the building, turning a microhydro turbine. The banks were contained with concrete blocks. A fence with razor wire surrounded the building. A guard opened the gate, and everyone entered the property. Their escorts took them inside. The ceiling was low, the floors and walls concrete.

“You leave bags here. We take to your rooms,” one of the escorts said, his English broken.

Rob and Billy refused, not wanting anyone to touch their tactical gear. Jacob still held on to his metal suitcase. They were led to a cramped room with a rectangular table for ten.

One of the escorts flipped on the light and said, “You sit here. I go get Cesar.”

Rob and Billy left their gear just outside, but they took their rifles into the room. On the walls were pictures of black speedboats and a black submarine.

A few minutes later, a very unassuming man stepped through the open doorway, a laptop under his arm. He spoke with a very faint accent. “Mr. and Mrs. Roth. Welcome. I’m Cesar. We spoke on the phone.”

Everyone stood from their seats.

Jacob stepped forward, his hand outstretched. “I’m Jacob Roth.”

“Mr. Roth. Pleased to meet you in person.” Cesar turned to Rebecca. “And this must be Mrs. Roth.”

“Please, call me Rebecca.”

Cesar took her hand gently. “Pleased to meet you, Rebecca.”

He wasn’t the drug kingpin that Jacob had expected. Cesar was average height, thin, with a boyish face, and a light olive complexion. He looked more like an accountant or a software engineer. He wore business-casual attire—a button-down shirt and slacks.

After Cesar released Rebecca from his grasp, Jacob introduced Billy and Rob.

After the introductions, Cesar said, “You must be tired from your journey. If you desire, I can show you to your rooms.”

“I’d like to get started,” Rebecca said.

Cesar smiled. “As you wish.”

They sat around the table.

Cesar opened his laptop. “As I said on the phone, the first step is to locate Derek. We have stealth drones capable of facial recognition. We will search until we find him.”

“When can you launch the drones?” Rebecca asked.

“In a few hours, at sunrise,” Cesar replied. “There is a hurricane coming. We’ll do what we can before the hurricane. Then we’ll start again immediately afterward.”

“I’d like to talk with Cesar alone,” Jacob said.

Rob and Billy stood from their seats and exited the room.

Rebecca didn’t budge. “Whatever you have to say to him, you can say in front of me.”

Jacob glared at his wife. “If you expect me to finance this mission, you’ll do as I say.”

Rebecca left without a word, slamming the door behind her.

Jacob placed his locked metal suitcase on the table. He placed his palm to the reader, and the lock released. Jacob opened the small suitcase to reveal eighty shiny gold coins, worth approximately 400,000 Fed Coins. He pushed it across the table to Cesar. “As we agreed.”

Cesar picked up a Canadian Maple Leaf coin, then placed it back in the suitcase. “Very good, Mr. Roth.” He shut the suitcase.

“This has to be believable,” Jacob said.

“I understand.”

“When will you have the footage?”

“As you know, we already have footage of violence and death on this primitive island. It is not difficult to place someone’s likeness on one of the dead. I could have that complete in a few hours, but I do not think your wife would believe that we found him dead, just like that.” Cesar snapped his fingers. “She’ll want to see the drone launch, and she’ll want to see the footage in progress. We have to make it look good, no?”

Jacob leaned back in his chair. “Of course.”

“Mrs. Roth can watch the footage and see our progress in real time. In a few days, she’ll see video footage of Derek Reeves, dying on a primitive tropical island.”

“Under no circumstances can she find out.”

Cesar leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his hands steepled. “I understand very well, Mr. Roth. We are very good at what we do.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes at Cesar. “What exactly are you good at? Lying to families and taking their money?”

Cesar stared at Jacob, more interested than angry. “We give them closure or hope, depending on what they want. In your case, we provide something more valuable.”

Jacob crossed his arms over his chest. “And what’s that?”

“A wife who forgets her ex-husband.”

Jacob scowled at Cesar but didn’t speak.

“I do my research, Mr. Roth.” Cesar smiled politely. “You will receive what you desire.”
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Summer and the Laughing Gulls

 

 

Summer had not wanted to go on the mission with Derek, but they needed someone lightweight. She’d given birth sixteen days ago, but she was likely already at her prepregnancy weight of 115, if not below. Her stomach still protruded slightly. Her uterus hadn’t returned to its prebaby size, but the food scarcity and the physical activity had dropped her baby weight faster than any workout or diet craze.

Eliza and Summer were by far the lightest of the scavengers, but Eliza was in no shape to scavenge, not to mention, they’d be scavenging the very same location where she’d been gang-raped just two days earlier. In addition, they needed at least four people to carry the loot, and only four had volunteered: Summer, Gavin, Javier, and Derek.

Just before sunrise, they paddled up the river, against the current. The main river forked. Derek and Gavin steered left. Summer and Javier followed in their canoe. The river narrowed, the jungle covering both banks. Caiman eyes, shining in the moonlight, pointed in their direction.

The scavengers rarely talked, careful not to draw any unwanted attention. They paddled against the current for another half mile, now deep into Aryan territory. They beached both canoes on the riverbank, got out, and hid the boats in the brush. A nearby caiman hissed and splashed into the water. Glowing eyes moved closer, gliding through the water.

Gavin grabbed the plastic bin, which used to be a container for recyclables. They’d made holes on each side for the rope to pass through. The rope was already tied and sitting inside the bin. Each of them wore empty backpacks, except for the duffel bag inside each. Other than Gavin’s pocketknife, nobody had a weapon. This was a stealth mission, and they needed their hands free. They wouldn’t be able to shoot their way out if they were caught anyway.

Derek led them from the riverbank through an old park. Aryans slept in makeshift houses: tents, lean-tos, and small hovels made from reused cinder blocks. They entered what remained of a working-class neighborhood. The homes were reduced to piles of rubble. They moved through the neighborhood, zigzagging past rotting wood with protruding nails, terra-cotta, shards of glass, and cinder blocks. More Aryans slept here in their makeshift houses.

The foursome crept into what was left of an upscale neighborhood. The plots were larger here, the materials more durable. The concrete and stucco homes were in shambles, the roofs blown away by hurricanes from a decade ago, but some first-floor walls still stood.

Derek held up his fist, stopping the group. He crouched, the group shielded by a crumbling wall. They peeked over the rubble, looking at two homes, next-door neighbors that stood nearly intact. The mansions were surrounded by fifteen-foot high walls, only visible through the steel gates.

Two rifle-carrying Aryan guards patrolled both gates, the embers of their marijuana cigarettes glowing red in the darkness. The scavengers watched their routine, the guards rarely looking out, more concerned with their weed. When the guards from both houses were unaware, Derek led them into the narrow alley between the mansions. Summer couldn’t help glaring at Derek, but he was standoffish, keeping his distance, rarely looking in her direction.

Derek stopped midway down the alley and whispered, “This is it. The house that looks like a bunker is Wade’s.”

Summer looked up at the imposing wall, then to Gavin, and whispered, “Can you climb this?”

During their planning for the mission, Gavin stated he could scale most urban walls under twenty feet using parkour.

Gavin murmured, “It’s easy. I’ll show you.” He handed his backpack to Javier, then touched both walls with his palms. He reached out with one foot and stepped up the wall a few feet, his arms and foot supporting his weight. He placed his other foot on the wall to further support his weight. His arms were straight out to the sides and his feet looked like the lower half of an X. Then he moved up the walls, moving one limb at a time to shimmy to the top.

Once near the top, he peered over, scanning the area. Gavin sat on top of the wall and motioned with his hand, indicating that the coast was clear. Derek tossed the rope to Gavin, who caught it and hoisted the attached bin up the wall. Summer and Derek copied Gavin’s technique of scaling the walls, both making it to the top without too much trouble. Javier crouched in the alley as the lookout, their bags at his feet.

The walls were thick, six-feet wide at the top. Probably the main reason the concrete bunker of a house was still intact. Where they stood, the sprawling house nearly touched the concrete wall, but they’d have to jump about a six-foot gap between the wall and the roof. Also, the roof wasn’t level with the top of the wall. There was a one-foot drop.

Gavin went first, taking a few quick steps and jumping, easily clearing the gap and landing on the roof. This part of the plan worried Summer. She’d expressed concern that their footfalls would be heard, but Derek had said that they were jumping on the garage, and he didn’t think anyone slept there. Derek went next, also easily clearing the gap.

Summer glanced down at the fifteen-foot crevasse between the top of the wall and the ground below. She took a few baby steps back, so she was on the edge of the wall. Summer took a deep breath and a few quick steps, then she jumped. Her legs cycled through the air, like she was doing the long jump in track and field. She landed on the EPDM rubber roof, still on her feet, her momentum carrying her a few steps forward.

From their vantage point, they saw two Aryan guards at the back gate, slumped in their seats, their heads lolled to the side, obviously dozing on the job. The guards in front were too close to the house to see over the eaves, but Summer smelled their skunky marijuana.

They tiptoed on the roof to the opposite side of the house. Solar panels were bolted to the roof and angled toward the sun. Derek showed them the tarp that covered the hole in the roof. They moved aside the stones that held the tarp in place, exposing the dark bedroom. They peered inside, the moonlight casting a dim glow. Nothing appeared out of order. Three people slept in the king-size bed, no blankets needed for the humid night. Wade’s snoring was audible.

The rope was tied in a loop at one end, large enough for Derek to fit around his waist. The other end was tied to the plastic recycling bin. Gavin placed the bin through the hole in the roof and lowered it inside Wade’s bedroom. Derek stepped into the loop and situated the rope around his waist. Summer, being the lightest, shimmied down the rope, into the bedroom.

She glanced toward the bed, her heart racing. Wade Wallace snored, his gut rising and falling with his breath. A naked woman slept on each side of him, both of them thin with leathery tans. The room smelled like body odor and sex. Summer found the boxes of MREs along the wall, right where Derek said they’d be.

She tiptoed to the boxes and grabbed one. It was heavy, maybe twenty pounds. As they’d planned, she put two boxes into the bin, and Derek hoisted the MREs to the roof. Summer crept back to the boxes, and glanced at Wade and the women again. They still slept. She carried two more boxes to the hole in the roof. Derek had already lowered the empty bin. Summer placed those two boxes inside and again Derek hoisted the bin and the MREs skyward.

They did this six times. There were twenty boxes, but they’d only planned to take twelve, figuring that was the maximum they could carry. On the sixth and final time, Summer looked up, watching the bin move upward. A rustle from the bed caused her head and gaze to snap that way. Her heart skipped a beat.

One of the women stared at her, the whites of her eyes visible in the dim light.

Summer put her finger to her lips. The woman didn’t react.

Once they emptied the bin, Gavin sent the rope back down for Summer, Derek with the rope end around his waist to hold Summer’s weight. She shifted her weight back and forth on the floor quietly, from one foot to the other, eager to get out of there. She glanced to the woman again.

The woman still stared at Summer, unblinking eyes peering from the darkness.

Summer grabbed the rope and climbed, using the well-positioned knots to push off with her legs. Once Summer was on the roof, Gavin extracted the rope and the bin, hoping to keep the valuable materials.

Summer whispered to Gavin, her hands trembling from stress. “One of the women saw me.”

“Let’s get outta here,” he whispered back.

They carried the boxes across the roof, back to where they’d jumped across. The cover of darkness was waning; the first hint of sunlight peeked through the trees. Gavin sliced open the boxes with his pocketknife.

The return jump was more difficult because the top of the wall was one-foot higher than the roof. On the plus side, they had more room for a running start. Gavin went first, easily making the jump. Summer took a running start, doing another long jump, clearing the wall with a bit too much momentum. Gavin grabbed her, saving her from going over the other side of the wall and plummeting into the alley.

Derek tossed the empty container with the rope across the six-foot gap. Then he tossed the MREs one by one to Gavin, who handed the MREs to Summer. She placed the MREs into the plastic recycling bin, careful not to make a sound. Once the bin was full, they lowered it to Javier, who packed the MREs into their bags. Voices in the distance stopped them in their tracks. It went quiet, and they resumed their tossing, packing, and lowering. They didn’t talk to each other at all during this process, hypersensitive to making noise. They did this six times, each one taking about five minutes.

Once all 144 meals were delivered to Javier at the base of the wall, Derek jumped across the chasm. He took a running start but didn’t jump high enough. His foot caught the side of the wall, and he fell forward on top of the wall, his outstretched hands and his knees saving his face. Derek winced, rolled over, and sat up. He pulled up his pant legs, blood already leaking from his skinned knees.

“You all right?” Gavin asked, whispering.

Derek nodded and stood, his face twisted in pain.

In the alley, Javier had packed the MREs into the four duffel bags and the four backpacks, putting roughly twenty ready-to-eat meals in each bag. Gavin hung from the fifteen-foot wall and dropped. Summer did the same, Javier and Gavin bracing Summer’s fall. Gavin supported Derek’s fall, but Summer and Javier wanted nothing to do with him. Derek grunted as his feet hit the pavement.

Each bag was filled with roughly thirty pounds worth of MREs. Between the four of them, they had to carry 240 pounds worth of bootie. Derek, Javier, and Gavin each carried about sixty-five pounds, leaving Summer with forty-five. Everyone had a backpack on their back and a duffel bag over their chest.

Not wanting to be seen by the guards in front, they took the alleyway to the back and took a big loop around to the river. Derek walked with a limp, but he didn’t complain. Gavin and Javier walked slightly hunched over from the weight on their backs. Summer’s shoulders and lower back ached.

Despite the rising sun, most of the Aryans still slept. As the four crept through the park, a few Aryans stirred in their hovels and makeshift houses, but nobody sounded the alarm.

By the time they reached the river, the night was gone, replaced by a bright morning sun. They found their canoes and tossed their bags inside. Just before they launched their canoes into the river, they heard, “Stop!” and “Get ’em!”

Javier pushed their canoe into the river, hopping into the back as he did so. Summer was in the front, already paddling. Gavin and Derek were one boat length ahead of them. A gunshot snapped passed Summer’s ear. She bent down reflexively, her head between her knees. Then another shot. Summer flinched and bent lower.

“Paddle!” Javier said.

Javier sounded like he was underwater. Everything was fuzzy.

“Paddle!” Javier said again.

Javier’s voice woke Summer from her fear-induced fugue state. She sat up and paddled like her life depended on it. Another shot rang out. Another miss. The current and their frantic paddling carried them away from danger, and the caiman prevented anyone from the riverbanks from jumping in and swimming after them.

Once they reached the main river, the angry voices were barely audible, but Summer didn’t relax until they were in the bright blue waters of the bay. Her arms and shoulders burned from the paddling. The morning sun reflected off the water and warmed her face.

She glanced around, but no soul was in sight, most of the island still asleep. Gavin and Derek were a few canoe lengths ahead of them. Gulls flew overhead. It sounded like they were laughing. Summer laughed too, thinking that the early bird really did get the worm.
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Naomi and the Ban

 

 

Naomi stood center stage inside Matthew Knight Arena, the home of the Oregon Ducks basketball team. Despite the fact that it was still summer break, the arena was packed with over 12,000 people: a mix of locals, students, and faculty members. They still mourned the eleven lives taken by Davis Sedgewick, the now infamous school shooter and mass murderer. Another ten thousand people were outside the arena, showing their support with signs and T-shirts. Oregon, especially Portland and Eugene, had long been a hotbed of socialist support.

Naomi glanced around the arena. You could hear a pin drop. “The tragedy you endured on Monday breaks my heart. Students and faculty at the University of Oregon are here to learn and to teach, to make the world a better place. Of all the places in this great country, our schools should be a safe place for all. My heart goes out to the victims and their families and to all of you”—Naomi gestured to the crowd—“the University of Oregon community.” She paused for effect.

“When a tragedy of this magnitude occurs, most people ask the question, ‘What do we have to do to prevent this from ever happening again?’ I asked myself the same question. Unfortunately, politicians often ask a very different question. They ask, ‘What do I do to look like I’m doing something without upsetting my base and losing votes or monetary support?’ That’s the nature of politics, and that’s the nature of President Warner’s recent proposal. It’s not enough to implement stricter background checks or gun registrations or to limit magazine capacities. These laws would not have stopped this shooting, and it won’t stop the next one.

“Over the past sixty years, Democrats have overpromised and underdelivered on gun control. Apart from banning private party gun sales in 2027, what have we done? Nothing.” Naomi shook her head and took a deep breath. “Let me be clear. If I’m elected president, I will do everything in my power to pass an outright ban on all firearms.” The crowd cheered, the cheering turning into a standing ovation.
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Derek and Joy and Meaning

 

 

Derek sat by himself at lunch, his knees aching from hitting that wall, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t help smiling at the children. One of the women held Willow’s infant, Freddie Jr., rocking him in her arms, sitting in the shade of a tattered umbrella, like they were at a picnic. She kissed him on the top of his head. Derek ate meat loaf from his MRE, feeling good about himself for the first time since he’d lost his farm.

Coincidentally, this was also the first time since he’d lost his farm that he was able to feed people. They’d returned with 144 ready-to-eat meals. It was enough to feed everyone for about four days, if they rationed each meal, or maybe a week if they combined it with other food they’d foraged. Derek was confident that he could help them forage wild fruits and vegetables.

At another table a two-year-old, Joy, tasted candy for the first time. One of the men gave her a package of Skittles from an MRE. Tentatively, Joy took a bite, then smiled from ear to ear as the sugary treat tweaked her pleasure centers. Joy was Eliza’s child. A child of rape from what Derek had been told.

He couldn’t help but think of what Eliza was missing. Derek hadn’t seen Eliza since the vote. Her endorsement of him had turned the tide. Gavin had said she was in bed recuperating, but Derek worried that she’d never fully heal from the brutality she’d endured. His brief respite of contentment turned to guilt as he thought of his own cowardice. He may have rescued her, but the damage had already been done.

A pat on the back woke Derek from his daze. He turned and saw Roger smiling down at him.

Roger sat across from Derek and said, “Great job this morning.” The nearby tables were empty, giving them a modicum of privacy.

“Thanks,” Derek replied.

“I haven’t seen everyone this happy in a long time.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

Roger nodded, the wheels turning in his mind. “It’s an adjustment.”

“What’s an adjustment?”

“Being here on the island. Trying to find joy and meaning in this place.”

Derek took a deep breath. “I think I’m just livin’ one day at a time. Hell, one minute at a time.”

Roger smiled. “I can understand that.”

“The people here. They all antigovernment activists?”

“Some. Some are regular people who don’t like the government.”

“Isn’t that most people?”

“We were the ones who advertised it.”

Derek tilted his head. “They were arrested for their politics?”

“Not exactly. Most people were arrested for some crime. I hesitate to even call them crimes when there’s no victim. Lots of people were arrested for drug possession. One guy was arrested for killing groundhogs with a .22. It’s illegal to discharge a firearm in his county. I think a list of dissidents was compiled by NSA algorithms. When someone’s arrested, they cross-reference the list and give them a phony antisocial personality test. It’s a great way to crush dissent.”

“Not me. I belong here.” Derek looked away for a moment.

“No, you don’t.” Roger’s tone was stern.

Derek looked back at Roger. His dark eyes were unblinking. He looked like an old beach bum, but something in his weathered face made you believe.

Roger said, “You had your reasons.”

“I snapped.” Derek shook his head. “He never would’ve stopped if someone didn’t make him stop.”

Roger nodded but was quiet.

Derek glanced at the group. Just out of earshot, they still ate and talked and laughed. “Thanks for takin’ me in. I’d be dead right now if …”

“We took you in because you belong here. I’m a good judge of character.” Roger stood from the table. “I should check on the sub. Walk with me.”

Derek stood, folded up what was left of his MRE, and put it in his pocket. They walked from the courtyard into the fort, Derek with a noticeable limp.

“You okay?” Roger asked, looking at Derek’s legs.

“I smashed my knees on a concrete wall. They’re just bruised. I’ll be fine in a few days.”

“You should ask Summer to take a look.”

Derek looked down. “Not sure that’s a good idea.”

Roger wagged his head. “Sorry. I forgot.”

Derek thought about his death match with Connor. The rift that Roger forgot about. Summer will never forget.

They walked through the common area toward the stone steps.

“What’s the submarine for?” Derek asked, eager to change the subject.

“We have video of the island,” Roger said. “Old video that I took in 2044, back when a few working cameras were left. People need to know the truth. They need to know that anyone opposed to the power structure, anyone too close to the truth, is shipped here with doctored antisocial personality tests.”

They walked down the stone steps. “If we can get one person off the island with the footage, it might cause enough of an uproar for people to demand a closure and for a review of all the antisocial personality tests. It’s the only hope we have of ever getting out of here.”

“Has anyone ever escaped?”

“I doubt it. The Netas have electric planes, but, as far as I know, they’re shot down by the drones as soon as they’re airborne.”

“Where’d they get the planes?”

“I’m not sure, but they used to smuggle drugs to the US with electric planes, so I’m assuming they stored their planes at the military base. Before the army evacuated, they built an earth-sheltered complex to withstand hurricanes.”

Derek and Roger walked through the lower section of the fort, the morning sun filtering through the gun ports. Fred and Willow were installing the snorkels on the sub.

“How’s it coming?” Roger asked.

Fred and Willow looked up from their work. Willow continued to work, but Fred approached.

“We’ll have the snorkels installed today,” Fred said, wiping his hands on his shorts. “After that, we still have some work on the ballast, but I’m hopin’ she’ll be ready for a test run in three or four days. Of course, we still need the batteries.”

“Do the Aryan’s have lithium ion batteries?” Roger asked Derek.

“I don’t know,” Derek replied. “Wade has solar panels on his roof, and they do have some lights inside, so they must have some type of battery to store the power.”

Roger shook his head. “They’re probably lead acid. Houses with a battery backup usually use lead acid because they’re cheaper and weight’s not an issue.”

“If they’re lead acid, they’re prob’ly in bad shape anyway,” Fred said. “You need distilled water to maintain ’em in proper workin’ condition. To get to where we need to go, we need small lightweight, but powerful batteries. Solid state lithium ion is our only chance of gettin’ off this island.”

Willow turned from the pontoon, a wrench in hand. “You workin’ or flappin’ your gums?”

“Flappin’ my gums,” Fred replied with a crooked grin.

She frowned and went back to her work.

“What about the blockade?” Derek asked. “I know this is a submarine, but I’m sure those naval ships have sonar.”

Roger said, “We think the blockade leaves when there’s a hurricane. If we can follow in the wake of the hurricane, as soon as it’s safe, the sub might make it to the Virgin Islands.”

“How far is it to the Virgin Islands?”

“About seventy miles.”

Derek let out a low whistle. “And this thing can go seventy miles?”

Roger nodded, almost imperceptibly. “With a full charge and the right batteries, we’re hopeful. We’ve done quite a bit of research and calculations to make our best estimation. Ocean currents. Prevailing winds. Distance. Likely power and speed of the sub at full throttle.”

“But you still don’t know for sure?”

Fred chuckled. “Ain’t nothin’ for sure in this place.”

“Why not use a boat? It would be faster, and I bet it would use a lot less battery power.”

“Because the satellite imaging will catch us,” Roger said. “The drones will make it back before the ships, and they’d shoot us right out of the water.”

“What if we stole one of those electric planes?” Derek asked.

Fred howled with laughter. “You must have a death wish.”

Roger gave Fred a disapproving look. “Let’s say for the sake of argument that we could successfully steal a plane from the Netas, and we had a clear runway to take off. We’d probably run into the same problem as a boat. The drones would shoot us down.”

“But a plane would be a lot faster,” Derek said. “The drones have to clear out in a hurricane too. We’d probably make it to the Virgin Islands before the drones made it back from the hurricane.”

“The drones do better in inclement weather than those little Cessnas,” Roger continued, “and they’re much faster. By the time it’s safe to fly, the drones would probably be back or at least close by.”

Fred said, “I tell you what. If I was runnin’ the Netas, and I didn’t care about my people dyin’, I’d paint one of them planes flat black. Then I’d take off after a hurricane with a bunch of white planes. I’d fly the black plane real low and have the white planes flyin’ over top so they could be my shields. No way the drones get ’em all.”
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Jacob and the Drones

 

 

The men of Project Freedom had launched two drones a few hours after Jacob and Rebecca had arrived at their bunker complex. Jacob and Rebecca were now in the Project Freedom command center, watching the drone footage along with Cesar and two of his underlings. The drones were on autopilot, crisscrossing the ruins of the Virgin Islands. They saw primitive farms, people gathering wild food, people hunting. Most had tan or dark skin, with rags for clothing, or little clothing at all.

The cameras mounted on the underside of the drones zoomed in on the faces of the islanders, comparing their features with Derek’s. The drones had scanned hundreds of people on the sparsely populated island with no matches. But mostly they saw acres and acres of jungle wilderness and empty beaches.

Of course, Rebecca thought the drones were in Puerto Rico aka the United States Penal Colony East. Rebecca had given Cesar digital pictures of Derek to upload into the facial recognition software. The drones were capable of recognizing a face from two hundred feet in the air. The most exciting event of the day was when an islander shot one of the drones with a shotgun. The drone had been hit but not fatally. Cesar recalled the drone. The damage had been superficial, just some birdshot.

After four hours of scouring the countryside through the eyes of the drones, Jacob said, “Maybe we should take a break.”

“Not until we find him,” Rebecca said, her eyes glued to the screen.

Jacob didn’t like her watching the footage. He worried that she might suspect that the footage wasn’t from Puerto Rico. At one point she had said, “This isn’t what I pictured.”

“It doesn’t matter if we watch or not. We won’t find him. The drone will,” Jacob said.

“He’s right,” Cesar said, interjecting. “Why don’t you two take a walk on the beach?”

“Is it safe?” Rebecca asked.

“If you take your friends.”

Rob and Billy accompanied Jacob and Rebecca to the beach, wearing full battle-rattle. As Jacob and Rebecca walked on the white sandy beach, Rob and Billy followed at a polite distance, their rifles pointed at the sand. Rebecca stopped and gazed out over the bright blue water. Tiny waves lapped the shoreline.

“He’s only seventy miles away, but he might as well be on another planet,” Rebecca said.

Jacob took her hand. “We’ll find him.” Dead.
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Summer and 1776

 

 

Summer stood on the lower wall of the fort, forty feet up, looking at the white caps and the waves crashing against the shoreline. The ocean wind whipped through her hair. The sun was an orange orb, hanging low on the horizon. Black clouds approached from the east.

She thought about Conner and her baby, Byron. She thought about her father. He’d disappeared, leaving only a note. She wondered if her arrest was somehow connected. She wondered if her father knew what had happened to her. Maybe Roger’s right. He’ll pilot the sub to the Virgin Islands with the video and blow the lid off this place. Maybe they’ll admit that the tests were forged. Maybe they’ll rescue us and take us home.

“You all right?”

Summer turned from the sunset, toward the voice. Speak of the devil. “Hi, Roger.”

He sidled up to her and looked out over the ocean. “Beautiful.”

“It is.”

“Storm’s coming. You can feel it in the air. Might be a hurricane.”

Summer’s heart rate increased. “Will we be safe here?”

“Probably the safest place on the island.”

Summer nodded.

“I need to talk to you about something.”

Summer turned from the sunset to Roger.

“I knew your father, Patrick.”

Summer knitted her brows.

Roger continued. “You told me your last name when we first met, but I didn’t put two and two together until I spoke with Javier today. He told me where you were from, and it hit me like a bolt of lightning.”

“How did you know him?”

“You could say we worked together. While I was in congress, I started 1776. Very few knew about my involvement with the organization. I met Patrick through a mutual friend. He was running a vlog called The Underground. It was a secretive show that he broadcasted from different locations using VPNs. I had top secret information that I thought the public should know. He was the voice I couldn’t be.”

“Braveheart,” Summer said, her eyes unblinking.

“That’s right. Did you know about it?”

“No. He never told me.”

“I’m sure he wanted to protect you.”

Summer pursed her lips, absorbing the revelation. “Does Javier know?”

“You’re the only person I’ve ever told. Given the circumstances, I think your dad would want you to know.”

Summer shook her head, tears threatening. “I don’t even know where he is. He left last December. Didn’t even say goodbye.”

“I know where he is.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

“Most of us in 1776 had exit plans if and when arrests were planned. Unfortunately, my arrest came as a surprise. Prior to my arrest, I negotiated with the Panamanian government to buy twenty thousand acres of jungle in the Darién Province. It was a pretty penny for sure. Fifty thousand Fed Coins an acre for raw land. Truman Bradshaw, the CEO of Thorium Unlimited, invested in the project. The catch was that the Panamanian government would leave us alone. No police. No taxes. Nothing.”

“Silver City?”

Roger nodded.

“My friend Mark talked about going there before he was arrested.” Summer blew out a heavy breath. “He was on the same ship as me. The Aryans took him, but I don’t know what happened to him.”

“I’m sorry, Summer.”

She nodded and said, “You think my father might be in Silver City?”

“That’s where I would go if I were him, and I know he’s aware of the place.”

A scream came from behind them. Then shouts. Summer and Roger turned from the ocean and rushed toward the commotion. They looked down from the forty-foot wall, now facing the center courtyard. A handful of people gathered around a lifeless, contorted body. Blood spilled from her cracked head. Summer was frozen, her mouth an O, and her eyes wide open. She must’ve jumped.

Eliza.
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Naomi, the Extreme Leftist

 

 

“We’re up three points in the latest poll,” Katherine said. “We’ve overtaken Randal Montgomery, but we’re still eleven points behind Corrinne.”

They were in the sitting area of Naomi’s congressional office. Katherine and Vernon sat on the couch. Naomi sat in a chair opposite, jet-lagged from the six-hour flight back from Oregon last night.

“Do you think the story hurt us?” Naomi sipped her coffee.

Last night, the same day she made her speech at the University of Oregon on gun control, the mainstream media did a story on Naomi’s extreme ideology. The story questioned her views on nationalization, gun control, social welfare programs, and the closure of the popular island prison system.

“We need mainstream democrats to win the nomination, but, if we want their support, we can’t be so extreme,” Katherine said.

“I don’t think we’ll win by playing the middle,” Naomi said. “I can’t be a better version of Corrinne Powers. The support for socialism is rising and has been for fifty years.”

Vernon stroked his manicured beard. “The question is whether or not there’s enough support now to elect a socialist president.”

“There is. We just need the young people to vote. I don’t think we should sugarcoat our platform. I’m rising in the polls because I’m an unapologetic socialist. People are tired of the status quo. They’re ready for the extreme.”

Katherine pursed her lips.

Naomi’s desktop phone chimed. “I think we’re done here.” She stood, stepped to her desk, and tapped the phone’s OLED screen. “Yes, Nina.”

Katherine left Naomi’s office, but Vernon followed Naomi to her desk.

Nina said, “Eric Roth is on the phone for you. Line two. Voice only.”

“Thank you.” Naomi looked at Vernon. “It’s Eric Roth.”

“Now I know we’re making progress,” Vernon said.

Naomi tapped line two. Eric had elected not to transmit his likeness through the OLED screen. “This is Naomi Sutton.”

“Mrs. Sutton, this is Eric Roth. I believe you know my brother Jacob.”

“Yes.”

“I wanted to call and congratulate you on your recent success in the latest polls. My family is very impressed.”

Naomi rolled her eyes to Vernon. “Thank you, Mr. Roth.”

“Please, call me Eric.”

Naomi didn’t respond.

Eric continued, “I also wanted to make it clear that my family would like to support your candidacy for President of the United States.”

“I made myself clear to Jacob. You and your family are welcome to donate to my campaign, but I don’t give special favors to donors.”

“That’s a pity. I think you would’ve been a great president.”
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Derek and the Aryans Strike Back

 

 

Derek lay on his bed of straw, thinking about Eliza’s suicide the evening before. Derek knew why she did it. I didn’t save her from the Aryans. I let them brutalize her. I brought back a corpse. A heavy rain fell outside. The drops hitting the stone produced a loud whoosh, like a waterfall. Rain blew in from the open gun ports, but Derek’s bed was far enough away to stay dry.

Multiple gunshots cut through the rain, causing Derek to sit up and look toward the open doorway of the room. It wasn’t uncommon to hear gunshots in San Juan, but these sounded close. A few minutes later, a commotion came from the common area. Someone screamed. Others shouted. Derek stood and ran toward the commotion, his knees barking in pain.

The common area was mayhem. Some of the men ran toward the front entrance, carrying rifles. A trail of blood came from the front, leading to two tables. Two men were on the tables, bleeding, Summer looking after one, the other laying limp. The guards hovered over a prone man, just inside the fort. Derek jogged toward the front entrance and the guards.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” one of the guards asked his victim.

The Aryan on the ground was bleeding from gunshot wounds to his stomach and chest. He had a bushy beard and a shaved head. A swastika was tattooed on his forehead like Charles Manson.

The Aryan wheezed and smiled, his mouth red with blood. “You’re all gonna die.”

One of the guards punched him in the face.

The Aryan smiled again, this time without his two front teeth.

“Why are you here?” the guard repeated.

The Aryan coughed, spitting up blood.

The guard shook the Aryan, but he was now unresponsive.

“What happened?” Derek asked.

“Three Aryans tried to sneak into the fort,” another guard said. “We can’t see shit in this weather. They stabbed Luther and Ollie.”

“Where are the other two Aryans?”

“We shot ’em outside.”

The Aryan’s body inside the fort jerked and seized, going through the death throes.

Derek returned to the makeshift hospital. He approached the scene, careful to stay out of the way. Gavin provided compression.

Summer checked his pulse and said, “He’s gone.”

Derek looked at the dead men on the tables and the pool of blood beneath them. He didn’t know which one was Luther and which one was Ollie.

 

* * *

 

Derek squinted into the darkness and the rain, his rifle poking through a gun port. The group was now on high alert, with all able bodies manning the walls and the entrances. Nobody said it, but Derek had felt the hard stares. After all, it had been Derek’s idea to steal from the Aryans.
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Jacob and Cat Two

 

 

“Are you awake?” Rebecca asked.

Jacob opened his eyes. “How could I not be?”

The rain peppered the front of the bunker complex. Jacob and Rebecca’s room was along the front, so they heard the pounding rain. The roof was earth-sheltered though and protected from the weather. The rain had started that evening. Cesar had said it was a hurricane but probably only a category two.

Rebecca rolled toward Jacob, putting her arm across his chest. The bed was a queen. It felt very small compared to their king at home. She kissed him on the cheek and said, “Thank you. Most men wouldn’t do this. I love you.”

Jacob kissed her forehead. “I love you too.”

“Do you think they’ll find him?”

“I don’t know, but I need you to promise me something.”

Rebecca lifted her head from his chest.

“If he’s gone, you have to let him go. We have three children who need us. We have to move on with our life … for them.”

Rebecca nodded. “I know.”
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Summer and We’re All on Borrowed Time

 

 

Most of the group was in the common area. The heavy rain from the night before had intensified into a hurricane. It was no longer safe for men to patrol the walls. A few guarded the entrances from the inside, but they doubted the Aryans were coming back in this weather.

The tables and chairs had been arranged in a horseshoe pattern for the meeting. There’d been talk of leaving San Juan and going to the jungle as soon as the storm passed. Many group members thought the Aryans would be back with hundreds of men, if not thousands.

Roger stood front and center. “I think the Aryans who attacked us were scouts. I think they saw an opportunity to steal from us, maybe kidnap a woman, but they didn’t realize that we’re heavily armed. The Aryans might come back. They might not.”

Gavin raised his hand.

“Go ahead, Gavin.”

Gavin stood and said, “This is the second time we’ve been attacked by the Aryans in less than a week. I think they followed us from the fort when they took Eliza. They saw us in our canoes when we stole the MREs. We’re being targeted. It’s just a matter of time before they show up here with more men than we can handle. I think we should go to the jungle as soon as the storm passes.”

There were murmurings among the group and anxious faces.

Roger held up his palms. “Hold on, everyone. We can’t let our emotions make our decisions for us.”

The group quieted.

Roger continued. “First of all, living in the jungle isn’t necessarily safer than this fort. We have forty-foot walls with rifles and gun ports, and the ocean and the bay protecting us. We have cisterns full of fresh water. Other groups are hunting and gathering food in the jungle. If we encroach on their territory, we’ll have conflict with people who know the jungle better than we do. More important, we have to remember the big picture. If we ever want to leave this island, we have to launch the submarine. If we can launch the sub, I’ll make the world see the truth about this place.”

About half of the group agreed with head nods, the other half glaring at their leader, not buying what Roger was selling.

“The US government will be forced to investigate. They’ll be forced to rescue us.” Roger looked at Fred and asked, “How soon can we launch the sub?”

“We have maybe one more day’s worth of work. Then, once we get the batteries, we can launch,” Fred said.

“But we don’t have the batteries,” a man said, his arms folded over his chest.

“Yeah,” another man said, agreeing.

Roger held up his hands. “As soon as the hurricane blows over, we’ll find the batteries. Hang in there for just a few more days.”

After the meeting, Roger met with the scavenger crew in private. They stood in a makeshift bedroom, the heavy rain and wind muffling their voices.

“This has to stay between us. Do you understand?” Roger made eye contact with each of them: Summer, Gavin, Javier, and Derek.

Each of them nodded or said yes.

Derek still avoided Summer’s gaze, and Summer stood as far from him as possible.

Roger said, “I didn’t want to cause a panic, but you’re right, Gavin. As soon as the weather clears, the Aryans will be at our doorstep, and I don’t think we have the numbers or the ammunition to defend this place from a large organized group.”

“We have to leave,” Gavin said.

“And abandon the sub?” Roger said, shaking his head. “If we don’t launch the sub, we’ll lose it. And we’ll lose whatever chance we have of ever leaving this island. We need those batteries now.”

“We all know who has the batteries,” Derek said.

“It’s a suicide mission,” Gavin said.

“That’s what you said about the MREs.”

Gavin shot Derek a look that could kill. “And now we’re all gonna fucking die because of it.”

Derek didn’t respond.

“The Aryans were already watching us before we stole from them,” Roger said.

“As long as we’re on this island, we’re all on borrowed time,” Derek said. “I don’t know where the Netas are, but, if someone points me in the right direction, I’ll try to get those batteries.”

“I will too,” Javier said.

Summer looked at Javier, then back to Roger. “What other choice do we have? I’m in.”

Gavin blew out a breath in disgust. “Shit. None of you are going anywhere without me because you don’t know how to get there.”
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Naomi and the Man about Town

 

 

Naomi sat in her home office on Saturday night, watching the weather on her laptop. She liked to stay updated on world weather events. It helped when debating climate-change legislation. Another hurricane in the Caribbean. Only a cat two, but it would bring heavy rain to the Gulf Coast in a few days. Her cell phone buzzed. She smiled at the number and swiped right.

“Hey you,” she said, her voice sultry.

“Hey yourself,” Vernon replied.

“Missing me?”

“Always.” Vernon paused for a beat. “I just sent you an email.”

“Give me a minute.” Naomi put Vernon on speaker and checked her email, finding Vernon’s had a link to a news article. The gist of the story was contained in the title, Man About Town Supports Naomi Sutton. The Man About Town, aka Gregory Gaines, was the most influential independent political vlogger in the United States and possibly the world. “This is unbelievable.”

“Donations have been through the roof since he endorsed you,” Vernon said. “This is huge.”

Naomi clicked the link and scanned the article. “Did he contact our campaign?”

“No. He endorsed you on his own, no strings attached. He sees what I see. A politician who actually cares about the people. We have a real shot at beating Corrinne. I’m so proud of you, Naomi.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Vernon’s declaration made Naomi smile to herself.

“I should get some sleep,” Vernon said. “I wanted to give you the good news before I went to bed.”

“I wish I was with you right now.”

“Me too. Good night.”

“Good night.” Naomi disconnected the call and sighed with satisfaction. She closed her laptop and stood from her desk. She took five steps and opened her office door, her phone in hand.

Alan hurried down the steps.

Naomi’s stomach lurched. I was on speakerphone. Was he listening? Alan was so quiet and unassuming; it was easy to forget he was here. Naomi went downstairs and found Alan looking inside the refrigerator.

“Why were you running down the stairs?” Naomi asked.

“I wasn’t,” Alan replied, still looking inside the fridge. He shut the door and turned to Naomi. His face was red.

She hoped it was from the cold of the refrigerator. “Are you all right? You look flushed.”

Alan shrugged and said, “I’m fine.”
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Derek and into the Storm

 

 

Derek and the scavenger crew had spent much of the day resting for their upcoming nighttime mission. Fred and Willow had finished the submarine. All they needed now were the batteries. The worst of the hurricane had passed, but the rain still battered San Juan.

Derek, Gavin, Javier, Summer, Fred, and Roger stood around a card table, looking over the map by candlelight. This was the third time they’d gone over the plan.

“It’s actually a little closer than the Aryans,” Gavin said. “We’ll take the canoes from the point, deep into the bay here.” He pointed to what was once a dock and shipping port for the US Army. “This is about a three-mile paddle. It won’t be fun. The water’ll be rough.”

Gavin pointed to an open area on the map, shaped like a field of some sort. “From the old army port, it’s about a mile walk as the crow flies to here. This used to be an army golf course, and this is the north side of Neta territory. They have earth-sheltered bunkers that the army built before they left. That’s probably where they keep their vehicles. We have bolt cutters to cut through their fencing, barbed wire, and any padlocks we might encounter, but, as we’ve already discussed, we don’t know how we’ll get inside the bunkers. We’ll have to figure it out when we get there. I still think we should take minimal weapons. This has to be stealth. The Netas are armed to the teeth. We won’t win a shootout.”

“We agreed on knives and a .22 pistol that’s pretty quiet, especially with the rain,” Derek said.

“Fine with me,” Javier said.

“Me too. I’m not sure I could kill anyone anyway,” Summer said, glancing at Derek.

Derek looked away.

“I’ll take the pistol, and I have the compass,” Gavin said.

“I have the tools Fred gave me to remove the batteries,” Derek said.

“Don’t forget. You won’t be able to use the batteries from any of the BRVs,” Fred said.

Summer frowned. “What are BRVs?” she asked.

“Military trucks. Blast-resistant vehicles,” Fred explained.

Derek nodded to Fred. “We’re looking for a utility vehicle or maybe even a golf cart.”

“We also need to bring buckets for the canoes in case we get swamped by rain. Anything else?” Gavin asked.

“Bags to carry the batteries,” Javier said.

They donned their black ponchos. Group members approached Gavin, Javier, and Summer and patted them on the back or shook their hands or gave them hugs. Derek stood off to the side, adjusting his backpack. Roger was the only one who shook his hand and thanked him.

They took the stone steps to the lower level of the fort. Derek glanced at the flat-black submarine, ready and waiting for them. They grabbed their canoes and stepped to the rear entrance. The guards nodded at them as they stepped into the driving rain. The wind howled. Waves on the ocean side crashed into the rocks, the sprays shooting forty feet into the air, dousing them with seawater. The bay looked as black as the night sky. Between the rain, the night, and the dark clouds, they couldn’t see more than twenty feet in front of them. The bayside of the point was much calmer, but large white caps were visible there.

Derek pushed the canoe into the bay and hopped into the back. Despite his poncho, he was already soaked. Javier and Summer did the same, only two boat lengths behind Derek and Gavin. They paddled in the choppy bay, struggling against the current. Progress was slow. Every few minutes, Derek used the bucket to bail water from the canoe to prevent swamping. It’s gonna be a long night.





 

 

 

102

Jacob and Five-Star Accommodations

 

 

“I don’t know how anyone can eat this stuff,” Rebecca said, referring to her MRE of meatballs in marinara sauce.

They were in their room, sitting at a small table for two.

Jacob swallowed a bit of the beef stew from his MRE and scowled at his wife. “Were you expecting five-star accommodations? This isn’t a resort.”

“I know that. I’m not stupid.”

“Then don’t say stupid things.”

Rebecca pursed her lips, then said nothing.

The rain still pounded the frontside of the bunker, although the worst of the hurricane had passed. They’d spent the last seventy-two hours cooped up in the bunker with no internet and no footage from the drones. They didn’t even have a book to read. Cesar was optimistic that the rain would stop soon, and they could relaunch the drones. Jacob had already talked to Cesar about ending the charade as soon as the rain stopped. Jacob was more than ready to go home.

“What if Derek’s a psychopath?” Jacob said, itching for a fight.

Rebecca set down her plastic fork. “We’ve been through this.”

“You can’t prove he’s not a psychopath. The government has the test. What do you have?”

Rebecca shook her head, her jaw set tight.

“Is this because you still feel guilty about leaving him?”

“I don’t feel guilty about the divorce. The marriage wasn’t working. It’s the affair that was wrong. I was married. You were my boss. Derek was on the farm, killing himself to make ends meet. His mother was taking care of Lindsey while you and I carried on like teenagers.”

“Don’t put this on me. You were the one who was married.”

“You knew I was married, yet you made your advances.”

Jacob pointed at his wife. “You wanted out. You wanted more for yourself and Lindsey.”

Rebecca nodded. “You’re right. I wanted you, so I threw him away like trash. You know what Derek did?”

Jacob shrugged.

“Nothing. A few years ago, after Lindsey came back from visiting Derek, she asked me why we got divorced. I felt defensive, like maybe Derek told her about our affair. I told Lindsey that Derek was stubborn and set in his ways. I told her that he refused to leave the farm, and I felt trapped. I told her that he never had time for us, that he worked seven days a week. I told her that we drifted apart. You know what she said?”

Jacob stared at Rebecca, nonplussed.

“She said Derek told her that it was his fault, and all Lindsey needed to know was that everyone loved her. He could’ve turned Lindsey against both of us, but he didn’t. If the situation were reversed, I doubt I would’ve had that much restraint. That’s how I know he’s not a psychopath.”
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Summer and Another Night in Paradise

 

 

They were exhausted from the three-mile paddle in rough seas. It had taken them nearly three hours to make it to the abandoned army port. They hid their canoes in a rusted sea container. The wind howled, and the rain still peppered their ponchos, but the storm eased.

From the port, they walked through massive parking lots, with plants and trees squeezing into the cracking asphalt. The remnants of warehouses were reduced to rubble.

A dilapidated chain-link fence separated the commercial district from the military golf course. They found a place where the fence had collapsed. No need to use the bolt cutters. They knew from the map and the compass that they walked through what used to be a golf course, but no evidence of a golf course remained. The jungle had swallowed it whole.

It was pitch dark under the jungle canopy. They navigated by shadows and Gavin’s glow-in-the-dark compass. On the plus side, the trees shielded them from much of the rain. Gavin led them down a narrow game trail until they eventually reached a road. They looked both ways for traffic or guards, then ran across the road. They climbed a berm, moving through more jungle.

It was slow going as they moved around and though thick vines and vegetation. Once over the berm, they came to a solar farm, roughly the size of a football field. Derek cut through the rusted fence with the bolt cutters. They entered the solar farm. Some of the panels were in disrepair, but the berm had protected many of them from the hurricanes.

They moved along the rows of ground-mounted solar panels. Gavin held up a fist and stopped and crouched, everyone else following suit. A small concrete building was twenty yards to their left, next to a gate. A light was on.

“Might be batteries in there,” Javier said to Gavin.

“Probably not the kind we need,” Gavin replied. “The battery powering that light is probably lead acid. Too heavy. We need to find their vehicle garage. That’s where the lithiums are located.”

They moved away from the concrete building, careful not to alert the guards likely inside. They cut through the fence again, exited the solar farm, and climbed another berm. This berm was taller and steeper than the first one they’d climbed, but the vegetation was only waist high. Someone had been maintaining the massive berm.

Once they reached the top of the berm, about twenty feet up, they looked down the other side. Two roads appeared to lead inside the berm. Each road was guarded by a gate and a concrete guard house. Lights were on, and silhouettes were visible. Men with rifles. Beyond the gates and the guard houses was an airplane runway.

They trekked down the berm, as far away from the guards as possible. At the bottom, they crept around the corner and saw the front of the earth-sheltered bunker. The concrete structure was windowless, with two massive garage doors for vehicles and four people-size doors. Lights illuminated the front of the bunker.

“The vehicles have to be in there,” Javier said.

“You think those doors are unlocked?” Summer asked.

“Probably not,” Gavin replied.

“I’ll check it out,” Derek said.

Gavin grabbed Derek’s shoulder. “Hold on. What about the lights?”

“Not much we can do about the lights. I’m assumin’ the guards are watchin’ in front of the gates, not behind ’em.”

Gavin nodded his approval.

Derek hurried along the front of the building. He checked all four doors and hustled back. “They’re locked.”

“Now what?” Javier asked.

“I don’t know,” Gavin replied.

Lights approached. It was a military truck. When they were planning their mission, Fred had called them BRVs. It was eerie, the lights floating through the rain, the electric motor dead quiet. The truck stopped at the nearby guard house. The metal arm raised, and the BRV drove forward. The garage door opened.

“Let’s go,” Derek said. “We can slip in with the truck.”

“They’ll see you,” Gavin said.

“It’s our only chance,” Summer said, her conviction surprising herself.

Derek started for the garage door, and Summer followed.

“Hold on,” Gavin said.

But they didn’t listen. Summer and Derek crouched at the corner of the building. The BRV drove inside. As the garage door started to close, Derek and Summer hurried inside, ducking just beneath the closing door. The earth-sheltered bunker was dark, only a few emergency LEDs providing dim light. Nine BRVs, four golf carts, and a six-wheel UTV were parked inside. A few of the vehicles were plugged in with a heavy charging cord.

The tenth BRV drove toward the back, parked, and cut the headlights. The BRV was an armored vehicle with off-road tires and a gun turret on top. Derek and Summer hid behind another BRV, listening. Doors opened and shut. Male voices spoke Spanish. Female voices giggled and also spoke Spanish. They disappeared from the garage through internal double doors, deeper into the bunker complex.

“They’re gone,” Derek said, standing. “Let’s check the golf carts.”

Summer nodded, already eyeing them.

They didn’t bother checking the BRVs. Fred had told them that they wouldn’t be able to remove the batteries without a lift and impact guns. They crept to the four golf carts. They all looked old, their tires worn.

Derek lifted the seat, checking the batteries. “Shit. They’re lead acid.”

“What about that thing?” Summer whispered, pointing to the UTV.

Derek glanced at Summer for a moment, speechless.

It was the first time she’d spoken to Derek. It wasn’t forgiveness. It was purely desperation to leave the island. Desperation to see her son.

Derek finally replied, “Let’s check. It looks newer than these golf carts.”

The six-wheel utility vehicle was about the size of a small pickup truck and plugged into a charging outlet.

Derek found the batteries under the seat and said, “Bingo.”

Derek disconnected the UTV from the charger, removed the batteries, and Summer packed them in their bags. They stripped about one hundred pounds of solid state lithium ion batteries from the UTV. Summer packed their backpacks and duffel bags with about twenty-five pounds each.

Derek zipped up one of the bags, then stood, his head cocked. “Did you hear that?”

Summer shook her head.

Voices came from the hall, and Derek’s eyes went wide. They grabbed their bags and lugged them beside a BRV. They hid by one of the large wheels, crouched, their bodies tight together. Summer breathed shallow, trying to be quiet. The voices drew closer. More Spanish. One woman and one man. The man said something in Spanish, and a door opened, then shut. It had the familiar thud of the BRV that had parked just fifteen minutes earlier. They must’ve forgotten something.

The man said something else to the woman in Spanish. His tone was urgent. Footsteps approached the UTV. The man spoke again. Summer didn’t understand what he was saying, but one word made sense, las baterias. Summer knew they were talking about the batteries. She winced, remembering that they hadn’t yet replaced the seat on the UTV, so the mostly empty battery compartment was plain to see.

The woman replied, “No se.”

The man called out, “Quien esta aqui?” A few seconds later, he repeated himself.

Footsteps moved closer. From Summer’s vantage point, she saw black boots along the back of the BRV. Two more steps and he’d see Summer and Derek crouching by the wheel. The man took one step, stopped for a beat, then took one more, clearing the rear of the BRV. He turned and looked at Summer and Derek. In the dim light, the whites of his eyes were clearly visible. He reached for the handgun on his hip.

Derek rushed him. The man shot wildly, missing them both, the bullet whizzing over their heads. The woman screamed and ran from the scene, back into the complex. Derek grabbed the man’s arm, the man shooting again in response, this bullet going straight up into the roof. Derek wrenched his wrist, the handgun falling to the ground.

Summer rushed for the gun. At the same time, the man went for the gun, but Summer grabbed it first. Derek reached under his poncho, grabbed his knife from the scabbard attached to his hip, and plunged it into the man’s neck. When Derek retracted the blade, arterial spray spurted from the man’s neck, spraying Derek in the face. The man collapsed to his knees, holding his neck, trying to stem the tide of blood.

Summer froze in place, déjà vu passing over her, a vision of Derek killing Connor with one swipe of his sword.

The alarm sounded, and the overhead lights turned on, waking Summer from her stupor, nearly blinding her after spending so much time in the darkness. They heard shouting and heavy footfalls.

“We’ll never make it on foot,” Derek said. He opened the driver’s side of the nearest BRV. Derek pressed the Start button, and the dashboard came to life.

Summer slipped the handgun in the front pocket of her cutoff fatigues.

Derek and Summer shoved their bags of batteries in the back of the truck. Men entered the garage. Derek and Summer hopped into the front seat of the BRV. A handful of men ran toward them. Derek reversed the big truck, running over two men with rifles. They fired on the armored truck, but the bullets didn’t penetrate. Derek reversed wildly again, causing the men to scatter; then he floored it going forward, only to slam on the breaks in front of the garage door.

“How do we open this thing?” Derek asked, frantically looking for something on the dashboard that resembled a garage door opener.

Summer looked too, feeling helpless. A half-dozen men approached from the rear cautiously. Summer looked at the garage door and saw a big red button that read OPEN. “There,” she said, pointing.

Derek looked in back. He glanced up at the turret, spotting the large machine gun mounted on top. “I’m gonna get into the turret. As soon as I start shooting, go hit that button.”

Summer nodded, fear coursing through her veins.

Derek went into the back and climbed up the turret.

Summer glanced in the sideview mirror. The men crept closer. Objects are closer than they appear. Summer heard a chick chuck, then the whirring of the turret motor as Derek turned to face the men behind them. Derek opened fire. The men scattered, taking cover. The gunfire was thunderous, louder and deeper than the handgun.

Summer opened the vehicle door and ran to the wall, smacking the red button as gunfire echoed around her. She ran back to the BRV, shutting the door behind her. Derek returned to the driver’s seat and drove outside, the turret nearly clipping the rising garage door. He turned to the right, driving in the mud and grass, and stopping at the edge of the berm. Rain pelted the truck.

Summer opened the door and yelled, “Get in!”

Rifle fire came from the guards at the gate. Behind them, the Neta guards also shot at the truck. Bullets pinged against the armor. Javier and Gavin jumped into the back seat, and Derek rammed on the accelerator, the BRV spitting mud as they drove from the old army base.

Summer glanced in the sideview mirror, wondering if the Netas were chasing them, but the rain obscured her view.

Gavin was hunched over, wheezing.

“He’s shot,” Javier said.

Summer grabbed her first aid kit and moved from the front to the back. He was shot in the chest, right through his lung. The entry wound wasn’t too bad, but when she felt for the exit wound, she shuddered. The exit hole was as big as her fist. Summer held Gavin as the life drained from his body.

Javier freaked out. “Is he dead? Is he dead?”

Summer turned to Javier and nodded, tears in her eyes.

They knew they couldn’t drive back to El Morro. The old Spanish fort resided on the islet of Old San Juan. The bridges that had connected Old San Juan to San Juan had been destroyed by the hurricanes. They made the short drive back to their canoes, through knee-high flooded roads, pushing debris from the roadway with the heavy-duty vehicle.

Derek cut the lights when the port was in view. Summer didn’t see lights behind them, but that didn’t mean the Netas weren’t chasing them. Derek parked tight to the jungle, partially concealing the vehicle.

“Let’s hurry,” Derek said.

“Don’t you give a shit that Gavin’s dead?” Summer asked, her voice quivering, and her face streaked with tears.

“Get the batteries and the guns.” Derek exited the BRV.

Summer slipped out from under Gavin, her hands and poncho dark red with blood. She stepped from the vehicle, grabbed the handgun from her pocket, and pointed it at Derek. “Don’t fucking move.”

Derek stopped in his tracks, his expression empty, his shoulders slumped. “Go ahead. Do it.”

The gun shook in Summer’s hand.

Javier walked around the truck, a backpack filled with batteries on his back, and a duffel bag full of batteries in hand. He dropped the duffel bag, staring at the barrel of Summer’s handgun. “What the hell are you doing?”

“He killed Connor,” Summer said, tears mixing with raindrops.

“Put the gun down!” Javier said, standing next to Derek, but not moving in front of him. “He’s not the enemy.”

Summer lowered the gun, her jaw clenched tight.

Javier stepped to her and took the gun from her grasp. “We have to go.”

Derek reached into the BRV, searching Gavin. He took Gavin’s handgun and tucked it behind his back. Then he grabbed the remaining two bags filled with batteries. Lights appeared in the distance. It had to be the Netas. They were close.

“We can’t leave him here,” Summer said.

Javier glanced at the lights in the distance. “There’s no time.”

Derek picked up two bags full of batteries and hurried for the sea containers. Javier and Summer grabbed the other bags and followed, leaving Gavin in the BRV. They dragged the canoes to the water’s edge and loaded them with the batteries. Javier and Summer were in one canoe, Derek by himself in the other. The lights were getting closer. They heard shouts in the distance. Thankfully, they were obscured by the darkness and the sea containers. Javier pushed their canoe into the water, jumping into the back as he did so.

The water was still rough, but they were going with the current now. The earlier trip took three hours, but the return trip took only an hour. They beached at the rocky point. They carried the batteries in their backpacks and duffel bags, with plans to come back for the beached canoes. They expected to see their men on the wall, keeping watch, but nobody was there. As they hiked along the bottom wall, toward the back entrance, Derek stopped them, and put his finger to his lips.

Despite the constant drumbeat of rain on the stone, faint voices carried outside. Derek set down his duffel bag and removed his heavy backpack. He removed Gavin’s handgun from the small of his back. He approached the back entry and peered around the corner. His head immediately retracted. He returned to Summer and Javier.

“I saw two Aryan men inside,” Derek said, his voice low.

“Jesus,” Javier whispered back.

“Can you shoot?” Derek asked, looking at Javier.

He shook his head.

“Can you?” Derek asked, turning his attention to Summer.

She shook her head.

“It has to be one of you. There’s no one else.”

“I’ll do it,” Summer whispered.

“Lemme see that pistol,” Derek said to Javier.

Javier handed the semiautomatic handgun to Derek. He released the magazine, checking the ammunition. Derek inserted the magazine and checked the chamber. Then he removed the revolver from the small of his back and replaced it with the semiautomatic handgun.

Derek narrowed his eyes at Summer. “You gonna shoot me?”

She shook her head again.

Derek checked the cylinder of the revolver and handed it to Summer. “Revolvers are easier for your first time.” Derek showed her how to grip the gun. “You have four shots left. Line up the front and back sights and squeeze the trigger.” Derek showed her how to line up the sights. “Don’t point it at me or yourself.”

Summer looked at the revolver in her hand like it was an alien object.

“What are we doing?” Javier asked.

“I’m gonna shoot those guys and take their rifles,” Derek said. “Hopefully, you two will back me up.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know.”

“We need a plan.”

“I’m all ears.”

“We could take the canoes and get outta here,” Javier said.

“We can’t leave everyone,” Summer said, whispering. “We have to go in.”

“But we need a plan,” Javier hissed in response.

“They won’t be expecting anyone,” Derek said. “It’s an ambush. That’s our plan.”

They crept through the open back entrance, Derek in front, Summer next, and Javier bringing up the rear, a knife in hand. A few candles flickered up ahead. Men clustered around the submarine.

“You’ll never get off the island.” Fred’s voice was low and gravelly.

“I thought you were the mechanic,” a man replied.

Summer recognized the voice from their initial beach landing. The same man they’d stolen food from. Wade Wallace.

“I’m not fixin’ shit for you,” Fred said.

There was a thud, and Fred groaned.

Derek crept forward, inching closer to the light. As they moved closer, they saw the scene more clearly. Fred was held at gunpoint. Willow lay on the stone floor, motionless, blood flowing from a head wound. Her arm was outstretched, reaching for her motionless baby, only inches from her grasp. Roger lay on his side, holding his stomach, blood covering his hands. Summer counted five Aryans.

Despite being outmanned, Summer and Derek had the advantage of surprise and the added advantage of darkness. They could clearly see the Aryans, but the Aryans couldn’t see them. Also, the Aryans stood, but Fred and Roger were on the ground, which lessened the chance of a friendly fire accident.

Derek stopped about twenty yards from the men. He moved to his stomach, his handgun held out front. He motioned for Summer and Javier to do the same. Summer lay on her stomach, next to Derek. Javier was behind them.

Derek whispered in Summer’s ear, “Start with the guy on the right, then make your way to the middle. I’ll start with the guy on the left. Go for the heart. Line up the sights, use the floor to steady the gun. You shoot when you’re ready.”

Her hands were shaky. Summer used the stone floor to steady the revolver as Derek had instructed. She tilted the gun upward, just a little, lining up the sights. She squeezed the trigger, the pop causing her to flinch. Derek fired immediately afterward. The Aryans fired a few wild shots into the darkness, but the bullets were well over their heads. Derek and Summer kept firing until they were out of ammunition. Summer wasn’t sure if she’d hit or missed, but three men lay on the ground motionless, and two others cried out in pain.

Derek stood and crept from the shadows, holding his knife. Summer and Javier followed him, their knives also in hand. Summer was startled by the carnage. Two men were killed with headshots, one shot between the eyes, the other had a hole in his neck, both lay in expanding pools of their own blood. The third lay on his side, his shirt drenched in blood. This was the man Summer had shot. She’d aimed for his chest and had shot him in cold blood. Summer felt sick.

Fred lay in the fetal position, but he didn’t look to be hurt. Roger was still on his side, holding his gut, his breathing shallow. One of the injured Aryan men was Wade Wallace. Derek marched directly toward him and stabbed him in the chest. Summer and Javier stood, frozen and horrified by Derek’s brutality.

They didn’t see the other Aryan man who was wounded but still alive. Another gunshot rang out, and Javier slumped to the floor. Fred was immediately on the Aryan, beating him with his bound hands like a single club.

Summer ran to Javier. She removed his shirt, cutting it with her knife, revealing a small hole in his chest but a bigger exit hole, similar to Gavin’s wound. She took Javier’s shirt and pressed it to the exit wound. “Hold on, Javier. Hold on.”

Derek was with Roger, kneeling, holding a shirt to Roger’s stomach. He’d copied Summer’s attempt to stop Javier’s bleeding.

Roger sounded delirious. “Go to … Panama. Steven … Parker.”

Fred stopped pounding the now-dead Aryan. His hands and face were bloody from the spatter. He went to his child and scooped his lifeless body from the floor. Fred sat with his dead wife, rocking his baby, tears streaking through the blood on his face.

Summer tried. Derek tried. But there was no OR to fix them. No EMTs or ambulances. No transfusions or modern medicine. Javier was gone in minutes.

“He’s gone,” Summer said quietly. She let go of Javier.

Derek turned to Fred—still holding Roger’s stomach wound—and asked, “Are there any more threats?”

Fred shook his head and said, “Everybody’s dead.”

“What happened?”

“They attacked a few hours ago. We fought ’em off, killed at least two hundred men. Almost got ’em all.” Fred exhaled heavily. “But we ran out of ammunition. We tried to fight ’em with knives, but they just cut us down.” Fred’s voice quivered; his eyes were glassy. “They killed everybody.”

Summer went to Derek and Roger. She checked Roger’s pulse. “He’s gone.”

Derek removed his bloody hands from Roger’s body. He stood and walked a few feet away, his back to Summer and Fred. His head hung for a minute. His upper body trembled, but he didn’t make a sound.

Fred placed his dead son in Willow’s arms. He staggered to his feet. Summer hugged the man, or maybe it was the other way around. After a moment, they disengaged, their eyes red and puffy.

Derek wiped his face, turned around, and approached Summer and Fred.

Summer said, “We need to check for survivors. You never know.”

Summer, Derek, and Fred walked through the fort, through the war zone, poking dead Aryans with the barrel of their rifles, making sure they were dead, also checking their fallen comrades for nonexistent pulses. Two-year-old Joy had died in the arms of one of the men.

He had been shot multiple times in the back, one of them going through and through and killing their little girl, the child raised and loved by the group. Upon seeing the lifeless little body, Summer sank to her knees and sobbed. Fred was right. Everyone was dead.

Derek and Fred stood over Summer, silent, heads bowed. Once Summer stopped crying, Fred helped her to her feet.

“You two should leave,” Fred said, glancing from Summer to Derek. “They’ll be back.”

Derek cleared his throat. “Roger said somethin’ about Panama and Steven Parker.”

“That’s where he was gonna take the video footage.” Fred shook his head, his face twisted in disgust. “That’s not gonna happen now. All this for fuckin’ nothin’.”

“We have the batteries,” Derek said.

Fred snapped to attention. “Then we have to do it now. We’re runnin’ outta time. The naval blockade’ll be back soon.”

They hurried back to the submarine. The sub was heavy, even without the pontoons attached or the batteries adding extra weight. The three of them struggled and heaved and cursed but they managed to carry the submarine to the water’s edge. The rain stopped. The first rays of sun provided dim light through the dark clouds.

Derek and Summer brought the pontoons and the batteries to Fred as he worked on the craft. They collected water from the rainwater cisterns under the fort. Water to quench their thirst and a bottle for the journey. The pontoons bolted to the hinged connection points easily with help from Derek and Summer holding the pontoons steady. The batteries were a pain in the ass, as they were placed at the front of the craft. Fred had to crawl inside the cockpit, head first, to connect the batteries.

Once the sub was ready for its maiden voyage, Fred said, “Who’s drivin’ this thing?”

“I thought you were,” Summer said.

“So did I,” Derek said.

Fred shook his head. “I’m not leavin’ my family.”

“Can two people fit?” Summer asked.

“It’s tight for one person,” Fred said. “Weight’s an issue too. I don’t know if this thing can go the distance. The more weight we put in it, the less likely it is to make it to the Virgin Islands.”

Faint Spanish words carried with the wind. They all stopped and listened. They stood near the point but on the bayside. Derek crept toward the oceanside and peered down the beach. He ran back, his eyes wide open.

“The Netas. Maybe ten men coming down the beach with rifles,” Derek said. “We need to get her launched. Summer should go.”

They pushed the sub into the water. It floated, which was a good sign. Summer climbed into the cockpit. A full water bottle was on the floor. Fred and Derek were alongside the craft in water up to their chests. A small watertight box was on the floor, with a carabiner clip attached. Inside, was a compass, a folded piece of paper protected by plastic with compass headings and times, a windup stopwatch, and the USB flash drive with the video footage. A hammer, a manual drill, and a scuba snorkel with a mask were on the floor next to the small box. Fred gave her the sixty-second tour. He told her how to work the throttle, how to dive and surface and steer.

“Do you know how to use a compass?” Fred asked.

Summer nodded.

“Just use the stopwatch and steer those exact coordinates in that exact order for the times listed at full throttle. It should put you in the Virgin Islands. Take the video to Silver City. It’s in the Darién Province of Panama. Ask for Steven Parker Jr.” Fred pointed to the snorkel and said, “Gimme that snorkel and mask.” He took the snorkel and mask from Summer, then said, “Use the drill if you can’t—”

A loud pop sounded, and a bullet whizzed by, too close for comfort. Another shot. The Netas from the beach were near the point now, only seventy yards away.

“Go!” Fred said, shutting the hatch.
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Naomi and Man Up

 

 

Early Monday morning, Naomi heard voices outside. She was in her bedroom, dressing for work. Alan straightened his tie in the mirror.

“Did you hear that?” Naomi asked, walking to the window.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Alan said, not turning from the mirror.

Naomi saw two men in masks running from her house.

“Two men are running away from our house,” Naomi said, watching them disappear from view.

“Maybe they’re jogging,” Alan said, approaching the window. He looked from the window, scanning the area. “I don’t see anybody.”

“They were just here, and they were wearing masks. Nobody jogs in a mask in the summer.”

“It’s the shadows from the buildings. Maybe it just looked like they were wearing masks.”

Naomi blew out a frustrated breath. “Aren’t you concerned?”

Alan turned from the window to his wife. “When was the last time we’ve even had a robbery around here? There’s no crime anymore.”

“There’s less crime, but there’s still crime.”

Alan rolled his eyes. “You want me to call the police?”

“No, I want you to go outside and check it out.”

“What am I supposed to do if I find someone?”

Naomi glared at Alan and said, “Be a man for once.” She regretted the statement as soon as the words left her lips.

Alan crossed his arms over his chest. “Like Vernon?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

“Yes, you did. I’m not stupid. I see the way you look at him.”

“I said I was sorry. Can we just let it go?”

Alan dropped his arms and narrowed his eyes at Naomi. “I know you’re having an affair.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Naomi said, turning away from Alan and slipping into her flats.

“Blake told me.”

Naomi clenched her fists, thinking about her deadbeat son. She turned back to Alan. “And you believe him?”

“I do now.”

“Look. I know I’ve been a neglectful wife. I’m sorry. We’ll work it out.”

“I want a divorce.”

Naomi’s eyes bulged; her eyebrows arched high. “A divorce? Are you insane? Is this some kind of midlife crisis?”

“You want me to be a man for once? I’m being a man. I want a divorce.”

Naomi softened her tone, knowing that a messy divorce would ruin any chance of winning the presidency. “Alan, be reasonable. Let’s talk tonight. We’ll work it out.” She grabbed his hand.

He pulled back and said, “I’m taking the car to work by myself. You can call an AutoLyft.” Alan left the bedroom for the stairs.

Naomi hurried after him.
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Derek’s All Alone

 

 

They pushed the submarine into the depths, gunshots snapping overhead. The water was up to their necks now. Fred handed the snorkel and mask to Derek.

“Keep your head under water and swim across the bay,” Fred said.

“We’ll go together,” Derek said.

But Fred swam for the shore and Summer motored toward the ocean, leaving Derek alone. Two more gunshots sounded. These were aimed at Fred. Derek put on the mask, the snorkel in his mouth, and slipped under the water. He swam across the bay toward a small islet about five hundred yards away. The water was still choppy but had calmed considerably.

Derek swam with a modified breast stroke, keeping his head and body submerged, trying not to splash, sucking in air through his snorkel. On occasion, he sucked in seawater and spat out what he could through the snorkel, like a whale. His boots and camo pants made the swimming especially tiresome.

He heard a flurry of gunfire, but he didn’t raise his head from the water or stop swimming. He knew the Netas had killed Fred on the rocky beach.
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Jacob and Moving On

 

 

An urgent knock came at their door. Jacob answered the door, Rebecca right behind him.

It was Cesar, his expression grim. “We found him.”

“Is he okay?” Rebecca asked.

“Come with me,” Cesar replied.

Jacob and Rebecca followed Cesar to the command center of the bunker. The command center was a small room with desks and computers and three Project Freedom technicians. They’d launched both drones early that morning, as soon as the rain slowed.

“You two should sit,” Cesar said, motioning to two empty chairs in front of a metal desk. Cesar nodded to one of the technicians.

The man placed a laptop on the desk, facing Jacob and Rebecca. The screen was paused, showing jungle footage from one of the drones. He pressed Play and stepped away from the screen.

Jacob and Rebecca watched as the drone moved from the jungle to the ruins of a tropical city. Cracking asphalt. Crumbling buildings. Piles of concrete. Vines and trees sprouting and covering what once was. A few tan men walked together, holding rusty machetes. The drone zoomed in on their faces, determining that they were not a match to Derek.

The drone moved on, like a bee searching for nectar. It found a man laying awkwardly against a pile of rubble, his neck lolled to the side. His upper body was a shirtless mangled mess of red meat, his intestines resting in his lap. The drone zoomed in on his face. He had a dark beard and dark hair. His skin was tan. The drone checked the facial markers against Derek’s image. Match Confirmed appeared on the screen.
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Summer and the Sub

 

 

Summer held the wheel steady, watching the compass. Sunlight filtered through the ocean above her. She was near the surface, only four feet down, the flat-black pontoons keeping her from sinking to the bottom. Fish swam in schools, darting this way and that, as if they were controlled by the same brain.

She’d started going west for just a minute to put some distance between her and the Netas on the beach. Then she went north, exiting the bay. Once safely in the ocean, she turned the submarine east. She’d be on this heading for nine hours, then she was supposed to turn south for another forty-five minutes. Then she’d arrive on a beach in the Virgin Islands, about seventy miles away. Hopefully. She knew the coordinates and the times weren’t perfect. She also knew there was a possibility that she wouldn’t have enough juice to make it to the Virgin Islands. What if the batteries weren’t fully charged? We didn’t test them. The UTV was plugged in. But that doesn’t mean it was fully charged.

Summer vacillated between giddy excitement and nervous terror. She daydreamed about holding Byron again and seeing her father. She also knew she wasn’t out of the woods yet. Summer worried about the naval blockade. What if they made it back before she passed? They’d sink her for sure. She had visions of drowning and suffocating in the cramped submarine. Summer began to hyperventilate. She put her face to the air intake. Fresh sea air came from the snorkel. Relax. It’s all in your head. Think of something else.

Her mind drifted to the dead. Freddie Jr. and Joy. Just children. Javier and Gavin. Roger and Willow. Connor. Her eyes were glassy as she thought of her fiancé. They’d had that brief reunion on the beach, and that was it. The Aryans had taken him, and Derek had killed him in the arena. She hated Derek for killing Connor, but she didn’t want Derek to die either. As much as she wanted to believe Derek was a monster, like the rest of them, deep down, she knew he wasn’t. But he’s probably dead now, and so is Fred.

She forced herself again to think about something else. She glanced at the watertight box. Summer thought about the video. Roger thought, if the world saw the video, they’d close the island prisons. She wasn’t sure if that was true, but she’d try. She had to get to Panama. The Darién Province. She had to find Steven Parker Jr. and Silver City.

Roger thought Dad went there.
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Naomi and the End of a Marriage

 

 

Naomi followed her husband down the stairs. “Alan, wait.”

But he didn’t wait. He slammed the front door in Naomi’s face and hurried to their car.

Naomi opened the door and called out again. “Alan, would you please wait?”

Their Toyota was parked along the street, directly in front of their Georgetown townhouse, only ten paces from her front door to the car.

Alan climbed into the car and slammed that door as well.

Naomi had never seen him so angry. She took three quick steps toward the car, and it exploded, blasting Naomi backward, her body slamming against the front door. Naomi lay on the ground, groaning, her face and chest burning, her ears ringing.

Up and down the block, car alarms blared with the force of the blast.
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Derek and the Dead

 

 

By the time Derek reached the islet, he collapsed on the beach, coughing and spitting sea water, his arms and shoulders burning from the swim. His T-shirt and pants stuck to his skin. Derek had asked Gavin about the islet once. It was visible from the fort. Gavin had said it was uninhabited.

Before the hurricanes, it was a public park. After the hurricanes, the only bridge connecting the islet to the mainland was destroyed, and, with the constant flooding, the place was of little use to anyone. Even now, after the minor hurricane, two-thirds of the islet was covered in seawater.

Derek staggered away from the beach, into a grove of coconut trees, worried that he was visible to the Netas. He hid behind a tree and peered across the bay to the fort. Netas in army uniforms patrolled the beach and the fort walls, but it didn’t look like anyone was coming for him.

He was thirsty. Thankfully, he still had the knife and scabbard attached to his belt. He found a few decent coconuts, cut them open, drank the milk, and ate some of the meat. After his fill of coconuts, he explored the island. He found the remnants of playground equipment and gazebos standing in two feet of seawater. He found old stone buildings and a small fort, like a miniversion of the one across the bay. The jungle snaked in and around what was left of mankind. His most important find was a massive mango tree. He ate ripe mangos until he was full, then returned to the coconut grove.

Derek peered out from behind a coconut tree, checking the Netas again. More men had arrived at the fort, but they still didn’t appear to be looking for him. After eating, he felt exhausted. Derek removed his wet boots and socks, took a few steps onto the beach, and set his wet footwear in the sun, behind a piece of driftwood. He went back to the coconut grove and lay in the sand.

He felt a stiff pang of guilt. This is my fault. I brought the Aryans and the Netas to the fort. Tears welled up and slipped down his face. He drifted off to a fitful sleep.

Derek dreamed of the dead. Fred and Willow. Roger. Gavin and Javier. Summer’s fiancé. The dead everywhere. Butchered with bullets and machetes. They came to him in his dreams and asked him why. Why were they dead? Why was he still alive?





 

 

 

110

Jacob and Letting Go

 

 

Rebecca had been distraught when she’d seen Derek slumped against a pile of concrete, his intestines in his lap. She’d spent much of the day in bed. She wanted to be alone.

Of course, it wasn’t actually Derek, but what difference did it make? Derek was dead; Jacob was sure of that. He just couldn’t prove it, and, if he couldn’t prove it, Rebecca would always wonder, and Jacob would have to live in Derek’s shadow forever. This was better for Jacob and Rebecca. Now they could move on.

For security purposes, Cesar’s men communicated with their home base in Venezuela via a sophisticated ham radio. They had a strict communication schedule that changed daily. Cesar promised to relay a message to their home base, to contact the ship Jacob had hired to return to the Virgin Islands to retrieve Jacob, Rebecca, and the mercenaries. Their trip was over.

Jacob sat in the break room with Rob and Billy. They ate MREs, spaghetti and meatballs, the conversation sparse. Jacob never felt comfortable with manly men, preferring the cerebral to the brawny.

Rebecca stuck her head into the break room. Her eyes were puffy, and the tip of her nose was red. “I’d like to go to the beach,” she said to Rob.

Rob stood from his chair. “You ready now?”

She nodded.

“You want some company?” Jacob asked.

Rebecca lifted one shoulder. “It’s up to you.” She turned on her sneakers and headed for the exit.

Rob grabbed his rifle and hurried after her.

Jacob sat quiet for a moment, the only sound was Billy smacking his lips as he ate. Jacob stood from his chair. “I guess I should check on her.”

Billy stood and said, “You’re the boss.”

Billy escorted Jacob to the beach, his rifle pointed down. The narrow pathway had been littered with downed trees. They found Rob on one knee, scanning the beach with his scope, Rebecca twenty feet away, sitting on the sand, watching the two-foot waves. The storm had cleared, the sun making an appearance. Palm leaves, seaweed, and driftwood littered the beach.

Jacob approached Rebecca and said, “Mind if I sit down?”

Rebecca looked up at Jacob and shook her head.

Jacob sat on the sand next to his wife. She wore a T-shirt and capris, her brown hair catching the breeze.

“I’m sorry. I know this is hard,” Jacob said.

She reached out and put her hand on top of his. “Don’t be. I know you did your best. At least we know.”

Jacob squeezed his wife’s hand.

“What am I supposed to tell Lindsey?” Rebecca asked.

“The truth.”

The wind changed direction, and they heard faint voices.

“You hear that?” Rob said to Billy.

“I’ll check it out,” Billy replied.

Jacob turned his head to the mercenaries. “What’s happening?”

“We’re not sure. We heard voices coming from the north.” Rob pointed north, along the beach. “Probably locals.”

Billy crept along the beach, stopping every now and again to look through his long-range scope, until he was no longer visible to Jacob. Shortly after he disappeared around the bend, Billy returned, sprinting, his eyes like saucers. He said, “We need Cesar’s men.”
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Summer and Psycho Island

 

 

There was no periscope, so Summer had been navigating solely by compass and stopwatch. A puddle of urine was at her feet. She’d been stuck in the tiny cockpit for nearly ten hours. Six hours in, she couldn’t hold it anymore. She’d taken off her cutoff fatigues and peed on the floor. The submarine cockpit was so small that she couldn’t squat or stand, so she’d scooched to the edge of her seat, propped her legs and done her business.

Nine hours and fifteen minutes in, she’d turned the craft south per the written instructions. She’d tried to surface at that point, figuring she was well beyond the naval blockade, but the sub wouldn’t surface. So, she’d continued on her heading, hoping that she’d reach the beach. Maybe the waves would wash her ashore.

The sub slowed for about thirty minutes, then it stopped completely, the pontoons bobbing in the ocean current above her. She tried restarting the craft but nothing happened. It was out of juice. She tried resurfacing again, praying that it would work, hoping that maybe the surfacing mechanism didn’t need power. She wasn’t surprised when it didn’t work.

Summer’s heart pounded. She began to sweat. I have to get out of here. I can swim to the surface and float on a pontoon. Maybe land is close enough to swim. Summer grabbed the small watertight box from the floor. A carabiner clip was attached to the box. She clipped the carabiner to a belt loop on her cutoff fatigues. Summer undid the latch and pressed on the hatch, thinking it would open, but it wouldn’t budge. She used all her strength, but it was stuck.

She sat for a few seconds, catching her breath. This time she placed her hands on the hatch and pushed with her legs. Still nothing. Why? She glanced to the hammer and the manual drill at her feet. Fred had said something about the drill. What was it? Use the drill if you can’t … That was all he said. Can’t what? Open the hatch? Surface?

If I stay in the submarine, maybe the current will take me to land. But maybe it’ll take weeks or months. I’ll die of thirst. But, if I break a window, I might drown. What if I can only make a small hole, and the water comes in, and I drown? Or maybe a storm hits and breaks the pontoons from the sub. I’d sink to the bottom of the ocean and die from the pressure.

Her mind dinged with a light-bulb connection. “The pressure,” she said out loud. “That’s why it won’t open. If I break a window, and the water comes in, that should equalize the pressure, and the hatch should open. That’s a big should. But what other choice do I have?”

The hatch was fiberglass, like the hull, but with two plexiglass windows. Summer picked up the hammer and tapped a plexiglass window, practicing, not hard enough to break it. She found a good spot in front of her, where she felt she had the most leverage. She wiped her sweaty hands on her T-shirt, gripped the hammer with both hands, and slammed it into a window.

Nothing.

She tried several more times. Still nothing but a few scratches. The plexiglass was too strong. Summer put down the hammer and picked up the manual drill. She pressed the one-inch drill bit into the center of a window, then she turned the hand crank. A small divot developed. Summer pressed the drill bit harder against the window, and the bit caught.

She cranked until the bit was through the plexiglass. Rivulets of seawater ran down the manual drill, dripping into the cockpit. When Summer removed the bit from the hole, a skinny stream of seawater sprayed into the cockpit. Summer drilled another hole next to the original hole. Then another. And another. And another.

Two garden hoses’ worth of seawater sprayed into the cockpit, the water level creeping up her calves. Summer set aside the drill and pressed on the hatch, but it still wouldn’t budge. Summer felt panicky, her heart thumping, and her breath ragged. This is fine. You just have to wait for the water to fill the submarine. Then the pressure will be equal, and the hatch will open.

Hopefully.

As the waterline moved past her stomach, the submarine began to sink. Water poured from the snorkels, dousing her head and shoulders, causing the cabin to fill even faster. The seawater was darker as the craft sank into the depths.

Now up to her neck in seawater, she pressed on the hatch again, but it was still stuck. She stood on the seat and tilted her head to capture the last bits of air before the cockpit was completely filled with seawater. Just before, the seawater covered her mouth, she took a deep breath. Then she pressed on the hatch, using her legs as leverage. Still it wouldn’t budge.

Meanwhile, the submarine was sinking. She pushed on the hatch again, using every bit of strength she could muster. The hatch opened, and she swam upward in the dark water, the submarine falling to the depths, and her body screaming for air.

Summer surfaced with a big sucking breath. As soon as her breath regulated, she looked around, treading water in the choppy sea. She couldn’t see anything but water. She began to panic again. She was stranded at sea, and the pontoon she had planned to use as a floatation device was at the bottom of the ocean. The weight of the seawater in the cabin had overwhelmed the floating capacity of the pontoons.

Then she heard it. The laughing sound. She looked up to see the gulls, just like the ones in San Juan. She swam toward their laughs, wondering if the joke was on her.

As she swam, the choppy sea took her up, and she caught glimpses of land. She smiled at this, swimming faster, adrenaline coursing through her veins. She heard waves crashing as she swam toward a tropical island, not much different than the one she’d come from. Summer bodysurfed a small wave onto the beach. She took a few steps away from the ocean and dropped to her knees, kissing the sand.

Footsteps padded from the jungle onto the sand. Lots of footsteps. Summer looked up. A dozen dark-skinned men surrounded her, wearing rags, carrying rusty machetes. I’m still on Psycho Island. Summer thought she must’ve made a mistake with the compass. That she’d navigated a big circle somehow.

She stood, holding up her hands in surrender. The men eyed the threadbare T-shirt that stuck to her chest. They pointed and cackled, speaking French. She looked left and right, looking for a place to run, but they’d already flanked her. The men inched closer, smiling, exposing rotten teeth.

A gunshot made the men and Summer flinch. The men scattered, darting back into the jungle, leaving Summer by herself. For an instant, Summer thought she’d been saved. Men in fatigues approached, rifles drawn, speaking Spanish. Summer had a sinking feeling in her stomach. The Netas.

She was surrounded once again, but the men lowered their rifles. Some of the men were white. The Netas were mostly Puerto Rican. A couple stood just behind the men. They weren’t dressed in fatigues. They looked like they were on vacation.

“Where am I?” Summer asked.

One of the white men stepped forward, his rifle pointing down. He was tall and muscular with a bushy blond beard. “The US Virgin Islands.”

Summer felt a wave of relief that almost brought her to her knees.

“I’m Rob. What’s your name?”

She looked around at the men with their rifles and crisp fatigues. “Summer.”

“Are you hurt?” Rob asked.

She shook her head. “I think I’m okay.”

Rob unscrewed the cap on his canteen and extended it to Summer. “Would you like some water?”

Summer took it tentatively, then gulped the contents dry. When she handed the canteen back to Rob, she said, “Thank you.”

“Where did you come from?”

Summer glanced back at the sea, then said, “Psycho Island.”
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Click here for Book 2 of the series:
2050: Exodus (Book 2)

 

 

Citizens chose safety over liberty long ago.

Now they have neither.

Derek Reeves is stranded on Psycho Island, the most dangerous place on the planet. He’s alone and hunted by the most powerful gangs on the open-air island prison. To survive, he’ll need help. To escape, he’ll need a miracle.

That miracle might just come from the man who stole Derek’s family. Jacob Roth is married to Derek’s ex-wife, Rebecca. When Jacob agreed to use his wealth and power to rescue Derek, it didn’t go as planned. Jacob hired Project Freedom, a group of drug smugglers and con men who provide closure and false hope to families of island prisoners. For a fee, Project Freedom produced fraudulent video evidence of Derek’s demise on Psycho Island. This was meant to satisfy Rebecca’s desire to help her ex and the father of her daughter.

But, when Summer Fitzgerald washed up on that beach in the Virgin Islands, the truth about Derek washed up with her. Jacob’s plan for a cheap and easy disposal of his wife’s ex-husband turned into an expensive and elaborate plan to actually rescue his rival.

Summer Fitzgerald is a fugitive, the first escaped convict from Psycho Island. She travels to Silver City, the only place that welcomes enemies of the state and also the possible location of her dissident father. The freest city on Earth occupies a tiny slice of Panama, between the jungles of the Darién Province and the Gulf of San Miguel. Summer is desperate to locate and recover her son, Byron, who was taken from her by the state after her arrest.

Truman Bradshaw, a part-time Silver City resident and the full-time CEO of Thorium Unlimited—the growing worldwide energy supplier, and rival to the old banking money masters—offers to help Summer locate her son, but the price might be more than she can pay.

After the bombing, Naomi Sutton adjusts to life without her husband. Naomi tries to resume her illicit relationship with her chief of staff. Unfortunately, her disfigured appearance is too much for him to take. His love is only skin deep.

Despite her rejection by her lover and the ongoing threat of assassination, Naomi continues her quest for the Democratic presidential nomination. She soon finds out that she’ll only go so far on her own merit. Ultimately, she must make a choice. Either compromise her principles and make a deal with Jacob Roth or be relegated to the dustbin of history.





 

 

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, competing against the big publishers, I greatly appreciate every reader, every review, and every referral.

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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