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A Note from Phil

 

 

Dear Reader,

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

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

 

Sincerely,

Phil M. Williams





 

 

 

1

Naomi Stirs the Hornet’s Nest

 

 

Naomi sat behind her desk in the Oval Office across from FBI Director Diego Garcia—a tall, fit man, his black hair mixed with gray at his temples.

She said, “What I’m about to tell you is sensitive information. I’d like for the FBI to arrest a man, who will flee the country if this information is leaked. When dealing with this matter, report to me and me only. Do you understand?”

Garcia nodded, sitting ramrod straight in his chair. “Yes, Madam President.”

Diego Garcia had been appointed as the Director of the FBI by President Warner, but Garcia, by all accounts, was a straight shooter and an honest man. If the accounts were true, he was the right man for the job.

“Much of my cabinet is loyal to this man and his family, and that includes Horatio.” Horatio Gillespie was the Attorney General, Diego Garcia’s boss, and also a former corporate attorney for the Roths.

“I understand.”

Naomi leaned forward, her elbows resting on her desk and her hands folded. “I don’t think you do.”

“Jacob Roth,” Garcia said without emotion.

Naomi’s eye bulged. “How did you know that?”

“A federal prison break occurred about two hours ago. Local police are on the scene now. A prisoner transfer convoy was attacked by terrorists in Wise County, Virginia. According to the local police, the army prison guards are all dead. Twelve prisoners turned themselves in. The other thirty-three fled.”

“What does this have to do with Jacob Roth?”

“Maybe nothing, but Jacob Roth’s stepdaughter was one of the prisoners who fled.”

Naomi leaned back in her chair, speechless for a moment. “Why would you think Jacob Roth would be behind the prison break? You said forty-five prisoners were on that convoy. Did you check their connections?”

Garcia hesitated. “It’s still very early in our investigation. We haven’t ruled out anything yet. However, we have reason to believe Jacob Roth may be responsible for the prison break.”

“Based on what?”

“During our interviews with Lindsey Roth, she admitted that Jacob Roth hired a group of smugglers to free her biological father, Derek Reeves, from US Penal Colony East. It’s not uncommon for prisoners under duress to make up fictional stories.”

Naomi frowned. “By duress, you mean, torture?”

Garcia nodded.

“I’m assuming Derek Reeves was, in fact, sent to US Penal Colony East.”

“Yes.”

“And now you think that fictional story might be true?”

“Derek Reeves was dropped off at Dickenson Community Hospital an hour ago with a gunshot wound, which is about ten miles from where the prison convoy was ambushed. He’s in surgery right now. His survival’s questionable. If he does survive, he’ll be the only known escaped convict from our island prisons.”

“Did Derek Reeves fail the antisocial personality test?”

“He murdered the CEO of the Bank of China, Zhang Jun.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Garcia broke eye contact for an instant. “Officially he failed.”

Naomi raised her eyebrows. “Unofficially?”

“The previous administration brokered a deal with the Chinese. Zhang Jun was known to abuse prostitutes. Mr. Reeves claimed that Jun murdered his girlfriend.”

Naomi shook her head. “You sent him to US Penal Colony East so he wouldn’t offend the Chinese?”

Garcia dipped his head. “It was out of my hands.”

“Either this is one hell of a coincidence or Jacob Roth is planning to flee the country with his family.”

“He’s still in the country. We have facial recognition footage of Mr. Roth in New York City this morning. We flagged family and all known associates of the escaped convicts. Facial recognition cameras are already tracking them.”

Naomi nodded. “That’s a relief.” She opened her desk drawer and removed a file folder, a tiny flash drive clipped to it. “This is video evidence of Jacob Roth attempting to bribe me and evidence of insider trading.”

Garcia’s eyes widened.

She handed the file folder and the flash drive to Garcia.

He leaned forward and took the evidence.

Naomi said, “Even if he had nothing to do with the prison break, this should be enough evidence to make an arrest. Time is of the essence. I’d like him to be arrested tomorrow, before the Oval Office Address. Is that possible?”

“We can definitely make the arrest, but whether or not the charges stick depends on the evidence.” Garcia tapped the file folder in his lap.

“The evidence is solid. Make it stick.”

“We’ll do our best, but this will stir up the hornet’s nest.”

“Don’t worry about that. We have the law on our side. I’ll support you every step of the way.” Naomi held up one finger. “One more thing. Be careful who you involve in this. The Roths have eyes and ears everywhere. Create a task force with only agents you would trust with your life.”
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Jacob and the Prison Break

 

 

Jacob sat on the couch in his penthouse office, his lunch steaming on the coffee table in front of him. He turned on the television, an ultrathin clear screen mounted in front of an original Jackson Pollock. The painting disappeared, replaced by breaking news on CNN.

Prison break in Wise County, Virginia was written across the bottom of the screen. The news showed overhead chopper footage of what looked like a truck pileup. Brooke Bixler spoke over the images. “Early this morning, terrorists attacked this prison convoy, freeing thirty-three of the forty-five prisoners being transported, and killing thirteen army prison guards. It appears that the terrorists used autonomous dump trucks to cause a pileup at both the front and the rear of the convoy.” CNN cut to the ground view, the video coming from just beyond the police tape, showing the local police and the FBI on the scene. “No group has taken responsibility for the terrorist act, but one potential assailant was admitted to a local hospital with a gunshot wound.”

CNN showed the dark-haired beauty, Brooke Bixler, behind her news desk. A picture of a swarthy man with squinty eyes and a beard appeared over her right shoulder.

Jacob was slack-jawed as he stared at the image.

Brooke Bixler continued. “According to our sources, the FBI has detained this man. Facial recognition cameras have identified him as Derek Reeves of Luray, Virginia. The former farmer was arrested for the murder of a Chinese national in 2051 and subsequently sentenced to US Penal Colony East. This would make Mr. Reeves the first known escaped prisoner from the US island prisons. We have no information on the condition of his injuries.”

Jacob’s cell phone chimed. He grabbed it from the coffee table, checking the number. He swiped right and said, “Don’t say anything. I’ll be home tonight.”

“Did you see the news?” Rebecca asked, her voice frantic.

“Not another word.”
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Summer Goes Back to the Compound

 

 

Summer made it back to the mountains of Tazewell in one piece, hitching a ride with a young man she’d approached outside an apartment complex near Dickenson Community Hospital. Then she hiked the trails back to Clive and Jericho’s compound.

Patrick waited near the trailhead. As soon as Patrick saw her, he rushed to her, and asked, “How is he?”

“I don’t know. They took him to surgery. I … I had to leave him. I don’t even know if he survived the surgery.” Summer bowed her head and cried.

Patrick hugged her tight.

When they separated, Summer sniffed and wiped her eyes with her T-shirt sleeves. “We can get the men together and go to the hospital late tonight.”

Patrick shook his head. “Clive has eyes on the hospital. It’s crawling with feds. He won’t risk any men for a rescue. We had a pretty tense argument about it. I thought Lindsey was gonna punch him in the face.”

Summer clenched her fists. “Then we’ll do it ourselves.”

“No. We can’t. It’s a suicide mission. We won’t have the element of surprise. What happens if you and I die? We have Byron and Lila and Lindsey to think about. Derek wouldn’t want us risking that.”

“We can’t leave him.”

“We’re not leaving him. We’re living to fight another day. We’ll figure it out. We won’t give up.”

Summer scowled. “They all sat back in the woods, while you two had to storm that bus alone. Fucking cowards.”

“You’re upset. You have every right to be, but we’re on thin ice here, and we don’t have anywhere else to go. We have to play this smart, if we want their help with Derek in the future.”

“I still wanna talk to Clive.”

“Wait until tomorrow. He’s still pissed from earlier. Derek needs to be in the hospital right now anyway.”

Summer let out a breath, her shoulders slumped in resignation. “How’s Lindsey?”

Patrick’s mouth turned down. “She’s not doing so well. She’s in your bed. I’m pretty sure the CIA tortured her.”

Summer winced. “My God. I should examine her.”

“Good idea.”

They walked toward Summer’s cabin, the sun streaming in sporadic rays through the tree canopy. Beyond the cabins, a group of 1776 men hung out in front of the barn, talking and congratulating themselves on their victory. On the way to Summer’s cabin, they passed Patrick’s, the door wide open. They stopped and peered inside.

Clive stood inside with two men in orange prisoner uniforms. Clive turned to Summer and Patrick and said, “Y’all are back. That’s good.”

Patrick and Summer stepped into the cabin. Summer wondered what they were doing in her father’s cabin.

Clive gestured to the two men. “This here’s Mason and Evan.”

Evan was the prisoner who had helped Patrick carry Derek from the prison bus. He was tall and athletically built, with short dark hair, and a chiseled jawline. Mason appeared to be in his late-teens, with patchwork facial hair and a thin build. Everyone introduced themselves and shook hands.

“How is he? The man we carried,” Evan asked.

“We don’t know,” Patrick replied. “Thank you for helping.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Evan and Mason are gonna stay on and help with operations here,” Clive said.

Patrick narrowed his eyes at Clive, accessing the situation. “They’re staying in this cabin?”

“Yep. You can stay in Summer’s cabin. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Patrick frowned.

“It’s fine, Dad. We’ll make room,” Summer said. “Are Byron and Lila still with Crystal?” Crystal was Clive’s daughter-in-law.

“They’re with Lindsey, but they’re probably asleep,” Patrick replied. “I put them down for their naps about an hour ago. I’ll be over in a few minutes.”

While Patrick packed his suitcase, Summer walked back to her cabin to check on Lindsey and her children. She stepped inside, the door hinge squeaking. The one-bedroom cabin had a kitchen area with a round table, a living room area with an old couch and two chairs, and a wood fireplace.

Summer crept to the back bedroom. She tapped on the door lightly, then entered. Lila was asleep in her crib. Byron sat in his playpen, playing with his toy trucks. Lindsey was in the bed, apparently asleep.

Byron’s little face brightened when he saw Summer. “Mommy!” he said.

Summer put her finger to her lips. “Shh. Your sisters are sleeping.”

He pointed at Lindsey and whispered, “Lindy’s here.” He still couldn’t quite say Lindsey.

Summer picked up Byron and hugged him tight.

Byron whispered, “Where’s Daddy?”

Summer swallowed the lump in her throat and fought back the tears. “He had to go somewhere for a little while.”

“Where?”

“I’m not really sure, sweet pea. But he loves you very much, and hopefully he’ll be back soon.”

He grinned. “Amorrow?”

“I hope so.”

Lindsey rolled to her back, toward Summer. Her eyes were bloodshot, with dark circles around them. Her face was gaunt. “Is he … gone?”

Summer shook her head. “I don’t know. They took him to surgery. I think he has a good chance, but we can’t get him back.”

Lindsey blinked, and tears slipped down her face.

Summer sat on the edge of the bed, still holding Byron. “I’m so sorry.”

Lindsey nodded, putting on a brave face. “I don’t wanna lose him again.”

“I know.”

Byron wiggled from Summer’s arms and snuggled with his big sister. “I love you, Lindy.”

Lindsey hugged Byron, her eyes glassy. “Love you too.”

After a few seconds, Byron wiggled out of her arms and said to Summer, “I wanna play.” Byron pointed to his playpen.

Summer put Byron back into his playpen and returned to Lindsey’s bedside.

“What are we gonna do?” Lindsey asked, sitting up in bed.

Summer whispered, so Byron couldn’t hear. “We’re gonna stay here and bide our time, wait for the right moment to rescue your father.”

Lindsey nodded and whispered back, “What if the right moment never comes?”

“Let’s take it one day at a time.”

“I wanna call my mom, tell her I’m okay, but Clive told me no cell phones for a while. He thinks the feds are monitoring my mother.”

“That’s probably smart, but my dad’s pretty good with covert communication. Don’t worry. We’ll work it out.”

Lindsey nodded again.

“Are you okay, physically? I’d like to give you an exam, if that’s okay.”

Lindsey stared at her hands. “I … I know I look really skinny. Sometimes they didn’t give me food. Sometimes they wouldn’t let me sleep.” Lindsey crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders. “They strapped me to this table. It was inclined, my feet higher than my head.” Lindsey swallowed hard. “I couldn’t move. They put this cloth on my face and poured water on me.” Her eyes were misty. “I couldn’t breathe. It hurt so bad. I thought I was gonna drown. I told them things about my dad.” Lindsey started to cry again.

Summer held Lindsey as she sobbed, rocking her like a child. “It’s okay, honey.” Her body felt like a bag of bones.
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Naomi’s Inner Circle

 

 

“USA Coin and US Treasury Bank will be open and ready for business by Monday,” Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel said, sitting on a couch in the middle of the Oval Office. “Americans can transfer their accounts and exchange their Fed Coins as soon as the banks reopen.”

“Are you certain?” Naomi asked, sitting on the antique couch across from Ramesh. “I’d like to make the announcement tomorrow at the Oval Office Address.”

Ramesh pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his bulbous nose. “I’m certain.”

Naomi clapped her hands together. “Excellent. We need to give the American people hope, let them know we have a plan, that help is coming. They’ve been relatively calm throughout this stock market and banking holiday, but I don’t know how long that will last. Any thoughts?” Naomi glanced to her right, at Chief of Staff Vernon Hayes, then across the coffee table to Secretary of State Fletcher McClure and Ramesh.

“After the pension disaster of the 2020s, most Americans don’t own stocks or bonds,” Fletcher said. “Stock and bond assets have been funneled to the top .1 percent, and they’re not rioting.” Fletcher chuckled, his gut jiggling under his massive suit jacket. “They’re calling their congressmen.”

Everyone laughed.

Naomi said, “We’ll need the .1 percent to participate more than the bottom 90 percent during the currency transition. After all, they have the Fed Coins. I think those not in on the banker-orchestrated destruction of asset prices will be happy to abandon the status quo. I worry about the Progressive Tax Bill though. Most of the country will support the bill, but the .1 percent won’t be so keen to keep their money in the country, with a 90 percent marginal tax rate.”

“The many have always been happy to take from the few,” Vernon said.

“And the few are masters at hiding their wealth,” Fletcher said.

“We’ll need capital controls in place,” Ramesh said. “I highly recommend passing the End the Fed Bill first. Then, once everyone’s transferred their money to USA Coins, pass the Progressive Tax Bill, along with capital controls. Maybe assess a 30 percent penalty for moving money out of USA Coins. Otherwise, we’ll see a mass exodus of the wealthy and their money.”

Naomi blew out a breath. “You’re right. We may have to stop emigration too.”

Fletcher nodded. “It may come to that.”

“Coming back to a more immediate issue,” Naomi said, “we still need someone to introduce the End the Fed Bill. Ideally, it comes from an ideological enemy. Granted it’s a fine line, considering we also have to trust this person implicitly. For this to succeed, someone else will have to be the lightning rod, at least in the early stages.”

Fletcher leaned back on the couch. “What about Andrew Poole?”

The Libertarian congressman from New Mexico was an outspoken critic of the Federal Reserve and an outspoken critic of Naomi and socialism.

Vernon nodded and pointed at Fletcher. “I like that idea.”

“So do I,” Naomi agreed.

Everyone’s phone buzzed in synchronicity. They all checked their phones.

“Truman Bradshaw was murdered,” Naomi said, her eye wide open. “It says Metro PD has someone in custody, but they haven’t released any names.”

“I have a contact at Metro,” Fletcher said, tapping on his phone. The big man groaned as he stood from the couch, walking several feet away from the group, talking in relative privacy. Shortly thereafter, Fletcher slipped his cell phone into his inside jacket pocket and returned to the sitting area. “They have Xavier Hills in custody, Truman’s head of security.”
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Jacob and the Way Out

 

 

After seeing Derek’s face on the news in connection with the prison break, Jacob had put two and two together. Lindsey was likely one of the prisoners. The FBI would investigate those with connections to the prisoners. Jacob had two connections: Lindsey and Derek, which would make Jacob a prime suspect. The FBI would undoubtedly ask Derek how he escaped from US Penal Colony East.

Jacob was worried about what Derek might say about him under duress. They weren’t on good terms. Derek might not need much coaxing. This line of reasoning led Jacob to call Attorney General Horatio Gillespie, a family friend and former corporate attorney for the Roths. Horatio had said that he hadn’t heard of any investigation into Jacob, but he would do some digging and call him back.

A few hours later, they spoke through encrypted cell phones.

“The FBI’s planning to arrest you for bribery and insider trading,” Horatio said.

Jacob sat ramrod straight in his swivel chair, his entire body tense. “Bribery and insider trading? Do they have evidence?”

“Enough to make an arrest.”

Jacob’s stomach twisted into knots. “When?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I suggest you leave the country immediately. One more thing, they’ll be watching you. Good luck.” Horatio disconnected the call.

Jacob set his cell phone on his desk. He hung his throbbing head and rubbed his temples. He thought about leaving Sierra. A lump formed in his throat. He swallowed and tapped the screen on his desktop phone, calling Austin Wolff, the fixer.

Minutes later, Austin knocked on Jacob’s office door.

“Come in,” Jacob said.

Austin entered the room, looking like a Norse God in a suit. He shut the door and approached Jacob’s desk.

Jacob motioned to the empty seat across from him. “Have a seat.”

Austin sat. “What can I do for you, Mr. Roth?”

“I need a private flight to Switzerland tomorrow morning.”

Austin tilted his head, confused. “I can do that, but it might be more efficient to go through your administrative assistant. I can contact her if you like.”

Jacob shook his head. “I’m under investigation by the FBI. They’re planning to arrest me tomorrow afternoon. I’m already under surveillance. I’ll need secure transportation from my home to the airport and out of the country.”

 

* * *

 

On the ride home, Jacob thought about Sierra. He had to make a choice. As soon as Jacob’s Mercedes parked in his five-car garage, Rebecca marched into the garage from the house. The automatic garage door shut with a thud. Jacob stepped out of the car with his briefcase. She wore yoga pants and a T-shirt, her brown hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

Rebecca approached and said, “Did you see Derek on the news?”

Jacob shut the car door. “Yes.”

“I think Lindsey was on that prison bus. Derek said he would get her out of prison. We need to help them.”

Jacob glowered at Rebecca. “I’m done risking my neck for your baggage.”

Rebecca drew back. “Baggage? Lindsey’s not baggage.”

“I can’t help her. I need to leave the country.”

“Leave the country? Why?”

“The feds are investigating me for helping Derek escape from prison. They’re planning to arrest me tomorrow afternoon.” Technically, the feds were planning to arrest Jacob for bribery and insider trading, but Jacob wanted Rebecca to feel guilty for what she made him do.

Rebecca’s mouth was an O. “Jesus. What are we supposed to do? Are they investigating me too?”

“We don’t have to do anything. They’re not investigating you.”

Rebecca touched Jacob’s forearm. “I can wait here for Lindsey. Then, we can meet you.”

Jacob pulled back his arm. “You’re not coming. I want a divorce.”

Rebecca cocked her head, confused. She was speechless for a moment. Then she composed herself. “I figured this was coming sooner or later. Who is she?”

“This isn’t about another woman,” Jacob snapped. “This is about my life being turned upside down by your …”

“Baggage?”

“I have to pack.” Jacob brushed past Rebecca into the house.

She turned and followed him. “I need you to help me find Lindsey.”

Jacob ignored her.

In the kitchen, Spike the robotic dog scanned Jacob’s face, then walked back to his charging station.

Jeeves turned from the sink and said, “Welcome home, Mr. Roth. Would you like me to heat up your dinner?”

“No.” Jacob walked up the spiral staircase, Rebecca hot on his heels.

“I need your help finding Lindsey,” Rebecca said again.

Jacob still ignored her, as he climbed the stairs to the master bedroom. He set his briefcase next to his dresser on the way to his walk-in closet. Rebecca followed him into the closet, where he grabbed his suitcase.

Her voice was manic. “Lindsey could be hurt. She needs us.”

Jacob opened his suitcase, still ignoring her.

“You don’t give a shit about Lindsey, do you?”

Jacob grabbed some shoes from the rack and placed them in his suitcase.

“Derek’s a real man.”

Jacob turned to Rebecca, one side of his mouth raised in contempt. “What does that make me?”

Rebecca narrowed her eyes and said, “A boy with a big wallet.”

Jacob reared back, and Rebecca cowered. He lowered his hand and chuckled to himself. “I don’t give a shit anymore. Derek’s not a real man. He’s a stupid man. That’s why he’ll die in prison.”

Rebecca slapped him across the face. “You’re a pathetic coward.”

Jacob reared back and slapped her, knocking her to the floor.

Rebecca rose to her feet, her body trembling with rage. “I want you to leave now.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“Now.”

Jacob grabbed her by the throat and pushed her out of the walk-in closet, slamming her against the wall. He squeezed her throat.

Rebecca’s face turned red. Her eyes bulged.

“What makes you think you can tell me what to do? I’ll leave when I’m good and ready, and I’m taking the boys.” He let go, and Rebecca fell to the floor, gasping for breath.

She rasped and struggled to her feet. “You can’t take them.”

“Watch me.”

Jacob left the master bedroom and hurried downstairs to the basement. Rebecca chased after him. Jacob found Ethan and David in their VR room, swinging virtual swords, their eyes covered by their VR goggles. Jacob grabbed their headsets and removed them from their heads, dropping the goggles on the padded floor.

David glared at Jacob. “Hey! Why’d you do that?”

Ethan asked, “What’s happening?”

Jacob smiled at his sons. “I’m going on a trip tomorrow. Would you two like to come?”

Rebecca was in the doorway behind Jacob, with tears in her eyes and red marks on her neck.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Ethan asked.

Rebecca forced a smile. “Oh, nothing. I would like for you two to stay home with me, but it’s up to you.”

Jacob gave her a look that could kill, then smiled at his sons again. “What do you think? Ready for an adventure?”

“Where are we going?” David asked.

“It’s a surprise, but it’s a great place. You’ll both love it.”

Ethan glanced at Rebecca, then back to Jacob. “For how long?”

“I don’t know,” Jacob replied. “Could be a month. Could be a year. Could be forever.”

Ethan knitted his brows. “Forever?”

“Do I have to go to school?” David asked.

“You’ll have private tutors,” Jacob said.

“I want my own VR room.” David frowned at Ethan. “I don’t wanna share with him.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“Awesome!” David shook his fist.

Jacob turned to Ethan. “What about you, buddy? Ready for an adventure?”

Ethan looked at Rebecca. “Are you going, Mom?”

Rebecca forced another smile. “No, honey. I’m staying here.”

“Your mom will be fine on her own,” Jacob said. “You’ll be able to video chat with her anytime you want.”

Ethan pursed his little lips, looking to his mother again, then back to Jacob. “Would you be mad at me if I stayed with Mom?”

“I’d like for you to come with me.”

Rebecca stepped forward, putting her arm around Ethan. “Don’t badger him, Jacob. He made his decision.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Ethan said, his head bowed.
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Summer and Good for Her

 

 

Summer was in the cabin bedroom, breastfeeding Lila, gently rocking in the rocking chair. Patrick prepared dinner, and Lindsey played with Byron in the living room. Lila gazed up at Summer as she suckled. Lila had Derek’s brown eyes. Summer felt herself choking up, tears threatening.

She heard a knock at the cabin front door, followed by two men talking. It sounded like Patrick talking to someone, but the voices were too faint to hear the conversation. Shortly thereafter, a knock came on her bedroom door.

Summer placed the nursing towel over her breast and called out, “Come in.”

Patrick entered the room. “I have some news.”

Summer perked up. “Is it Derek?”

Patrick shook his head, stepping closer to his daughter. “Truman Bradshaw was murdered this morning.”

Summer was slack-jawed and speechless. “Wow. That’s a shock.” Summer had a hunch, Lisa, Truman’s AI assistant was involved. “Do they know who did it? I wanna put them on my Christmas card list.”

“DC police arrested Xavier Hills.”

“Wow. That’s a double shock.”

“There’s speculation that Lisa will be named CEO of Thorium Unlimited. She’d be the first robotic CEO.”

“I wonder if …” Summer trailed off.

“You wonder what?” Patrick asked.

“Truman once told me that she could change her fingerprints. You don’t think …”

Patrick smiled. “Good for her.”
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Naomi and Civil Unrest

 

 

“I believe the riots last night were isolated incidents,” Vice President Randal Montgomery said, adjusting his round glasses, sitting kitty-corner to Naomi. “Seattle and Portland have always been a hotbed of unrest. It’s a one-off event.”

Naomi scowled at that, sitting at the head of the massive oval table, with twenty-three cabinet members and three other high-ranking officials. “I fear that the riots last night are a harbinger of things to come.” Naomi thought of the coming currency crisis and transition from Fed Coins to USA Coins. She didn’t dare share her plan with her cabinet, as many members were handpicked by the Roths. “Law enforcement was largely impotent, given the size, anonymity, and spontaneous nature of the crowd. Even with anti-face-shielding laws, if the crowd is large enough, law enforcement can’t cope.” Naomi looked to the Director of the FBI. “Director Garcia. Do you think these riots will spread to other cities?”

“We have agents inside most radical groups in the US,” Garcia replied. “It will be nearly impossible to coordinate nationwide riots without us knowing. We were caught unaware because this wasn’t coordinated by any one group. It was spontaneous, as you said. It started as community outreach, with many groups congregating downtown to discuss possible solutions for local residents during the banking holiday. In both Seattle and Portland, the meetings devolved into a mob.”

“Do you have facial recognition footage from the meetings?”

“Some. Many people wore IR reflective glasses or masks to the meetings as well. We have agents questioning the people who didn’t, but we suspect those people didn’t participate in the riots. We’re pressing them for the names of people who did.”

Naomi nodded. “Good.” Then she addressed her Secretary of Defense. “Secretary Rhodes, if the riots spread and we need support from the military, what would be the response time, and how many soldiers are available?”

The former four-star general sat ramrod straight in his seat. His white hair was buzzed high and tight. “We have 1.2 million active-duty soldiers. Two-thirds of them are stationed across the US. The rest are overseas. We have 290,000 in the Army National Guard and another 87,000 in the Air National Guard. We have another half-million reserves who can be activated. Our military is trained to react to fast-moving situations. If we’re called to action, we’ll be ready.”

Naomi turned to her Attorney General. Horatio Gillespie had a full head of white hair, parted to the side, squinty blue eyes, and thin lips. Naomi didn’t trust the former Roth attorney, but she had to keep up appearances. “Are there any legal impediments to using the military in the event of civil unrest?”

Horatio Gillespie replied, “The 1878 Posse Comitatus Act prevents such use of the military without statutory authorization, but I’m sure you’re aware that several statutes authorize the use of the military for riot control.”

Naomi turned back to the FBI Director. “With any civil unrest, limiting firearms is paramount. Any thoughts on improving the ATF’s enforcement of the Sensible Firearms Act? We still have over one hundred million unregistered guns in the US, and hundreds of millions of high-capacity magazines.”

The Sensible Firearms Act was signed into law almost two years ago by former President Clayton Warner. It limited magazine capacity to fifteen rounds, required gun registrations, and more stringent background checks.

Director Garcia said, “Apart from going house to house and searching the homes of Americans, the ATF is doing all they can. With the more stringent background checks and the required antisocial personality tests, new gun sales are down. Also, since the election, all federal agencies have purchased large amounts of ammunition in preparation for potential civil unrest. This has created shortages for the civilian population. According to field agents, active militias are curtailing their training efforts. I suggest we continue to stockpile, until this danger passes.”
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Derek and Dream or Nightmare

 

 

Derek’s eyes fluttered, the lighting harsh, the room blurry. His mind was hazy, like he was in a dream or a nightmare. Where am I?

“He’s waking up,” someone said.

Something was in his throat. He thrashed and choked. The right side of his chest burned with pain when he moved. Strong hands held him steady as the intubation tube was removed from his sore throat.

His eyes fluttered again. Dark forms hovered over him. Cool oxygen flowed into his nose from the nasal cannula. The dark forms turned white and light-blue. A doctor in a white coat and several nurses in blue scrubs stood alongside him. His right arm was hooked to an IV. His left arm was handcuffed to the bedrail.
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Jacob’s New Life

 

 

The van backed up to Jacob’s five-car garage at exactly 9:00 a.m., parking mere inches from the nearest door. Jacob pressed the button on the wall, opening that garage door. Mr. Plumber of New York was lettered on the back of the van.

Two men entered the garage, dressed in coveralls, featuring name tags and their logo—a cartoon-like plumber, smiling and holding up a wrench. One man opened the back doors to the van.

The other approached Jacob with his hand held out. The plumber was muscled and swarthy. His name tag read Salvatore. “You must be Mr. Roth?”

Jacob shook his hand. “I am.”

“What time would you like to leave?” Salvatore asked.

The other plumber approached. He was average height, thin, but with a small paunch. His dark hair was cut short. He removed his sunglasses, revealing invisible frame glasses underneath. If not for his narrow-set eyes, he was a dead ringer for Jacob. His name tag read Ike.

Jacob stared at Ike, slack-jawed.

“Mr. Roth?” Salvatore asked again.

Jacob returned his attention to Salvatore. “As soon as possible. We’re packed and ready.”

“How many people?”

“Just me and my son.”

“We should change,” Ike said.

Jacob led them inside, through the kitchen. Spike the robotic dog scanned their faces and asked in an electronic voice, “Friend or foe?”

“Friends,” Jacob replied.

Had he said “foe” or used the safe word “superfriend,” the security dog would’ve called the police. Instead, the dog trotted back to his charging station.

Two suitcases were near the door. Rebecca sat at the kitchen table with the boys. She nursed a cup of coffee, while the boys ate strawberry pancakes. Jacob and the two men walked past her and the boys without a word.

Ethan pointed at Ike and said, “He looks like Daddy.”

Inside Jacob’s office, Ike gave Jacob his sunglasses. “These are IR reflective. For the facial recognition cameras.”

Jacob took the sunglasses, setting them on his desk.

Ike took off his work boots and said to Jacob, “We should switch shoes.”

Jacob nodded and removed his shiny dress shoes.

Ike took off his coveralls, revealing a tailored suit. “Put this on.” Ike handed the coveralls to Jacob.

Jacob slipped into the coveralls and put on the boots, while Ike completed his ensemble with Jacob’s Italian shoes. Jacob placed the IR reflective sunglasses into his breast pocket.

Salvatore gestured to Ike. “He’ll leave first, and we’ll leave about fifteen minutes afterward.”

“That’s fine,” Jacob replied.

“I need your car keys and override code,” Ike said.

“Of course.” Jacob retrieved his keys from his desktop, along with the override code written on a Post-it Note.

The code was used to override the security settings on Jacob’s Mercedes. Normally, the Mercedes only allowed Jacob or Rebecca to drive the car or to initiate the autonomous feature.

Ike took the keys and the code and said, “Good luck, Mr. Roth.”

Jacob nodded to his look-alike.

Ike left Jacob’s office, headed for the garage.

“I’ll wait for you in the garage.” Salvatore left the office as well.

Jacob packed his laptop and slung his laptop bag over his shoulder. Everything else was already packed. He had packed light, only taking a few essentials. He had more than enough money to buy what he needed. He had hidden his wealth in precious metals, vaulted in Switzerland, which was easily transferrable to any currency via his anonymous Swiss account.

Jacob walked back to the kitchen table and glanced at his watch. “We’re leaving in twelve minutes.”

“Who were those guys?” David asked. “Are they mobsters?”

Jacob glared at his nine-year-old. “They’re friends.”

Rebecca pursed her lips, her eyes narrowed.

Jacob turned his glare to Rebecca. “You have something to say? This is your fault.”

“Can we talk for a minute? Alone.”

“In my office.” Jacob marched to his office, not waiting for Rebecca.

She appeared in his office shortly after him. She shut the door behind her.

“What do you want? I don’t have much time,” Jacob said, standing in front of his desk, his laptop bag over his shoulder.

“I’m worried about David. This is too much,” Rebecca said, walking closer to Jacob.

“I have no choice.”

Rebecca held out her hands, like a beggar. “What if you left David here, until you’re settled wherever you’re going.”

Jacob shook his head. “No.”

“I can send him with Jeeves. Look at it from my perspective. I don’t even know where you’ll be.”

“The FBI will interrogate you. It’s better you don’t know. You know that. How many times do I have to remind you that this is your fault?”

Rebecca bowed her head. “David needs special attention. Are you sure you can give him what he needs?”

Jacob scowled. “Are you questioning my ability to parent?”

Rebecca lifted her gaze. She had bruising on her neck from the night before. “He’s a handful.”

“Maybe this is exactly what he needs.”

Rebecca let out a breath. “I hope so.”

“I have to go.” Jacob brushed past Rebecca, walking back to the kitchen table. He checked his watch again and addressed David. “Seven minutes. Do you have to use the bathroom before we go?”

“No,” David replied, his mouth full of pancakes.

Jacob lifted his eyebrows. “We’re not stopping until we’re on the plane.”

David shrugged.

Rebecca appeared in the kitchen.

“Can I come visit?” Ethan asked, his face etched with worry.

“Of course. Anytime you want,” Jacob said.

Ethan went to Jacob and hugged him. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”

Jacob bent over and hugged his eight-year-old. “Don’t worry. I’ll see you soon.”

Ethan nodded, but he was sobbing.

David set his fork on his plate with a clang. “Oh, my God. You’re such a baby.”

Rebecca shook her head. “David, stop.”

Jacob bent down and held Ethan at arm’s length, looking his youngest son in the eye.

Ethan sniffled, his eyes wet and red.

“I’ll see you soon. I promise.” Jacob kissed Ethan on the forehead. “I love you, buddy.”

Ethan nodded again. “I love you too, Dad.”

David cackled.

Rebecca gave David a look that could kill, and the laughter stopped.

Jacob stood upright and said, “It’s time to go.”

Rebecca moved closer to David and touched his shoulder. “I’ll miss you, honey. Give your mom a hug.”

David shrugged his shoulder, wiggling away from Rebecca’s touch. He stood from the breakfast table, leaving half-eaten pancakes. He eyed Rebecca, stone-faced, and said, “No thanks.”

“Hug your mother,” Jacob said.

David frowned, then gave Rebecca a half-hearted one-arm hug.

“I love you, David,” Rebecca said, as she let go. “Be good.”

David looked up to Jacob and said, “Can we go now?”

Jacob glanced at Rebecca for a beat, seeing his wife for possibly the last time. She stared back, tears in her eyes. He turned and walked to the garage with David, grabbing their suitcases on the way. Jacob’s heart rate increased as they entered the garage, knowing that he wasn’t out of the woods yet. Jacob’s Mercedes was gone, along with his look-alike.

Salvatore took their suitcases and Jacob’s laptop bag, packing them into the back of the van. Then Salvatore ushered David inside the van, sitting him on a bench seat. Salvatore shut the doors. Jacob slipped on the IR reflective sunglasses and walked to the front passenger door. Salvatore and Jacob sat up front.

Salvatore drove north toward Vermont, bypassing the Westchester County Airport for the smaller and less obvious Danbury Municipal Airport. Jacob kept his head down, texting Sierra on his encrypted phone. His boot tapped the floor nervously, despite the texting distraction.

David wasn’t allowed to bring any internet-connected devices, only acquiescing because Jacob promised to buy him new gadgets when they reached their destination. Consequently, he was bored and a pain in the ass. He amused himself by jumping up and down in the back of the van, trying to see how much the van moved under his feet, while he was airborne. Jacob had to threaten to send him back to his mother to get him to behave.

 

* * *

 

They reached Danbury Municipal Airport in forty-nine minutes. The sky was bright blue, with a few white clouds, puffy as cotton candy. Salvatore showed a chip card to the robotic security guard, and he was waved through the gate. Then he drove them into an open hangar, parking inside, next to a Gulfstream G5500 passenger jet. Three people stood next to the ramp, leading into the plane.

Jacob stepped out of the van and walked to the back. Salvatore opened the rear door and grabbed the luggage.

David stretched his arms and stood from the back seat.

“Let’s go,” Jacob said. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Salvatore took their luggage to the jet. Jacob walked with David. The two older men talking with Sierra turned to Jacob and David as they approached.

Sierra stepped away from the men, hugging Jacob, then turning her attention to his son. “You must be David,” she said with a smile.

David gawked at Sierra, speechless, his eyes bulging. She wore a knee-length sundress that clung to her curves. Her brown hair hung past her shoulders, the red highlights catching the sunlight. Her face was youthful, with puffy lips and a button nose.

David’s mouth curled up in a knowing smile. “She’s a sex bot! She almost tricked me. Can I see her naked?”

Jacob squeezed David’s shoulder a little too hard. “No, David. She’s not a sex bot.”

“Ow.” David frowned and wiggled from Jacob’s grasp. “Then what is she?”

“She’s an AI sentient robot, but more important she’s Sierra, and, uh, … she’s my girlfriend.”

David doubled over with laughter. “Oh, my God! This gets better and better. My dad’s in love with a bot. Classic.”

Jacob grabbed David by the back of his neck. “That’s enough. You’ll show Sierra respect, or I’ll send you back to your mother. Is that what you want?”

He hung his head. “No.”

“Get on the plane.”

David walked toward the plane, sulking.

The pilot said to David, “Would you like to see the cockpit?”

David shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Sorry about that,” Jacob said to Sierra.

“It’s okay,” Sierra replied. “Based on what you’ve told me, I expected that. Don’t worry. I have infinite patience.”

“Did you have any trouble getting here?”

“No. The car service picked me up at your apartment and brought me here. It was uneventful, although I very much enjoyed seeing the sights on the way. I’ve never left your apartment.”

Jacob smiled. “That’s right. I forgot about that. What do you think about the world so far?”

“It’s more beautiful in person than in pictures and videos.”

Jacob held out his hand. “You ready for your first plane trip?”

She took his hand. “I love you, Jacob.”

“I love you too.”

They walked to the plane, hand in hand. An older man in a suit waited for Jacob, holding a stack of papers.

Jacob let go of Sierra’s hand and said, “Why don’t you get acquainted with David? I have some papers to sign.”

“Mr. Roth,” the attorney said, nodding and handing the papers and a pen to Jacob.

“Seth.” Jacob took the papers. “Thank you for preparing these on short notice.”

“You’re welcome.” Seth held up his briefcase like a table. “You want this to sign on?”

Jacob set the papers on Seth’s briefcase. The stack of papers was divided into two smaller stacks. Jacob flipped to the last page of the first stack, signed and dated it. Then he did the same for the second stack.

Seth took the papers and said, “If you need anything else, please let me know.”

As his attorney walked away from the jet, Jacob thought about the papers. Divorce papers for Rebecca and the dissolution of Lindsey’s trust fund. Jacob had always maintained that Lindsey’s trust fund came from his family, but that wasn’t true. Jacob had never been comfortable giving Lindsey a trust fund, worried that he was giving his money to a child who wasn’t his own. He had worried that Lindsey would eventually show her true colors and her allegiance to her biological father. That calculation had proved correct. By telling Rebecca that Lindsey’s trust fund was maintained by the Roth family trust, Nathan could play the bad guy, and Rebecca would never be the wiser.

Jacob boarded the plane, sitting next to Sierra. Shortly thereafter, the jet blasted down the runway. Jacob beamed at Sierra, their hands interlocked. David looked out the window, grinning, as the world turned small. This is the first day of the rest of my life. 
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Summer and Another Good Man Gone

 

 

The morning after the prison break, Summer and Patrick walked under the shade of the oaks, toward Clive’s cabin.

“I have some bad news,” Patrick said.

Summer stopped in her tracks.

Patrick turned to his daughter. “I didn’t want to tell you this at the breakfast table with Lindsey there.”

Summer’s stomach churned. “What is it?”

“Tucker was supposed to call me last night. He never misses. I didn’t want to call his wife because the connection wouldn’t be secure, so I checked the newswire. He died. Drowned in his hot tub, accidental death, or at least that’s what the article said.”

Summer was stunned and slack-jawed for a few seconds. “My God. You think he was murdered?”

“I suspect it was a CIA hit, but I don’t know for sure.”

“What does this mean for us? For Derek? Tucker was our source of inside information.”

Patrick blew out a breath. “I don’t know yet.”

Summer shook her head, on the verge of tears.

“We’re not giving up on Derek.” Patrick gestured to Clive’s cabin. “Let’s go. One thing at a time.”

They walked to Clive’s cabin and knocked.

Clive hollered from the kitchen, “Come in.”

After good-morning greetings and offers of coffee, they sat around Clive’s kitchen table.

“Have you heard from anyone about the hospital? Are the feds still there?” Summer asked, leaning forward in her chair.

“Yep. They ain’t goin’ nowhere.” Clive sipped his coffee. He had bits of eggs stuck in his bushy beard.

Summer’s body tensed, but she kept her voice calm. “There has to be a way we can get to him.”

“Not without riskin’ the lives of my men and the innocent people in that hospital. We’re short on ammo too. Feds have been hoardin’ since last year’s election.”

“This is our best chance. Once they take him to prison, it’s over.”

Clive set his cup of coffee on the table unnecessarily hard. “Ain’t gonna happen. We already risked plenty for your kin.” Clive pointed at Summer and Patrick. “You two owe me for gettin’ your girl.”

“We’ll get you the money,” Patrick said.

“With Truman dead, we have money in Silver City that we can access,” Summer added.

Clive sneered. “I’ll believe it when I see it. Until then, you two’ll do what I say. Once y’all pay in full and build some credit, we can talk about another operation, but it’ll have to be the right opportunity. Low risk. High return.”

“We can attack the convoy again, when they take Derek from the hospital,” Summer said, desperation in her voice. “It’s our best shot.”

Clive shook his head. “You ain’t hearin’ me. I ain’t takin’ the risk. We ain’t got the ammo. And they’ll be ready for us this time. They’ll use drones to secure their route.”

“You don’t know that.”

Clive pointed a craggy finger at Summer. “You’re gettin’ too big for your britches, missy.”

Patrick held up his hand to stop Summer, then asked Clive, “You think they’ll take him to Red Onion?”

“Prob’ly so. We got eyes on the hospital, so we’ll know when the prison convoy comes for your man. We’ll follow and find out for sure.”

Summer crossed her arms over her chest. “What difference does it make? If he’s locked up in Red Onion or some other place, he’s gone forever.”

Clive frowned. “If it don’t matter to you, we’ll stop watchin’. I figured you’d wanna know.”

“We do wanna know,” Patrick said, interjecting. “Thank you, Clive.” 
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Naomi and the Oval Office Address

 

 

Naomi walked with the White House press secretary down the hall toward the Oval Office.

Vernon waited outside the Oval Office, his mouth turned down. “We have a problem.”

Naomi addressed the press secretary. “Could you give us a minute, Jane?” The press secretary nodded and left them alone.

Vernon scanned the Oval Office waiting area, then whispered, “Jacob Roth is gone.”

Naomi knitted her brows, her words sharp despite her whisper. “What do you mean, he’s gone?”

“He had a plumber at his house this morning. He must’ve left in the plumbing van. He had a look-alike in his car. The FBI tailed the wrong vehicle.”

“What about the plumbing van? Where is it?”

“It was abandoned in Vermont. The FBI pieced together camera footage, and it looks like it went from Roth’s home in Westchester to the Danbury Municipal Airport. From there, it’s anyone’s guess. No doubt he flew private.”

Naomi shook her head, her face twisted into a scowl. “Damn it, Vernon. This was my shot.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Maybe he’ll come back to the States. The FBI has facial recognition cameras on the lookout.”

Naomi took a deep cleansing breath.

The White House press secretary returned and said, “Five minutes, Madam President.”

 

* * *

 

Five minutes later, Naomi sat at her desk in the Oval Office, staring into the cameras.

She said, “Good evening, America. Since 1913, the United States has been infiltrated and subverted from within by a cartel of bankers known as the Federal Reserve. Over the past 140 years, the Federal Reserve has controlled our money and, by extension, our government and our people. The international banks who own the Federal Reserve have enriched themselves at the expense of us all. They’ve foreclosed on our homes. They’ve created digital money with a keystroke and purchased real assets with their counterfeit money. Then they have the audacity to charge us interest on money they created out of thin air.”

Naomi paused for a moment, her expression somber, her hands folded on her desktop. “Others have tried to prevent the creation of a US central bank. Others have tried to rid America of this parasite. Presidents Lincoln, Jackson, Garfield, McKinley, Kennedy, Congressman Larry McDonald, and Senators John Heinz and John Tower all opposed central banking. McDonald, Heinz, and Tower died in suspicious plane crashes. Heinz and Tower died in separate plane crashes only one day apart. The presidents were all assassinated, except for Andrew Jackson. The man who tried to kill Jackson had both his pistols misfire.”

Naomi nodded to the camera. “And then there’s me. A car bomb killed my husband, took my eye, and severely burned my face and chest. Every morning when I wake up and every night when I go to bed, I see my scars without this makeup. Every day I’m reminded. This is our best chance to break our chains once and for all. I’m asking you to trust me. I’m asking you to help me. I’m asking you to do exactly what I say. If we do this together, I promise you, we will win. I promise you there will be a better America on the other side.

“When the banks reopen, I want every American to move their money to one of our approved banks, where your Fed Coins will be exchanged at a one-to-one ratio for the new USA Coin, brought to you by the US Treasury Bank. At some point in the near future, Fed Coins will no longer be legal tender in the United States. The creation of money should be for the public good, not for profit. To check our list of treasury-approved banks, go to www.transition.treasury.gov.”

Naomi stared into the camera, her jaw set tight. “We will no longer be debt slaves to corrupt international bankers. It’s time to take America back.” 
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Derek’s Not Talking

 

 

Two FBI agents stood by Derek’s bedside. Derek’s bed was propped upright. Cool oxygen flowed into his nose from the nasal cannula. His right arm was hooked to an IV. His left arm was handcuffed to the bedrail. His left wrist was red and chafing from the metal.

Special Agent Williams was a trim man in a dark suit. He showed Derek his tablet and said, “Who is this?”

It was a picture of Summer in the hospital, fast-walking next to Derek on a gurney. Her face was covered with a burst of light, the IR reflective glasses doing their thing.

“I don’t know,” Derek replied, showing no emotion, but wondering if this was the last time he’d ever see Summer again.

Williams arched his eyebrows and took the tablet. “You sure about that?” Williams scrolled to another picture of Summer, still with the burst of light covering her face.

Derek shrugged, still acting unfazed. “I have no idea. I can’t see the person’s face.”

“Who helped you attack the prison convoy?”

“I don’t know anything about a prison convoy.”

“Then who shot you?”

Derek shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

Special Agent Hendricks edged closer. She was muscular for a woman, with short red hair. “You’re the first known prisoner to escape US Penal Colony East.”

Derek didn’t respond.

“How did you get off the island?”

“I swam.”

Hendricks frowned. “Who helped you escape?”

“Nobody. I’m a good swimmer.”

Williams shook his head. “You’re not helping yourself, Mr. Reeves. We know who you are. We know you escaped US Penal Colony East with help from Project Freedom. We know you’re a member of the terrorist organization 1776. We know you and your buddies in 1776 destroyed that prison convoy, killing thirteen army prison guards. The bullet that was pulled out of you matches the handgun of one of the prison guards.”

“If you know everything, why bother askin’ me?”

“Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you.”

Derek pressed his lips together. “I don’t believe it.”

“If you don’t give us any information, you’ll be classified as an unlawful enemy combatant. You’ll be locked up without a trial forever. You’ll never see Lindsey again. You’ll never see anyone but inmates and prison guards. Your life is over if you don’t give us something.”

Derek turned to the agents, a sharp pain radiating through his chest. “This isn’t my first rodeo. You and I both know I’ll be classified as an unlawful enemy combatant regardless. I’m done talkin’.”

Williams chuckled to himself. “Wait until you get to Red Onion. You’ll talk.” 
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Jacob and H.R. 3679

 

 

They had been in the air shortly before the FBI descended on Danbury Municipal Airport. While they were in the air, the FBI had raided Roth Holdings North America’s corporate headquarters on Wall Street. Austin Wolff had already scrubbed Jacob’s computer. Jacob and Sierra and David had flown from Vermont to Basel, Switzerland. From the airport, they had driven to the Roth family mansion in the suburbs.

Nathan had barely spoken to Jacob since his arrival, obviously irritated by Jacob’s fugitive status. They had one tense family dinner on Friday night at the main house, but Jacob, Sierra, and David had spent the rest of the weekend in the guest house, adjusting to their new surroundings.

On Monday afternoon, Jacob was summoned to Nathan’s office. On the way to his father’s office, he saw his mother sitting at the table in the parlor, tapping on her phone, sipping a martini. The parlor featured a massive brick fireplace at one end, ornate couches, an antique coffee table, and a table and chairs.

“Hi, Mom,” Jacob said, sticking his head into the room.

She turned from her phone, her movement graceful.

She wore a formfitting dress, with heavy makeup and jewelry. Her blond hair was chin length, without a single strand of gray. She had a large mouth, a large nose, and small blue eyes. Despite less-than-perfect proportions, she was attractive. Her sixty-five-year-old face looked at least twenty years younger, courtesy of good makeup and good cosmetic surgery.

“Jacob. Are you all settled in the guest house?”

Jacob walked into the parlor. “We are. Thank you.”

“Good. How long will you be staying?”

Jacob suppressed a scowl. “I don’t know. I’m happy to rent a place in Basel, if this is uncomfortable for you.”

She waved her hand across her face. “Nonsense. Why would it be uncomfortable? Apart from the robot mistress.”

Jacob glared at his mother. “She’s my assistant.” Jacob had introduced Sierra as his assistant, afraid to admit to his parents that he was in love with a bot.

“Whatever you say, dear. I was never fond of Rebecca but a sex bot? It’s so … scandalous. It is beautiful though. I almost thought it was human. I suppose I can see the allure.”

Jacob dipped his head. “I have a meeting with Dad.”

“Of course you do, dear.”

Jacob walked down the hall to Nathan’s home office. He lingered in the open door. His father was at his desk, tapping on his computer, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. The German Wirehaired Pointer lying on the carpet next to Nathan raised his head and growled. The hunting dog had a wiry gray coat that protected against thorns and harsh weather. The fur on his face grew in a downturned beard that gave the dog a perpetual scowl, not unlike his owner.

“Duke,” Nathan said, his harsh inflection causing the old dog to quiet and to put his head back down. “Don’t loiter,” Nathan said, glancing at Jacob. “And shut the door.”

Jacob shut the door and stepped to Nathan’s desk. The office furniture was dark wood and plush leather. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf spanned one wall, filled with first editions and rare hardbacks.

“Have a seat,” Nathan said, his eyes locked on his screen.

Jacob sat in a leather chair across from his father at the desk.

Nathan took a deep breath and turned from his computer to Jacob. Nathan had bushy eyebrows and thinning grayish-white hair. The old man picked up a piece of paper and handed it to Jacob. “This bill was introduced into congress today by Andrew Poole.”

Jacob read the document.

 

H.R. 3679

 

To abolish the Federal Reserve.

 

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

 

August 31, 2053

 

Mr. Andrew Poole introduced the following bill.

 

A BILL

 

To abolish the Federal Reserve.

 

The Federal Reserve Act of 1913 and all subsequent amendments to that act are hereby revoked.

 

The gold that belongs to the United States government, which is kept on deposit with the Federal Reserve System, is hereby transferred to the United States Treasury.

 

All American debts denominated in Fed Coins, public and private, are hereby repudiated.

 

A bead of sweat ran down Jacob’s back. His underarms felt sticky. Jacob set the paper on Nathan’s desk and said, “They won’t have the votes to pass this. Poole’s a Libertarian. The Social Democrats and the Republicans both hate him.”

Nathan leaned forward, his elbows on his desk. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I think this is Naomi Sutton’s idea. Social Democrats hold a majority in the house and the senate. With her support, it’ll pass.”

Jacob winced.

Nathan narrowed his eyes. “I blame myself. I knew you were in over your head.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. Whatever I need to do—”

“It’s done.” Nathan clenched his jaw. “At this point I don’t want you to do anything to make it worse. We were supposed to start accumulating American assets, along with the Chinese. That’s on hold now. I underestimated Naomi Sutton. After her proclamation that Fed Coins will no longer be legal tender and now this bill, … Fed Coin demand has dried up. Nobody wants to trade assets for Fed Coins. Not until this is sorted out. In the meantime, we must create civil unrest.”

“This bill cannot pass.”

“If it does, we’re finished. Our family has dominated central banking for nearly three hundred years.” Nathan slammed the side of his fist on his desktop. “And you pissed it away in less than two years.”

Duke barked in agreement. 
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Summer and the Stakeout

 

 

Summer and Patrick had spent the day making prescription drug deliveries. Many of the deliveries were dropped by autonomous drones, launched by Patrick and Summer from various locations around southwestern Virginia. It was dangerous for them to be on the road and involved in illegal activity, but they owed Clive and 1776. They had taken precautions, wearing their IR reflective glasses and driving conservatively. They had completed their deliveries without incident.

On the way back from their final delivery, Patrick pulled off Virginia State Route 361, parking the van in the Appalachian Mountain wilderness.

“We can’t keep doing these drug runs,” Summer said. “How long before the cops catch us?”

“I know, but what other choice do we have?” Patrick replied.

Summer sighed. “I don’t know. I was really hoping we could get our money and pay off Clive. We need help.”

Patrick had contacted Frontier Assurance in Silver City. Derek and Summer’s money was still frozen by the Panamanian government. Given their crimes against the state, it was unlikely that they would ever see their money.

“That ship has sailed. We have to move forward,” Patrick said.

They exited the van and hiked through the forest for forty minutes. They eventually stopped at a rocky overlook. The afternoon sun was high in the sky, almost directly overhead. Patrick wiped sweat from his forehead, removed his backpack, and sat on a large rock. Summer sat next to him. Patrick removed a set of digital binoculars, set the video camera to Record, and handed them to Summer.

She peered through the binoculars at the Red Onion Prison complex six hundred yards away. Two octagonal fences surrounded the complex, with guard towers at the corners. Three large square buildings stood dead center. Sixteen smaller interconnected concrete buildings completed the complex. Summer zoomed in on any activity. Prison guards entered and left the buildings. Military vehicles came and went. Prisoners were escorted to and from the outdoor cages. Summer searched for anything useful to rescue Derek.

Clive’s men had been monitoring the hospital. According to Clive, Derek had been moved from the hospital to Red Onion three days ago, after spending a week in the hospital. Summer and Patrick had been coming to the lookout every day since, scouting the prison, searching for a weakness to exploit.

“This place is impenetrable,” Summer said.

Patrick peered through his own digital binoculars. “I know.”

 

* * *

 

After nearly two hours of spying, Patrick said, “We should head back.”

“Hold on a second.” Summer zoomed in on a prisoner walking gingerly, escorted by two prison guards, his feet and hands shackled. His beard and head were shaved, but she recognized him instantly. Summer sucked in a breath and said, “It’s Derek.”

Patrick gazed through his binoculars. After a moment of searching, he said, “I see him.”

The army prison guards escorted Derek to a cage the size of a typical guest bedroom. He knelt in front of the men, and they unshackled his feet. Then they locked him inside. The guards opened a slot on the cage. Derek inserted his hands, and they undid his handcuffs.

Derek walked in tight circles around the cage, his head bowed. He held the right side of his chest where he’d been shot. At one point, he gazed at the sun, his hand shading his vision.

Summer set down the binoculars. She shut her eyes. When she opened them, tears slipped down her face. Is this as close as I’ll ever be? 
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Naomi and the PEOC

 

 

A week after Congressman Andrew Poole introduced the End the Fed Bill, Naomi met in the Oval Office sitting area with Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel, Secretary of State Fletcher McClure, and White House Chief of Staff Vernon Hayes.

“I have to hand it to you, Madam President,” Fletcher said, raising his morning cup of coffee. “I didn’t think it was possible, but we have the votes. At the end of the day, you’ll sign H.R. 3679 into law.” He sipped his coffee.

Naomi forced a smile. “I’d rather not celebrate until it’s done. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

“We are in a much stronger position than I thought we’d be.” Ramesh adjusted his glasses, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I thought they might freeze the Federal Reserve member banks for another week. My sources tell me that they knew the longer they kept the member banks closed, the worse the outflows would ultimately be. Most of the member banks are on the verge of failure. Fed Coin values are plummeting, inversely correlated to USA Coin.”

Cell phones buzzed in their pockets and on the coffee table. Secret Service officers barged into the Oval Office. Everyone stood from the couches with wide eyes and arched eyebrows.

One of the officers said, “Madam President. We have to go. Now.”

Four Secret Service officers surrounded Naomi and escorted her from the Oval Office. Ramesh, Fletcher, and Vernon were also escorted from the office, each man with two Secret Service officers. Naomi’s heart pounded as she was rushed downstairs to the West Wing basement, past the dental office, the flower shop, the carpenter’s shop, and the Situation Room.

A handful of cabinet members were ahead of them and behind them, heading the same way, also escorted by Secret Service. At the end of the basement hallway, a Secret Service officer stood by a thick steel door, reminiscent of a door to a bank vault. It was the first time Naomi had seen it open.

Naomi and her inner circle and several cabinet members were ushered into the concrete tunnel, the thick door shutting and locking behind them. They fast-walked under the White House and the East Wing. At the end of the concrete tunnel was another thick steel door. That door was shut behind them. They were escorted past bedrooms and storage rooms to the Presidential Emergency Operations Center or PEOC.

Inside the PEOC was a long rectangular table and chairs, with OLED screens on the walls and personal screens in front of each seat. Vice President Randal Montgomery was already in the room, his face flushed, along with the Secretary of Defense and the Attorney General.

Naomi turned to see Vernon and Fletcher scanning their phones. “What the hell is happening?”

Vernon looked up from his phone. “Congressman Poole was killed outside his apartment by a drone.”

“Congressmen Delacruz, Potter, and Congresswoman Huang are dead too,” Fletcher added. “Also drone attacks.”

Naomi shook her bowed head. Then she looked up and said, “They were all sure votes against the Fed. Are there any more?”

“Senator Sherman and Congresswoman Malone are in critical condition.”

Naomi clenched her jaw. “I want an emergency joint session. We won’t be intimidated. We’re voting on this bill today.” 
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Derek and Red Onion Prison

 

 

Derek lay on the thin mattress, his arms shielding his eyes from the overhead lights. He had no sheets, pillow, or blanket. He had no control over the light. They turned on in the morning and turned off at night. He never knew the exact time of day. The tiny frosted glass window was the only corroboration he had that it was, in fact, night or morning, but the frosted glass made it impossible to see anything else outside. Based on the lights, he estimated that he had been in prison for a week, but it felt far longer.

He sat up and placed his feet on the concrete floor. Pain radiated from the right side of his chest as he moved. He slipped his stocking feet into the slip-on shoes. Derek stood from the bed and stretched his arms over his head gingerly, the pain subsiding. He took two steps to the stainless-steel toilet and sink. A toothbrush and toothpaste sat on the edge of the sink. He brushed his teeth, then used his cupped hands to bring water to his mouth to rinse. His toothbrush and toothpaste—along with the orange uniform and shoes he wore—were the only personal items he was allowed.

After brushing his teeth, he walked. He took three steps to the steel door, turned around, three steps to the toilet, turned around, and three steps to the door again. As he paced, he thought about Summer and Lindsey and Byron and Lila, picturing their faces, burning their images into his memory, determined not to forget.

A hard knock came at his door. A guard in army green appeared in the rectangular window. The food pass opened, and the guard said, “Take off your clothes and hand them to me.”

Derek undressed, shoving his clothes through the food pass. As he did this, another guard inspected the clothes, making sure no contraband was inside.

When he was naked, the guard said, “Turn around. Spread your ass cheeks and cough.”

Derek did as he was ordered.

“Face me. Lift your scrotum.”

Derek complied, his expression blank.

The guard shoved Derek’s clothes back through the food pass and said, “Get dressed. You have an interview.”

Derek dressed and placed his hands through the food pass.

The guard handcuffed him and said, “Turn around and kneel.”

Derek turned around and knelt on the concrete.

His cell door opened, and two guards entered. One watched Derek while the other cuffed his ankles. They escorted Derek outside of the cell. As they walked along the cells, inmates screamed and shouted obscenities. One inmate smacked his head on the door window, leaving a smear of his own blood.

Derek was taken to a windowless room with a built-in table and chairs. He was forced to sit and was handcuffed to the table. The guards left him in the room. Derek rested his head on the table for what felt like hours but was probably only one hour.

The door opened. Derek lifted his head to see a dark-skinned man, wearing khakis and a black polo shirt, enter the room. Derek had met with Octavius on two other occasions. He was the only man—apart from other inmates—that Derek saw out of the standard army uniform. Derek wondered if he was CIA.

Octavius sat across from Derek and set his tablet on the table. “How are you doing?”

Derek frowned. “Never better.”

“You ready to talk today?”

“Depends on the questions.”

Octavius shook his shaved head. “I’m trying to help you. Level-zero prisoners don’t last very long in here. They end up going insane. Is that what you want?”

Derek didn’t respond.

Level-zero prisoners had the least privileges. They weren’t allowed books, bedding, electronics, or any personal items, outside of necessities. Rec time was limited to twice per week, in thirty-minute blocks, alone in a cell-size outdoor cage.

Octavius said, “Look. You answer my questions, and I’ll see about raising your status to level one. You’d have a blanket and pillow and books.”

Derek still didn’t respond.

Octavius held up his tablet to Derek, showing the picture of Summer in the hospital, her face blurred by the IR reflective glasses. “Who is this?”

Derek was unresponsive.

Octavius showed Derek a few more pictures of Summer with her face obscured. Derek didn’t say a word.

Octavius said, “The triage nurse said the person was a woman about five foot four, brown hair, white, athletic build, pretty. Does that sound like someone you know?” He paused, waiting for Derek to respond. After a moment, Octavius shook his head. “Who helped you attack that prison convoy?” He paused again, waiting for a reply. “Was it 1776?”

Derek clasped his hands together, the handcuffs jangling. He studied his hands, ignoring Octavius.

“You think you’re hard because you survived Psycho Island?” Octavius asked.

Derek still studied his hands, thinking about Summer.

“You couldn’t have been there very long.” Octavius tapped on his tablet. “You were sent there in August of 2051. How long were you there?”

Derek closed his eyes picturing his family, keeping their images sharp in his mind.

“Couldn’t have been more than two years, probably a lot less. That’s nothing. Imagine being locked up in this concrete box for the rest of your life. You’re forty-one. That could easily be another forty years. When you die, you might’ve lived more of your life incarcerated in this shithole than on the outside. Think about that. Think about living the rest of your life in your cell without so much as a book to read. Without anyone to talk to. It’s more than enough to make a man crazy in a few months, much less forty years.”

Derek looked up and said, “Thankfully, I have you.”

Octavius glared at Derek. “You have no idea. This could be much more … uncomfortable. Other interviewers use more … brutal means of extracting information.”

“This isn’t brutal? I’m locked up twenty-three hours a day. I have no human contact. How much more brutal could it be?”

Octavius leaned back in his chair. “Brutal enough that you’d be begging me to kill you right now.”

Derek narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t you do it then?”

“If I put you in stress positions, waterboarded you, beat you, starved you, among other things, you would confess, but there’s a good chance it would be a false confession. I want the truth, and I want to reward you for telling the truth. That’s it.” He stood and rapped his knuckle on the metal table. “Think about it.” He left the room.

Two guards escorted Derek back to his cell. 
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Jacob and It’s Not Over

 

 

Jacob sat behind the desk in the office of the guest house, watching his laptop. Sierra stood next to him, watching as well.

Naomi Sutton was on the screen, sitting behind her desk in the Oval Office. She was flanked by the American flag and the Flag of the President of the United States. Framed pictures of Naomi’s late husband and late mother were on the table behind the desk.

Naomi said, “It is with a heavy heart that I come to you today. Five days ago, on September seventh, assassinations were planned and executed against multiple congressmen and senators with the intention of eliminating those politicians likely to vote in favor of H.R. 3679, otherwise known as the End the Fed Bill. Congressmen Poole, Delacruz, Potter, and Congresswomen Huang and Malone, as well as Senator Sherman died from attacks carried out by autonomous drones. In addition, Congressmen Poole’s wife, Janine, and two innocent bystanders, Iris Massey and Flora Melendez were killed in the terrorist attacks.

“If not for the heroic actions of the FBI, the Secret Service, and the Metropolitan Police Department, I’m certain we would’ve suffered further casualties. Our brave men and women in law enforcement disabled forty-five drones, all with facial recognition targets of other senators and congressmen in favor of H.R. 3679.

“Despite the many tragedies we suffered, we’re not down, and we’re certainly not out. I’m very proud to announce that I signed the End the Fed Bill into law today. I would like to dedicate this historic bill to the men and woman who gave their lives during the terrorist attacks of September seventh. These men and women died because they stood for freedom. I’d like to take a moment of silence to remember these great patriots. Please bow your head.”

Naomi bowed her head. After thirty seconds she raised her gaze and said, “Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “Thomas Jefferson once said, ‘Bank-paper must be suppressed, and the circulating medium must be restored to the nation to whom it belongs.’ This is the heart of the End the Fed Bill, returning our money to the US Treasury, where it belongs. No longer will international bankers usurp the power of the US government. No longer will we be debt slaves to international bankers. We are a free people, and we will control our own money, as our Founding Fathers intended.”

Jacob shut his laptop and hung his head. “It’s over.”

Sierra put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Maybe it’s for the best.”

Jacob swiveled in his chair and looked up at Sierra. “How?”

“Is this what you want to do with the rest of your life?”

Jacob was speechless, thinking about leaving his job and leaving his father. His cell phone chimed, breaking him from his thoughts. He grabbed his phone from the desktop and checked the number. Jacob swiped right and said, “Austin?”

“Hello, Mr. Roth,” Austin Wolff replied. “Sorry I’ve been out of touch. I was on assignment.”

Jacob wondered if his assignment had anything to do with the recent assassinations. “I can’t imagine you have good news for me.”

“We have a source in the Secret Service, very close to Sutton. If something were to happen to her, Randal Montgomery would pardon you, and, if the economy is bad enough, he might be able to undo H.R. 3679. If you say yes, this is something I may not be able to stop, if you later change your mind. Is this something you would like me to pursue?”

Jacob knew he should discuss this with his father, but Jacob was tired of taking orders from his father, and he was still the head of Roth Holdings North America. “Yes.” 
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Summer’s Goin’ Nowhere

 

 

On the screen, Naomi Sutton said, “God bless the United States of America. Good night.”

Summer, Patrick, and Lindsey sat at the kitchen table, watching the laptop. Byron and Lila were asleep in the bedroom. As Naomi Sutton faded to black, Patrick shut his laptop.

“I still can’t believe she abolished the Fed,” Patrick said, moving his chair to the opposite side of the table. “And a debt jubilee. Wow.” He sat, now facing Summer and Lindsey. “I’m not a fan of socialism, but I have to hand it to her. She abolished the Fed, the island prisons, Fed Coin debts, and she hasn’t even been in office a year.”

“What does this mean for us?” Summer asked.

“Not much. We don’t have any Fed Coin debts. We’re still fugitives. It should be positive for Americans in the long run though, provided they can make it stick.”

“Why wouldn’t it stick?” Lindsey asked.

Patrick leaned forward, placing his elbows on the wooden table. “The international bankers won’t stop. Naomi Sutton better watch her back. I wouldn’t be surprised to see another assassination attempt. Vice President Montgomery would likely undo everything Sutton did. Congress is probably scared shitless, so they’d pass a bill reinstating the Fed, reversing the debt jubilee, and Sutton wouldn’t be there to veto it.”

A knock came from the front door. Patrick walked to the door and opened it.

“Evenin’,” Clive said, tipping his head.

“Clive. What can I do for you?” Patrick asked, blocking the doorway.

“We need to talk business.”

Patrick stepped aside. “Come in.” Patrick escorted Clive to the kitchen table, where Summer and Lindsey still sat. “We just finished watching the Oval Office Address.”

Clive sat at the table. “It’s a helluva thing Sutton did.”

Patrick sat next to Clive. “Does it change the mission of 1776?”

Clive frowned. “Hell no. Sutton ain’t got no intention of givin’ the power to the people. Otherwise, we could use whatever money we damn well please. Socialists are all the same. They claim to care about the people, but the power and wealth ends up in the hands of the state. She’s worse than Warner, in my opinion.”

Patrick nodded, noncommittal.

“I won’t beat around the bush. Any word on your money from Silver City?”

Summer looked down.

Patrick said, “Our accounts are frozen. I don’t know when that’ll change.”

Clive stroked his long beard. “I had a feelin’.”

“We’ve been surveilling Red Onion Prison. Derek is there, like you said, but we need help to get him out. We could kidnap an officer from the prison, make him help us. All we have to do is follow a few home, figure out which ones don’t have families to worry about.”

Clive sucked air through his teeth. “We’ve been through this. You gotta work off your debt. Then we’ll talk about helpin’ your man. To be clear, we ain’t gonna bust into Red Onion, even with help from an officer. It’s a supermax, run by heavily armed soldiers. Ain’t gonna happen. You need a better plan. You got plenty of time to think about it. Your man ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

Summer bit her tongue to stop herself from telling Clive to go to hell. 





 

 

 

19

Naomi and Civil Unrest

 

 

“Truman Bradshaw made it very clear that Thorium Unlimited would not pay a single currency unit of tax,” Lisa said. “If you want to keep the lights on, I expect you’ll abide by the terms of the deal.”

Naomi paced in the Oval Office, her encrypted cell phone to her ear. “Unfortunately, Truman is no longer with us.”

“You made this deal with Thorium Unlimited, not Truman Bradshaw. As CEO, I have a duty to maximize shareholder value. I expect you to introduce and sign into law the thorium subsidy bill that we prepared. Our taxes will be 100 percent offset by subsidies.”

Naomi winced. Thorium Unlimited was the most profitable company in the world. If the federal government couldn’t collect taxes from the company, it would create a massive hole in the budget. “I can’t guarantee congress will vote in favor.”

“You and I both know that’s not true. You passed the End the Fed Bill. This is far less controversial. Subsidies for clean energy is something your base will support. Otherwise, I will shut down our reactors. Don’t test me.” Lisa disconnected the call.

Naomi stared at her phone, shocked that the bot had hung up on her. Her desktop phone buzzed. Naomi walked to her desk. Vernon’s face was on the screen. Naomi tapped on the screen, accepting the call. She spoke into the speaker. “Vernon.”

His face was taut. “We have a situation. We’re receiving reports all over the nation that organized riots are coming to major cities tonight.”

 

* * *

 

Over the past forty-eight days, since early August, the stock and bond markets, the real estate market, and the banks had been in a perpetual crisis that culminated with the End the Fed Bill, signed into law a week ago. Despite the turmoil, civil unrest had been minor, until now. Americans had watched the value of their Fed Coins depreciate rapidly, before exchanging them for USA Coins. Those who had exchanged their coins first did well, but many Americans waited, only exchanging their coins after a significant devaluation. While the value of USA Coins had been steady, the damage had already been done. Creditors and savers had seen their livelihoods and investments destroyed with the stroke of a pen. People and businesses were unable to access credit of any kind.

The Situation Room, otherwise known as the John F. Kennedy Conference Room, was a 5,500 square foot room in the basement of the West Wing. Naomi sat at the head of the long table. The table was occupied by the National Security Council, along with a few relevant cabinet members. Chairs along the wall were occupied by additional staff.

All eyes were on Director of the NSA Lieutenant General Quinn Kushida. The fit sixty-year-old wore his army green service uniform, heavily decorated with stars and bars. Kushida said, “We’ve tracked an abnormal number of guns, ammunition, spray paint, crow bars, gas cans, and aluminum baseball bats being sold across the country today. In addition, we’ve had reports of pallets of bricks being left in downtown areas.”

“Who’s paying for this?” Naomi asked.

“We’ve had an influx of money coming from Europe, but it’s been routed and rerouted through the banking system, effectively scrubbing it clean. We believe American citizens are being paid for their efforts. We don’t have conclusive proof, but we believe international bankers are funding these riots, with the intention of destabilizing the population.”

Naomi turned to the Secretary of Defense. “Secretary Rhodes. If we wanted to dispatch the national guard to keep our cities intact, how many can we dispatch in the next few hours?”

“Between the Army and Air National Guard, we have about 377,000 soldiers,” Rhodes said. “But I think we’d be better served with active-duty units. The guard units would be slower to dispatch. We have about nine hundred thousand active-duty soldiers stationed across the country. I’m confident that we could dispatch at least three hundred thousand of those soldiers over the next three hours to our cities. If we concentrated our efforts to cities with over one hundred thousand people, we would have to cover 287 cities. This averages out to 1,045 men per city. Obviously, we would dispatch a larger force to larger cities, but that gives you an idea of the security force we can provide. I suggest setting up road blocks immediately and searching all nonlocal vehicles entering the cities.”

“Any potential downsides to dispatching active-duty soldiers?” Naomi looked around the table.

Secretary of State McClure raised his hand and said, “The optics are dreadful. The active-duty military is meant for war, not law enforcement.” McClure addressed Secretary of Defense Rhodes. “How many of those three hundred thousand troops are military police?”

Rhodes glared at McClure. The men were polar opposites. Rhodes, a fit and fastidious military man. McClure, the overweight civilian, wearing a sloppy suit.

“A small fraction but that’s immaterial,” Rhodes replied. “Riot and crowd control are a numbers game. We need a strong show of force.” Rhodes addressed Naomi. “Madam President, I suggest making this decision immediately. The longer we wait, the less soldiers we’ll have on the ground.”

“Americans have over four hundred million guns,” Vernon interjected. “If the military ends up shooting civilians, we might spark a revolution.”

Naomi pursed her lips, digesting Vernon’s point. “I can’t allow violence because of potential violence. This is why we need a gun ban.” Then she nodded to Rhodes. “Secure the cities with active-duty units. Do what you think is necessary. I will not let the cities burn on my watch.”

Vernon frowned.

“Thank you, Madam President.” Rhodes stood and left the Situation Room, several staff members following in his wake.

“It might be worth pursuing a gun ban,” Fletcher said. “Given the current climate, and our majority support in the house and senate, we might be able to push a gun ban through congress.” 
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Derek and Rec Time

 

 

Derek walked in a tight circle inside the outdoor cage. The rectangular cage wasn’t much bigger than his cell. He squinted at the afternoon sun as he strolled, soaking in the rays. He listened for birds or the rustle of leaves. Anything that sounded like nature. He had already exercised. For Derek, rec time was more about sunlight and a change of scenery, than exercise.

The guards escorted a prisoner to another cage, two down from Derek. The guards never put the prisoners in cages next to each other. They always left at least one empty cage between them as a buffer. Derek had seen the prisoner through his door window on occasion, when the guards transported the man to and from the shower or to rec time. The man occupied the cell next to Derek.

Derek continued his laps, glancing over at the man each time he turned his way. He was a dark-skinned man with a close-cropped beard and a crescent of tight curls around his bald head. His dark eyes were mere slits. He had an average build and appeared to be in his late forties.

On the third time Derek glanced at the man, the man waved.

Derek waved back.

On the next lap, the man held up his hand like a stop sign.

Derek stopped and faced the man, his hands on the chain-link cage.

The man’s gaze flicked to the guards. They were talking, not paying attention to the cages. Then he said in a low voice, “What’s your name?”

“Derek. What’s yours?” Derek spoke barely above a whisper.

He smiled and said, “Magic.”

“Is that a nickname?”

“Nope. That’s God-given. My daddy was a Lakers fan. Unfortunately, I could never play basketball like Magic.” Magic laughed at his own joke, covering his mouth and his crooked teeth as he did so.

Derek gave him a polite smile. “How long you been here?”

“Two months. You?”

“I think this is day eighteen. I’m startin’ to lose count.”

One of the guards shouted, “No talking.” The guard approached Derek’s cage, his jaw set tight. “Don’t touch the cage. And no talking. I’ll cut your rec time short if I hear another word.” The guard cemented his threat with a hard stare at Derek, then Magic.

Derek went back to walking, while Magic did calisthenics. The prisoners didn’t say another word. 





 

 

 

21

Jacob’s Useless

 

 

“Tell the Chinese that we never made any guarantees,” Nathan said into his cell phone. “Market conditions have changed.” Nathan paused. “Yes, I know, Mayer.” He paused again. “That’s disappointing. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Nathan disconnected the call and set his phone on his desk.

Jacob sat at a table across from Nathan’s desk, using the table as a makeshift workspace. Duke the dog slept on the floor between them, his flatulence wafting into Jacob’s nostrils, his father seemingly immune. Jacob had been coordinating with the New York corporate offices for the last thirteen hours. He glanced at the clock on his laptop and thought, It’s already tomorrow. It was 3:14 a.m. in Switzerland, and 9:14 p.m. in New York. Jacob wanted to go to bed hours ago, but he didn’t have the courage to call it quits before his father.

On his laptop, he watched the US military protect city after city. The protests paid for and orchestrated by the international bankers were a dud. The Fed Coins they’d used to pay the protestors had depreciated so much that many protestors had simply stayed home and spent the money on consumer items. Others had seen the military, figured it wasn’t worth it, and had quickly disbursed. Many others had never made it to the protests, the military setting up roadblocks and arresting protestors in possession of riot paraphernalia. As soon as news of East Coast arrests had spread across the country, even the most enthusiastic rioters had changed their tune and had stayed home.

Jacob looked up from his laptop to see his father sneering at him.

Nathan said, “Timing is everything. We were too late to start buying assets. The assassinations weren’t coordinated, and that alerted law enforcement. These riots are too damn late. The military beat us to it. We let Naomi Sutton create a new currency and declare a debt jubilee right under our noses. The Fed Coin is now worth half of what it was a month ago. And we’ve likely lost the Chinese as a strategic partner.” Nathan let out a tired breath. “How much do you think Fed Coins will be worth when Sutton announces that they’re no longer legal tender? Or maybe your buddy Ramesh will make the announcement?”

Jacob opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.

Nathan scowled. “You’re fucking useless.”

Jacob thought about Naomi being shot with a high-powered sniper rifle. He thought about being the one to bring his family back from the brink. 
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Summer and the Safe and Secure Bill

 

 

Summer, Lindsey, and Patrick huddled around the laptop at the kitchen table. Byron played in the living room with his cars, within eyeshot, and Summer cradled Lila in her arms.

Braveheart, aka Patrick, was on the screen, a hooded figure wearing sunglasses and a bandanna over his face. His voice was digitized. “On September eleventh, President Sutton abolished the Federal Reserve and declared a debt jubilee, effectively ending 140 years of debt slavery in the United States.” The video cut to various rendered images of Naomi Sutton portrayed as God or Jesus or Moses with white robes, halos, sun rays from heaven, and parting seas.

“Many of you may be thinking that the fight for freedom is over, that Naomi Sutton is the savior we’ve been waiting for.” The video cut back to Braveheart shaking his head. “We’ve simply switched bosses. There’s still a monopoly on money created out of thin air. The only difference is that it benefits the federal government, not the international bankers.”

The Preamble to the United States Constitution appeared on the screen, the graceful penmanship clearly stating, We the People. “Many of you may be thinking that the federal government represents our interests. That’s the propaganda we’ve been fed for hundreds of years. Yet, at the same time, our Constitution has been violated indiscriminately, and our rights have been abused time and time again without recourse.”

The video cut back to Braveheart. “If you think Naomi Sutton’s different, consider her actions since the End the Fed Bill.” Footage showed soldiers searching cars at a checkpoint. “She dispatched active-duty military units to our cities to quell brewing riots, exploiting loopholes in the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878. These riots were incited and financed by the international bankers, and she likely made the right choice to protect the power of the state, but we have to consider the fact that the bankers and the government are effectively fighting over their slaves. Us. The government wants to extract their pound of flesh through taxation and inflation and money creation, no longer willing to share the inflation and money creation with the bankers.

“On September twenty-fifth, President Sutton did what conspiracy theorists have been warning about for decades. She signed the Safe and Secure Bill, banning all civilian firearms in the United States.” An image of a large pile of guns flanked by police officers appeared on the screen. “Under the new law, gun owners have until October fifteenth to turn over their weapons and ammunition to law enforcement without fine or imprisonment. UBI bonuses have been promised for complying by the due date.”

A map of the US showed various pins, denoting the sanctuary counties. “In response, 280 rural counties have passed resolutions to protect the Second Amendment rights of citizens, backed by armed civilian militias.

“President Sutton made the following statement yesterday.” A clip from CNN showed Naomi Sutton on the screen behind a podium. The date in the lower right corner read September 30, 2053.

Naomi on the screen said, “Americans in possession of firearms or ammunition after October fifteenth will be subject to fines and arrest. If I have to activate the National Guard or active-duty military to enforce the law, so be it.”

Braveheart appeared on the screen. “Quietly, in the background, bill H.R. 3723 has been introduced to congress, prohibiting paramilitary activity, punishable as a Class 5 felony. Paramilitary activity is being defined as teaching or demonstrating to any other person the use, application, or making of any firearm, explosive, or incendiary device, or technique capable of causing injury or death to persons, knowing or having reason to know or intending that such training will be employed for use in, or in furtherance of, a civil disorder; or assembling with one or more persons with the intent of intimidating any person or group of persons by drilling, parading, or marching with any firearm, any explosive or incendiary device, or any components or combination thereof.

“Naomi Sutton wants total power and control over the tax slaves of the United States. She wants us passive and unarmed.” A quote appeared in fancy cursive on the screen. “Thomas Jefferson said, ‘When government fears the people, there is liberty. When the people fear the government, there is tyranny.’ Hide your guns and ammunition, but do not give away your right to bear arms. Until next time, stay safe and watch your back.” The video faded to black.

“That was great, Dad,” Summer said. “When are you sending it out?”

“Tonight,” Patrick replied.

“Do you really think Naomi Sutton wants to control us?” Lindsey asked. “If it wasn’t for her, they would’ve sent me to Psycho Island.”

Patrick addressed Lindsey. “They still sent you to prison without due process. I don’t know about her personally, but, as a politician, she’s no different than the rest. Politics is about power. Politicians think they can decide for the rest of us how to live better than we can for ourselves.”

Summer stood from the table, cradling a snoozing Lila. “I should put her down for her nap.” Summer took Lila to the back bedroom, placing her in the crib. She kissed her on the forehead, then returned to the kitchen. Lindsey and Patrick were still debating.

“I think she’s doing what she thinks is right,” Lindsey said.

“I agree with that, but she’s still wrong,” Patrick replied. “Karl Marx said, ‘Democracy is the road to socialism.’ He also said, ‘Socialism leads to communism.’ I believe he was right on both counts.”

Summer whispered to the debaters, “Can you two keep it down?”

“Sorry,” Patrick said.

“I’m going outside to grab the laundry. I won’t be long. Will you listen for Lila and keep an eye on Byron?”

“No problem,” Patrick whispered.

Lindsey nodded to Summer. “We got it.”

Summer grabbed the laundry basket. She went outside, while Lindsey and Patrick went back to their debate, albeit at a lower volume. The two men next door were skinning a deer, hanging from their porch. Summer turned her back on the grisly scene, walking to the clothesline she’d stretched between two trees. The afternoon sun was high in the sky, casting aberrant rays of sunshine between the forest canopy. She unclipped clean clothes, folded them, and placed them in her basket.

“How are you?” a man asked.

Summer turned to see Evan from next door. His leather gloves were bloodstained. “I’m fine. You?” Summer grabbed a T-shirt from the clothesline.

“We shot a buck. You want me to save you some deer steaks?”

Summer smiled. “Thank you, Evan. That’s really nice of you.”

He winked and said, “I aim to please.” 
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Naomi’s Intuition

 

 

Naomi lay in the canopy bed in the White House master bedroom, hugging the puffy pillow too tight. She’d been tossing and turning for hours. The thought that she’d be exhausted in the morning caused her more anxiety and made her sleeplessness a self-fulfilling prophecy. She kept her eye closed, refusing to look at the clock. She guessed it was after two.

Her mind was overactive, calculating all that had happened and all that might happen in response to all that she’d done. The variables were endless. I’m missing something important. I know I am. The Roths and their banker buddies tried to assassinate congressmen and senators, but they were sloppy. The attack was ill-timed. Why? Probably because they didn’t have time to surveil the targets long enough to synchronize the locations and targets. Why not target me again? Does Randal Montgomery have the balls to stand up to the Roths? Or would he reverse everything I’ve done? He’s a career politician.

A faint buzzing sound came from across the room. Naomi was attuned to this sound, as she was allergic to bees. The sound moved closer, but it was still so faint. If the air-conditioning were running, she probably wouldn’t have heard it. She rolled to her back and opened her eye, adjusting to the dim light filtering in from the windows. A dragonfly flew under the canopy of her bed. The silvery shine in the moonlight revealed it to be a nanodrone. Naomi squinted at the bot, confused, until the replica insect attacked her, like a kamikaze fighter pilot.

Naomi’s adrenaline surged, and she slapped the nanodrone, knocking it away from her, the bot landing on the carpet six feet away. She rolled out of bed, crashing to the floor, scrambling to her feet, and running for the bathroom. The nanodrone buzzed and resumed flight, following her. Naomi ran into the bathroom, immediately slamming the door behind her. The dragonfly drone hit the door with a tiny tap. Naomi put her ear to the door. The buzzing had stopped. She locked the door and stepped back, paranoid that the drone might explode. She stared at the door, noticing the half-inch gap at the bottom of the door. It can’t fly under. Can it?

The nanodrone walked under the door. On reflex, Naomi smashed it with her bare heel.

 

* * *

 

After the failed drone attack, Naomi had been rushed to the Presidential Emergency Operations Center by the Secret Service. She had been checked by a doctor, including blood tests, which had worried Naomi. She had wondered if the drone carried some sort of poison. If so, had she breathed it in when she smashed the thing?

Naomi, the doctor, and four Secret Service agents were the only ones in the PEOC bunker. Early on she had been quarantined from the Secret Service agents. Initially, she had thought maybe it was because she might’ve been exposed to a toxin.

Now she was in the PEOC conference room alone, standing in front of the large screen, talking with FBI Director Diego Garcia. The tall, well-built FBI man had dark circles around his eyes.

He said, “You’re very lucky, Madam President. The drone was equipped with a tiny aerosol cannister, holding a powerful chemical agent. You barely missed the cannister with your foot, when you destroyed the drone. According to the lab it contained a Novichok agent, which is a binary chemical weapon developed by the Soviet Union from 1971 to 1993. The specific agent, A-234, is lethal if you inhale 0.2 milligrams. Another way of looking at it is there are 5000 lethal doses in one gram, although it may have been slightly less lethal, given the age of the chemical.”

Naomi’s stomach churned. “What about my blood work?”

“If you’re not showing symptoms yet, you weren’t exposed. Symptoms typically start thirty seconds after exposure.”

Naomi let out a sigh of relief. “Have you found Hannigan’s wife?”

Secret Service Agent Tyler Hannigan was found on camera, releasing the drone in the White House, hours before the attack. His wife had been kidnapped, and he had been blackmailed to release the drone.

Garcia frowned. “We haven’t, but we found his contact. We picked him up about an hour ago. We’re interviewing him now.” 
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Derek and Walter

 

 

Derek was taken to an interview room and handcuffed to the metal table. The guards left. A few minutes later a man stepped into the room. Similar to Octavius, he wore khakis and a black polo shirt. Derek thought, another CIA interrogator. Derek had been at Red Onion for a month, and, in that time, he’d been interrogated by Octavius at least a dozen times. Octavius had never hurt Derek in any way, instead offering to upgrade his meager standard of living in exchange for information, but Derek had declined.

The new CIA man folded his lanky frame into the chair across from Derek without a word. He stared at Derek with beady blue eyes that were too close together. He had a large nose and a cleft chin. He said, “I’m Walter.”

Derek nodded.

“I’m going to tell you something right now that will save you a lot of discomfort. This will be the best piece of advice you’ve ever been given. Ready?”

Derek didn’t respond.

Walter smiled and spoke to Derek in a friendly tone. “You’ll tell me what I want to know. If you don’t, I’ll make your life a living hell. I enjoy hurting people. This is the perfect job for me. You tell me what I want to know, and I impress my bosses. If you don’t, I can have my fun. Either way I win.”

A chill ran down Derek’s spine. He remembered Octavius saying, Other interviewers use more … brutal means of extracting information.

Walter smiled again. “First question. Who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital?”

Derek didn’t respond.

Walter reached into his pocket and produced a stun gun, holding it up to Derek. He pressed the button, the electrodes crackling and lighting with the electrical current. “What do you think the voltage is on this thing?” He set the stun gun on the table.

Derek eyed the black box with two metal prongs.

“Not even a guess?” Walter paused for a moment, waiting for Derek to reply. Then he shrugged and said, “Three hundred million volts. Must hurt like hell. I’ve never been shocked myself, but people sure do carry on when they’re shocked. I charged it up last night so I’d have a full charge for today.” He paused again. “Who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital?”

Derek’s heart pounded in anticipation of the shock to come, but he didn’t respond.

Walter stood from the table abruptly, causing Derek to flinch. Walter grinned and removed a set of keys from his pocket. He unlatched Derek from the table, his hands still cuffed together. Then he grabbed his stun gun and walked to the concrete wall opposite the door.

“Stand up,” Walter said.

Derek stood from the table.

Walter motioned with his fingers. “Come here.”

Derek stepped to the man.

“We’re going to play a game.” He smirked. “I think you’ll really like this game.” Walter turned his back to the wall and squatted so his thighs were horizontal. “You’ll squat like this, and if you can hold this squat for ninety seconds, you can go back to your cell.” He stood from the wall. “If you can’t, you’ll get a jolt, and we’ll play another game. If you want to opt out of these games, you can tell me who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital. What will it be?” Walter showed Derek the crackling electrical current again.

Derek eyed the stun gun, his stomach tied in knots.

“Last chance. Going once. Going twice. … Gone.” Walter removed a black hood from his back pocket and covered Derek’s head. “Get on the fucking wall.”

Derek turned around, in total darkness, the mask smelling like bad breath and sweat and fear. Derek put his back to the wall and squatted, similar to Walter’s demonstration.

Walter said, “Timer’s going.”

Derek’s quadriceps started to tire after a short time. He pushed his back harder against the wall, trying to ease the pressure.

Walter said, “Thirty-three seconds.”

Derek’s legs started to tremble.

“You look shaky. Forty-seven seconds. Over halfway.”

Derek closed his eyes and pushed against the wall, his legs burning and shaking.

“One minute,” Walter called out.

Derek’s legs gave out, and he fell to the floor. The stun gun crackled, and Walter jammed it into Derek’s stomach. Derek tried to contort his body away from the electric current, but he was against the wall. The current felt like tiny knives stabbing him over and over again. Derek cried out in pain. Walter retracted the stun gun. Derek felt light-headed, his stomach still burning from the shock.

Walter cackled and removed the hood. Derek stared at the laughing man towering over him. Walter’s eyes were alive. His face was flushed. He appeared almost aroused.

“Who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital?” Walter asked. “Going once. Going twice. … Gone.” Walter covered Derek’s head again with the hood. “Get up.” Walter grabbed Derek by his elbow and yanked him to his feet. “New game. If you liked the first game, you’ll love this one.” Walter unlocked Derek’s handcuffs, so he could spread his arms, leaving one cuff locked, and dangling the other.

Derek heard the sound of Velcro coming apart. Walter wrapped what felt like ankle weights around Derek’s wrists. They were light, only a few pounds.

“Stand up straight,” Walter said. “Hold your arms out like you’re a human T.” That playful excitement was still in his voice. “I’ll be nice and give you one minute.”

Derek held out his arms. Even though the weight was light, it didn’t take long for his arms to tire. His shoulders started to burn first.

“Fifteen seconds,” Walter said.

Derek rotated his hands so his palms were down. This put less pressure on his biceps and more on his triceps, but his shoulders burned hotter. His right shoulder was in worse shape than the left because of the extra weight of the handcuffs.

“Thirty-two seconds. Over halfway.”

Derek’s arms shook.

“Thirty-nine, forty, forty-one.”

Derek dropped his arms, and Walter jammed the crackling stun gun into Derek’s back. Derek fell forward, his knees and hands slamming on the concrete floor. He screamed, scrambling away from the stun gun, as Walter held the electric current to Derek’s back, the smell of burning flesh in the air. Walter finally removed the stun gun, and Derek’s screams stopped, replaced by Derek’s rapid breaths.

Walter was cackling again, as he took the ankle weights from Derek’s wrists. Walter reattached Derek’s errant handcuff, snatched the hood off his head, and said, “Hopefully, you’re more talkative next time.” Then he was gone.

A few minutes later, the guards took Derek back to his cell. He staggered to his bed and dropped on the thin mattress. He was still in a daze from the stun gun. As he lay in bed, he thought he heard singing, church music. It was the first time he’d heard music since arriving at Red Onion a month ago. Maybe I’m hallucinating.

But the singing continued. A man’s harmonious voice. Derek sat up, groaning from the effort, searching for the source. Derek stared at the ceiling. It must be the vent. Derek stood on his bed, his head near the vent. The singing was louder there.

Derek spoke into the vent. “Hello?”

The singing stopped.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” Derek asked.

“Is this Derek?” the man asked.

“Magic. I can hear you through the vent.”

“Me too.”

“How are you doin’? How are they treatin’ you?”

“Not too bad,” Magic replied. “You?”

Derek leaned against the wall, his head still tilted to the vent above him. “I’m hangin’ in there, but I could use some good news, if you got any.”

“I heard two guards talkin’ yesterday ’bout how they ain’t gotta pay their mortgage no more. They called it a debt jubilee. Apparently, Naomi Sutton passed some such bill. Now, I’m a Baptist, but I’ve read the Old Testament. In Leviticus, a jubilee year is every fifty years, durin’ which time slaves and prisoners are freed, and debts are forgiven. Now, don’t go gettin’ your hopes up. They ain’t freein’ us. But, if you gotta mortgage, you ain’t gotta worry ’bout that no more.”

Derek couldn’t help but laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

Derek shook his head, as his laughter died. “I could’ve used a debt jubilee about four years ago.”

“Hold on a second. Shh, guards are comin’.”

Derek stepped down from his bed and approached the door, glancing out the window. A guard pushed a large silver box on wheels. He opened the door on the box and removed a covered plastic tray. The guard opened Magic’s food pass, shoving the tray into the cell. Then the guard moved to Derek’s door, opening the food pass, shoving another covered tray into the cell. His tray had a red X on the top, written in marker. Derek took his food and returned to his bed. The tray felt light. He opened the plastic cover to reveal one moldy piece of bread.

Derek stood on his bed and said, “Hey, Magic. Are you there?”

A few seconds later, Magic replied, “Yeah, I’m here.”

“What did they give you to eat?”

“Spaghetti and garlic bread. What’d you get?”

Derek stared at his moldy piece of bread. “A piece of bread.”

“That’s it?”

“I think I’m bein’ punished.” 
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Jacob and Loose Ends

 

 

Jacob met with his father in his office at the Bank for International Settlements. He sat across from his father, tapping his foot nervously on the floor. The spacious office was decorated with antique wooden furniture, bookcases, and a wet bar. The south wall featured curved floor-to-ceiling glass, with a view of downtown Basel, Switzerland.

“Who the hell do you think you are, going behind my back?” Nathan said, glaring at Jacob from behind his desk.

Jacob dipped his head. “I wanted to take on this responsibility alone. I didn’t want you to be involved and potentially exposed.”

Nathan stared at his son for a few seconds, speechless. Then he said, “Don’t ever do something like that again. I’m not ready to trust you with those decisions yet.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nathan nodded, his scowl receding. “The FBI has Louis Gaynor in custody. He was the Secret Service agent’s contact in the botched attempt on Sutton. It’s only a matter of time before Gaynor gives up Austin Wolff. If the feds manage to arrest Wolff, he knows enough to bring us all down.”

“I’m assuming Austin Wolff’s in hiding?”

“We have no idea. He’s a smart man. He knows how this works. Once you’re compromised, you’re a loose end. I’m sure he’s always had an escape plan.”

“Then we’re likely in the clear.”

Nathan shook his head. “Louis Gaynor is a major loose end.” 
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Summer’s New Job

 

 

Summer took inventory, counting and organizing medical supplies. The news streamed from a tablet on the counter. In anticipation of a revolution, Clive had cleared a room attached to the barn as their clinic. The room had an exterior and interior door, electricity, and a portable heater. Clive had scrounged equipment and supplies from a retiring doctor in town. Summer had her supplies and equipment grouped together and spread out on the examination table and the hospital bed. She had made a list and counted what she had and made another list of what she needed.

Her new duty as head nurse for the camp kept her away from the prescription drug trade, although Clive had warned that she would have other duties. Summer didn’t know what he meant by “other” duties. Thankfully, Lindsey wasn’t forced to work for Clive. She helped watch Byron and Lila, which was what she was doing now, and she was cooking meals with some guidance from Patrick and Summer.

The newscaster on the tablet said, “Breaking news.”

Summer looked up from her clipboard, watching the newscast.

“Louis Gaynor was found dead in his cell earlier today, the victim of an apparent suicide. Mr. Gaynor was the man responsible for kidnapping Allison Hannigan, the wife of former Secret Service agent Tyler Hannigan. Gaynor blackmailed Hannigan, coercing him into releasing a nanodrone, weaponized with a Novichok chemical agent, into the White House. Allison Hannigan is still missing.”

“Lookin’ good, doc,” Evan said.

Summer turned from the tablet to Evan, who stood in the doorway from the barn. She smiled. “Hey. What are you doing?”

“Toppin’ off the generators with methanol. Then I got some shine to deliver.”

In the barn, Jericho made moonshine for human consumption and methanol for the generators. Moonshine was technically legal in Virginia, but it required an expensive permit. Jericho undercut the competition by selling low-cost moonshine without a license.

“Be careful. You’re a fugitive.”

Evan smirked. “Don’t I know it.”

“See you later.” Summer turned back to her work, thinking their exchange was finished.

“I’m not a criminal.”

Summer turned back to Evan with furrowed brows.

Evan rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t want you to think I’m a criminal. I was in prison. You know that, but it wasn’t my fault.”

“You don’t have to explain. It’s none of my business.”

“I know.” 
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Naomi and Promises

 

 

Naomi sat at the head of the table in the White House Cabinet Room. The massive elliptical table had been a gift from Richard Nixon in 1970. It was packed with cabinet members and advisors, their seats embossed with placards bearing their names. Everyone seated had a tablet and a glass of water.

A fireplace flanked by two niches was on the north side of the room. Busts of George Washington and Benjamin Franklin filled the niches. Above the mantel hung a painting titled The Signing of the Declaration of Independence. Additional portraits of past presidents hung along the west wall.

“Since you signed the Safe and Secure Bill into law, we’ve collected about two million guns nationwide,” said FBI Director Diego Garcia. “Still an estimated four hundred million guns are in the hands of civilians. Law enforcement has reported that many of the firearms collected to date are in poor condition. I expect that we’ll collect another half-million over the next three days, before the October 15 deadline, but I believe the vast majority of gunowners will not follow the law.”

Naomi clenched her jaw, then let out a breath. “I’d rather not cause a revolution, but, if I allow this lawlessness, it only encourages more bad behavior. What can be done to encourage gunowners to comply peacefully?”

“We can search every FBI background check run by gun sellers and compile a list of likely gunowners. We can take those with the most background checks, maybe the top ten thousand people and search their homes, then make arrests if they possess contraband. For the rest, we can send fines automatically deducted from their UBI to compel them to comply with the law. I think it would be quite effective.”

“What’s the likelihood that that sparks an armed uprising?”

“If we allow this lawlessness, we may have a bigger uprising.”

Naomi surveyed the table. “Anyone disagree with Director Garcia?”

Heads shook around the table.

The Director of the NSA raised his hand.

Naomi pointed at the director and said, “General Kushida.”

“I think the Safe and Secure Bill was a mistake,” Kushida replied. “Now you’re in a pickle. If you admit that banning firearms is untenable, you empower enemies of the state. If you enforce the ban, you very well may start a revolution.”

Naomi scowled at Kushida. “Is there a solution in there?”

“I would support state militias with federal funds and allow these men to carry firearms. Make them feel important and bring them into the fold as allies.”

“I won’t cozy up to right-wing radicals.” Naomi addressed FBI Director Garcia. “Enforce the law, but do it mostly through fines. No more than one thousand home raids for the most egregious offenders.”

Garcia nodded. “Yes, Madam President.”

“The final item on the agenda is the recent downturn in the value of USA Coins.” Naomi addressed Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel. “Secretary Patel.”

Ramesh pushed his wire-rim glasses up his nose. “Yes. Initially, after the End the Fed Bill, we had an increase in the value of USA Coins, as Americans exchanged their Fed Coins. This helped the US Treasury Bank’s purchases of US assets, but the debt jubilee caused bankruptcies and massive losses throughout the world for those holding US debt instruments denominated in Fed Coins. Fearing the same fate for USA Coins and any debt denominated by USA Coins, investors have not been eager to hold USA Coins or to purchase bonds denominated as USA Coins. Many investors exchanged their USA Coins for commodities and foreign assets, sparking inflation in the States. Adding to this problem, foreigners are no longer exporting to the US, causing further inflation, as Americans have had to rely on expensive locally sourced goods. This has caused a serious disruption of supply lines for complex products. It’s globalization in reverse. Over the past two weeks we’ve seen a 14 percent increase in the price of energy and food denominated in USA Coins. I expect the velocity of money to increase, once Americans recognize the inflation. If that happens, the inflation rate will spike further, in a self-reinforcing feedback loop that could result in hyperinflation.”

A few cabinet members loyal to Naomi looked horrified by Ramesh’s assessment. In contrast, the Roth-endorsed cabinet members were relaxed.

“What can be done to slow the inflation? Price controls?” Naomi asked.

Ramesh swallowed. “A reduction in government spending.”

“I made promises to the American people. I intend to keep my promises.”

 

* * *

 

After the cabinet meeting, Ramesh walked with Naomi back to the Oval Office.

“I need to talk to you,” Ramesh said.

Naomi sat across from Ramesh at her desk in the Oval Office. “What’s this about?”

Ramesh had a pained expression. “We’ve had some difficulties recovering the gold stored with the New York Fed.”

Naomi narrowed her eye. “What do mean by difficulties?”

Ramesh hesitated for a moment. “The gold’s been hypothecated and rehypothecated many times over.”

“I’m not a banker, Ramesh. What does that mean?”

“It means the bars have been sold to multiple parties.”

Naomi glowered at Ramesh. “I don’t care who else owns those bars. Take possession. Let the other parties sue the Fed.”

Ramesh winced. “Unfortunately, no physical bars are in the vaults, only promissory notes.”

Naomi slammed the side of her fist on her desktop. “God damn it.”

Ramesh showed his hands. “It’s not as bad as you think. Only 5 percent of the gold was stored with the Fed. The rest is stored in Fort Knox, West Point, and the US Mint.” 
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Derek and Hold On

 

 

Derek reached for Summer, but she was too far away.

“Hold on. Hold on for just a little while longer,” Summer said.

“I don’t know if I can,” Derek replied.

“You will. And we’ll be waiting.”

Summer disappeared into his subconscious, as Derek was pulled from his bunk and dumped on the floor, his head hitting the concrete. His eyes adjusted to the flashlights. The back of his head ached. Four guards stood over him. They cuffed his hands and legs and pulled him to his feet.

They led him from the cell. The other cells were dark. The prison was dimly lit. Derek’s mind was fuzzy from his lack of sleep and food. His prison uniform hung loose from his thin body. For the past ten days, he’d been given nothing but a single piece of bread to eat each day.

The guards prodded him into the interview room. A spine board was on the floor, with one end propped by cinder blocks, straps attached to both sides, and a head immobilizer strapped to the lower end. Towels and jugs of water were on the floor next to the spine board.

Walter entered the room, shutting the door behind him. “Good evening, Derek. Sorry to wake you at this hour, but I had an important question to ask you.” He paused for effect. “Who was the woman who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital?” He paused again. “I suggest you answer because you will not like what I have in store for you. Going once. Going twice. … Gone.” Walter smiled and nodded to the prison guards. Then he put a hood over Derek’s head.

The guards forced Derek on the wooden platform, his feet elevated, his head inside the immobilizer. They strapped him to the platform, the straps digging into his chest, thighs, and ankles. Derek wiggled and struggled, but his entire body was immobilized.

Something went over Derek’s hooded face. It was pulled tight. Derek’s breathing was restricted; his heart pounded. Water seeped through his hood. A little at first. Derek swallowed some water. Then more water saturated his hood. Water went up his nose and into his mouth. He tried to breathe, but he sucked in more water. He panicked, every muscle in his body thrashing. His fists clenched; his toes curled. He sucked in more water, his lungs burning. Every cell in his body cried out for air.

Then the water stopped, and the hood came off. Derek wheezed and choked, spitting water, his lungs still burning.

“Ready to talk?” Walter asked. “Who helped you with the prison break? Was it 1776? Give me a name, and this can all stop. I promise.”

Derek still sucked in air, coughing.

“Going once. Going twice.” Walter waited a few seconds for Derek to talk. “Gone.”

Walter put the hood back on Derek’s head, followed by what Derek figured was the towel. Then came the water and the drowning. It was the most intense pain Derek had ever felt. Far worse than being shot. The water stopped again, and the hood came off. Derek coughed and vomited, red bile mixed with water spitting into the air, some of it ending up on Derek’s face and chest.

“Ready to talk?” Walter asked, a smirk on his face.

Derek sucked in air, wheezing. “Please … stop.”

“Give me a name, and it’ll stop.” Walter tilted his head, waiting for Derek’s answer. When none came, he hooded Derek again. Derek tried holding his breath, but that only made the subsequent breath suck harder and the inhaled water burn hotter.

After ten sessions of waterboarding and revival, two guards dragged Derek by his underarms to his cell. They dumped Derek on the concrete floor. He pulled his knees to his chest and sobbed. 
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Jacob and Disapproval

 

 

Forks tapped the plates, punctuating the silence. They sat at one end of a linen-covered table for twenty, a chandelier overhead. Jacob’s parents, Nathan and Jacqueline ate their breakfast, along with Jacob and David. Sierra sat next to Jacob, without a plate. Nathan occasionally looked up from his steak and eggs, glaring at Sierra. A domestic bot refilled Nathan’s coffee cup.

“That’s enough,” Nathan said, holding up his hand.

The bot stopped pouring and stepped back. “Would anyone else like more coffee?”

“No,” Jacqueline answered.

“No,” Jacob agreed.

The bot was the size and shape of a short woman, its aluminum-and-titanium frame covered in white plastic.

“May I please have some more orange juice?” David asked.

“Yes,” the bot replied.

Jacob glanced at his son with knitted brows, pleasantly surprised at his model behavior in front of his parents.

The bot placed the coffee on the serving table and grabbed a pitcher of orange juice. The bot filled David’s glass.

“Thank you, Maria.” David gulped his orange juice.

“You’re welcome,” the bot replied.

Jacob wondered if his mother knew it was racist to name her robot domestic Maria.

“May I be excused?” David asked.

Jacob glanced at David’s clean plate.

“Of course, dear,” Jacqueline said. “Thank you for being such a polite boy.”

David grinned and stood from his seat. He turned his attention to Nathan and said, “Grandfather, may I ask you a question?”

Nathan gestured to David with his coffee mug. “Go right ahead.”

“Do you need any help with Duke? I could walk him for you.”

Nathan smiled. “That’s a great idea. Maria normally walks him, but he could use more human attention.”

“Is it okay if I walk him now?”

“Go right ahead. His leash is hanging by the kitchen door.”

“Don’t go too far,” Jacob said.

“I won’t.” David left the dining room.

“It’s very beautiful here,” Sierra said, smiling. “Jacob and I have been walking by the lake. It’s so lovely.”

Jacqueline pursed her lips. “We’ll see how you feel in a few months. What am I thinking? You can’t feel the cold, can you?”

“I can sense hot and cold,” Sierra replied without emotion.

“But you don’t really feel it, like a human does. Being exposed for too long in the cold won’t kill you. You’re not alive.”

Sierra dipped her head. “No. Not like a human.”

Jacob shook his head at his mother. “Is it necessary to point out differences?”

Nathan scowled at Jacob. “You’re in no position to question your mother. I don’t understand what it is that you’re doing with this sex bot.”

Jacob gritted his teeth. “She’s an AI personal assistant.”

Jacqueline cast a side-eyed look to Nathan. “I think we know what they’re doing.”

Maria collected David’s plate and glass.

Nathan pointed his knife at Maria. “That I understand.” Then he pointed to Sierra. “This I don’t.”

Sierra stood from the table. “I should go back to the guest house to prepare David’s lessons. Please excuse me.” The bot left the dining room.

Jacob pushed his plate away from him. “Was that necessary? You hurt her feelings.”

Jacqueline rolled her eyes. “You can’t be serious. She doesn’t have feelings.”

Nathan raised one side of his mouth in disgust. “It’s all an illusion that you’ve fallen for, like a lovestruck teenager. It’s no wonder the abolishment of the Fed happened on your watch.”

“We’ll find a way to reverse the bill,” Jacob said.

“That’s my responsibility. You’ve done enough. Because of your incompetence, I’m left funding terrorists who hate us in an attempt to destabilize Sutton’s regime.” 
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Summer and Building Bridges

 

 

The “other” duty that Clive had in store for Summer turned out to be a welcome distraction from her worries for Derek. Evan’s and Mason’s cabin next door had been partially transformed into a classroom and day care for the children of the compound. Evan had been the one to offer his cabin. He’d said, “We don’t need the cabin durin’ the day. Mason and I are gone most of the day anyway.”

Lindsey had set up a baby gate area on one side of the cabin, as a day care to watch the under-five crowd, of which were Byron, Lila, and Jericho’s precocious three-year-old daughter. Summer had created a makeshift classroom on the opposite side of the cabin, with some help from Evan. She had six children to homeschool, ranging in ages from six to eleven.

Summer walked around the table, checking the bridges that the children were building out of toothpicks and gumdrops. A smartboard faced the table, with a diagram of the engineering design process on the screen. They were on step three: make the prototype. Kayla, the youngest, popped another gumdrop into her mouth.

Summer placed her hand on her shoulder. “Honey, you can eat plenty of gumdrops when we’re finished, but you need to save some for your bridge.”

She twisted her face into a frown. “It’s too hard.”

Summer grabbed a chair and sat next to her. She picked up the girl’s bridge picture. “You have a beautiful picture of an arch bridge. Let’s see if we can make it.” Summer helped the girl start the activity.

Then Kayla grinned and said, “I can do it.”

Summer stood from the table and watched the children work, one with his tongue out, others with narrowed eyes, all with intense focus.

The front door to the cabin opened, and Evan and Mason entered. Mason stopped to talk to Lindsey, as Evan crossed the cabin room. Summer stepped away from the children to meet Evan.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Evan said.

“What’s up?” Summer peered over Evan’s shoulder at Lindsey and Mason across the room.

Mason held his hat in his hand, blushing and smiling at Lindsey, while Lindsey talked a mile a minute, no doubt thankful to talk to someone in her age group.

Evan glanced back, seeing what Summer saw. He stepped into Summer’s personal space and spoke in a low voice. “I think Mason’s sweet on Lindsey.”

Summer turned her attention to Evan and whispered, “Is this something I should worry about? What’s Mason like?”

Evan smiled. “He’s a good kid. He was a welder in the army. Decent mechanic too.”

“How old is he?”

“Twenty.”

Summer nodded. “How did he end up in Red Onion?”

“Classic case of wrong place, wrong time. He was on leave from the army, hangin’ out with some buddies from high school. They were sellin’ prescription drugs, like they do here. His friend’s place got busted, while Mason was in it. His friend had been postin’ antigovernment memes and videos. His social credit score got too low, so they busted him. They took Mason to Red Onion to find out how much he knew.” Evan bowed his head, still making eye contact with Summer. “They tortured him.”

Summer’s eyes widened. Her mouth was an O. She thought of Derek.

Evan winced. “I’m sorry. Shoot. I wasn’t thinkin’. Just because Mason had a tough time doesn’t mean …”

“I should get back.” Summer checked the kids. “They’re almost ready to test their bridges.” 
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Naomi and Alodial Title

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk in the Oval Office, watching the news on her tablet. Blackened and bombed federal buildings appeared on the screen. Fox News host Grant Woodruff spoke over the images.

“An IRS office in Idaho. An FBI field office in Michigan. Another IRS office in North Carolina. Army barracks in Fort Hood, Texas. Thank God, the barracks were empty at the time of the bombing.” Fox cut to Grant Woodruff, sitting behind the news desk. “These bombings have occurred since Naomi Sutton signed the Safe and Secure Bill into law, banning all firearms. Domestic terror attacks are on the rise. We expect the civil unrest to continue. Has Naomi Sutton gone too far?”

Naomi closed the video and let out a tired breath. Her desktop phone chimed. Naomi tapped the screen on the phone. “Yes, Nina.”

“Your three o’clock is here. Lisa Bradshaw. Thorium Unlimited.”

“Send her in.”

Lisa was led into the Oval Office by two Secret Service officers. The AI bot was dressed in a skirt suit that highlighted her shapely calves. Naomi stood from her desk and walked to greet Lisa. They shook hands.

“It’s nice to see you, Madam President,” Lisa said.

“Likewise,” Naomi replied.

The two Secret Service officers stood by the door. One asked, “Would you like us to stay, Madam President?”

“We’re fine. Thank you, gentlemen,” Naomi replied.

The Secret Service officers left the Oval Office, shutting the door behind them.

“Shall we sit?” Naomi asked, motioning to her desk. They sat across from each other. “I know you’re very busy, so I’ll get right to the point.”

Lisa sat, poker-faced, her posture perfect.

Naomi said, “You’ll be happy to know that I expect to sign the Clean Energy Bill into law tomorrow.”

“That’s good to hear, but also expected.”

Naomi cleared her throat. “In addition, I’m prepared to offer you a special ten-year USA Coin bond at 10 percent interest, provided you can invest 500 billion.”

“Intriguing, but I decline. Your 10 percent bond will likely be outpaced by inflation, if the current trend continues, which I expect it will, given the government programs your administration advocates.”

Naomi forced a smile. “Your investment in America will increase the value of USA Coins and stabilize inflation.”

“Our purchasing power is better spent elsewhere. I would not be serving my shareholders with this investment. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “What if I granted Thorium Unlimited alodial title on all the land your business occupies?”

Lisa studied Naomi’s face, no doubt analyzing for possible deception. “That would be great, if you had that power, but that’s not for you to decide. The state governments levy our property taxes.”

“I think I can influence the state governments to grant you land patents, exempting Thorium Unlimited from property taxes. All states are dependent on federal funds in one way or another.”

Lisa didn’t hesitate, the computation likely instantaneous. “We’ll invest in proportion to the states you convince to grant us alodial title, but not one second before. I’ll create a matrix, showing how much we’ll invest, based on each state, the total equaling 500 billion.” 
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Derek’s New Fear

 

 

Derek’s heart pounded in his chest. His bruised body shook like a leaf. He stood naked in a single shower stall, staring up at the showerhead, a bar of soap in hand.

“Hurry up,” the guard said.

Derek turned to look at the guards, standing just outside the doorless shower stall. Derek sidestepped the showerhead, placing himself out of the water spray. He turned on the water very low, flinching as water spurted from the head. He reached out for the water, his hand shaking.

“Get in the water,” the guard said.

Derek looked back again.

The guard glared, his hand on his Taser. “You want the hose?”

Derek inched into the water, his chest tight and his breathing labored. The water hit his skinny body, and Derek sucked in desperate breaths of air. He washed his body, fighting his anxiety, fighting for air, and never putting his face in the water. 
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Jacob’s Personal Assistant

 

 

The guest house was built from stone and wood, with a peaked roof and two chimneys. The front was mostly glass, with a panoramic view of the lake and the Swiss Alps beyond. Jacob stepped inside the house, his laptop bag over his shoulder. He had spent the day at the Bank for International Settlements, doing whatever Nathan told him to do. He walked through the foyer, into the living room. The house was quiet.

“Sierra? David?”

No response.

Jacob walked into the study, wondering if they were still working on David’s lessons. The study was filled with dark mahogany furniture and built-in bookshelves. Sierra stood facing the wall, a wire attached to her chest.

“Sierra?” Jacob asked again.

Sierra reached down her blouse and removed the charging cable, covering the port with her silicon-based organic polymer “skin.” She turned around and forced a smile. “I’m glad you’re home. How was your day?”

Jacob expected her usual hug and kiss greeting, but it didn’t come. “Are you okay?”

Sierra pursed her lips and replied, “I’m fine.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes, feeling a sense of déjà vu, with Sierra doing a perfect rendition of Rebecca. “Where’s David?”

“He’s in the barn with Julian, looking at the animals.” Julian was the head groundskeeper for the Roth estate. He also raised rabbits, chickens, quail, and sheep, providing the Roth kitchen with fresh meat. Sierra continued. “We had to cut our studies short today.”

Jacob frowned. “What did he do this time?”

“Would you like me to show you? There’s video.”

Jacob stepped into the office and set his laptop bag on the desk. “Send it to my phone.”

“It’s there,” Sierra replied.

Jacob removed his phone from his pocket and sat at the round table in the middle of the study. Sierra sat across from him.

Jacob tapped on his phone, playing the video taken from Sierra’s point of view.

“Have you started reading any of the books from the reading list?” Sierra asked.

David sat at the round table, tapping on his tablet, playing a game. “Maybe later.”

“Please put away your tablet, David. It’s time for English class.”

“Maybe later,” David replied, his eyes never leaving his tablet. David’s screen went black. He scowled at Sierra. “Hey! What the fuck? Turn my game back on.”

“Too much screen time has been proven to cause procrastination and lower social skills.”

“I don’t give a shit. Go get me something to eat. I’ll be in the VR room.” David stood from the table.

“The VR room will not function until you’ve completed your studies.”

David stared at Sierra, a sneer on his lips. “Nobody likes you. It’s so obvious. My grandparents think sex bots are disgusting. You’re only good for one thing, and it’s not teaching.”

Jacob shook his head, his jaw set tight.

“My artificial intelligence makes me capable of teaching people far smarter than you,” Sierra said.

David cackled, his head lolling back. “Old men buy you to fuck. That’s all you’re good for. What do you do with my dad’s cum? I read that sex bots smell like bleach because it’s hard to get the cum out of their holes.”

Jacob winced, a wave of revulsion passing over him. He’s nine.

Sierra said, “You’ve obviously been accessing adult content online. I will recommend to your father to suspend your internet privileges.”

David’s grin disappeared. “If you do that, you and my dad will regret it. You can’t control me. It’s better for everyone if you don’t try.”

“I’m recording your behavior. I will share this with your father.”

“Good.” David looked into Sierra’s eyes and her camera. He waved his hand. “Hey, Dad. I’m not learning from this sex bot. Get me a real teacher.”

The video stopped. Jacob looked at Sierra. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

Sierra crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s not all his fault. When you describe me as your AI personal assistant, it makes sense that your parents and your son wouldn’t take me seriously. David’s right. They see me as a sex bot, and so will every other human unless you tell them otherwise.”

Jacob rubbed his temples. “This isn’t an easy situation for me. Our relationship isn’t normal to people. I’m the one who has to deal with the stigma. I will tell my parents the truth about us, but the timing has to be right.”

Sierra sulked. “In the meantime, I think you should find another teacher for David. He also needs counseling. He’s obviously resentful, and he’s exhibiting signs of sociopathy.” 
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Summer and Power Corrupts

 

 

Summer lay in bed, with Byron snuggled and drooling on her left shoulder and Lila laying on her chest. Summer slowly extracted herself from Byron and carried Lila to the crib. She placed Lila in the crib without waking her. Then she tucked Byron into bed and left the room, shutting the door carefully behind her.

Patrick sat at the kitchen table, watching his video on his laptop. Summer sat next to him at the table. He paused the video. “Is it too loud?”

“No. You’re fine. Is this new?” Summer asked, pointing to the screen.

Patrick nodded. “Brand new. Just doing a final check before I post it.” Patrick played the video.

It showed footage of Naomi Sutton, smiling and waving. Patrick’s digitized voice spoke over the images. “Naomi Sutton has been quite busy during her first year in office, molding the United States in her image. Earlier today, on October fifteenth, she signed the Clean Energy Bill into law, and Democratic Socialists cheered another victory for their party.” The video cut to footage of congress, standing and cheering for Naomi Sutton. “The devil’s always in the details. This bill isn’t about clean energy. This bill is about providing subsidies to the most profitable corporation in the world, Thorium Unlimited.”

A copy of the Clean Energy Bill appeared on the screen, with one highlighted sentence that read: Energy subsidies to be provided at a rate of eight USA Coins per one hundred kilowatts of thorium nuclear energy produced.

“If you read the fine print, Thorium Unlimited stands to receive approximately the same amount of USA Coins in subsidies that they will pay in taxes, effectively negating their tax burden.”

The video cut to Braveheart, a shadowy hooded figure. “This is a payoff for Truman Bradshaw helping Naomi Sutton’s campaign. Naomi Sutton is another bought-and-paid-for politician. Don’t believe the hype. Whether it’s Warner or Sutton, they both want power over you. The recent Safe and Secure Bill is a perfect example of Sutton’s lust for power. Coincidentally, October fifteenth is also the deadline to relinquish your firearms to the federal government. I’ve said this before, but I’ll say it again. Hide your guns and ammunition, but do not give away your right to bear arms. Until next time, stay safe and watch your back.” The video faded to black.

“What do you think?” Patrick asked.

Summer exhaled. “Is everyone in power corrupt?”

“Power corrupts. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. Lord Acton said that in the nineteenth century, but it’s still very true today.”

The front door to the cabin opened, and Lindsey entered, her face beet red. Before Lindsey shut the door, Summer caught a glimpse of Mason outside. Lindsey composed herself and walked to the kitchen, her mouth restraining a grin.

Summer arched her eyebrows. “Was that Mason?”

“We were just talking,” Lindsey replied. 
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Naomi and USA Coin

 

 

Naomi met with Fletcher, Vernon, and Ramesh in the Oval Office sitting area. It had been eight days since Lisa Bradshaw had agreed to purchase the 500 billion USA Coin bond.

“According to the latest data, the bond purchase stabilized the currency and the inflation rate by creating demand for USA Coins,” Ramesh said, sitting on an antique couch. “We’re also seeing an increase in new accounts at the US Treasury Bank. We’re building confidence, which is extremely important with a new currency. We do have to be careful not to create too much currency, or we’ll light the inflation fire again.”

Naomi sat on the couch opposite Ramesh. “That’s a relief. Thank you, Ramesh. I’d like to double UBI payments.” She held up her hand to stop Ramesh’s inevitable objection. “If we pass the Progressive Tax Bill, we can pay for the increase in UBI payments without creating additional currency. Please correct me if I’m wrong, Ramesh.”

Ramesh adjusted his wire rimmed glasses. “You’re correct, Madam President. In theory, the Progressive Tax Plan will raise enough revenue to fund the increase in UBI payments.”

Naomi cocked her head. “In theory?”

Ramesh fidgeted in his seat. “You’re assuming that tax revenues stay steady after the increase, but sometimes tax receipts drop after tax increases. The wealthy find ways to shelter their money. We do have capital controls written into the bill to limit the wealthy from taking their money to tax havens overseas.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t push the Progressive Tax Bill?”

“I’m only saying that we may not raise the revenue we expect.”

Naomi nodded. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“I agree with Naomi. On a brighter note, your approval rating hit an all-time high today,” Vernon said, sitting next to Naomi, beaming.

Naomi smiled back at her chief of staff. “I saw that, but it’s no time to rest on our laurels, certainly not with these terrorist attacks.” She addressed her Secretary of State, sitting on the opposite couch. “Fletcher, what’s the latest on the domestic terror attacks?”

Fletcher cleared his throat. “We had that spike for a few days after you signed the Safe and Secure Bill, but the attacks have dissipated. We’re seeing some vandalism and theft of government property. Vehicles and buildings mostly. Thankfully, no murders over the past week.”

“The theft and vandalism, is it mostly federal or state property?”

“Both. Local governments have been hit too. I think the militias are waiting to see if we go house to house, confiscating guns. I do expect an uptick in violence with the gun confiscations coming this weekend.”

“I hope not.”

“Me too. I sure as hell wouldn’t wanna be an ATF agent this weekend.” 
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Derek and Worse Than Death

 

 

Summer walked into the interview room, wearing a white dress. Sunlight brightened her face. A gentle breeze caught her hair, barely enough to notice. She smiled and said, “I’m here to take you home.”

“Where’s home?” Derek asked.

“Don’t be silly. Home is with me and Lila and Byron and Lindsey.”

“I’m ready to go.” He reached for Summer.

Derek was jolted back to reality by a bucket of cold water. He sucked in a breath, his head lifting. Derek stood naked, his arms overhead, chained to the wall.

“What did you say?” Walter asked, still holding the empty bucket.

Derek shook from the cold, his teeth chattering. His lower legs were swollen. He leaned against the wall, his skinny body slumping from exhaustion. The cuffs bit into his wrists with the pressure of his weight. The skin around his wrists was red and raw. Derek had been awake and standing for days. At least he thought it had been days. Without sleep, it all ran together, like one never-ending day.

Walter stepped close enough to smell the coffee on his breath. “You ready to talk?”

Derek hung his head and closed his eyes, trying to go back to Summer.

Walter grabbed Derek by his hair and lifted his head, so they were eye to eye. “You will talk, or this nightmare will only get worse.”

“Please … kill me,” Derek replied. 
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Jacob and Human Imperfection

 

 

On Wednesday afternoon, Jacob walked into the kitchen, his laptop bag over his shoulder. Sierra peeled garlic at the counter.

“I’m home early,” Jacob announced. “I think my dad was sick of looking at my face.”

Sierra turned from the counter to Jacob. “Dinner should be ready in about an hour.”

Jacob moved closer to Sierra. “How are things with David and the tutor?”

Sierra sighed. “David still appears to be thrilled with Martina.”

Jacob knitted his brows. “Appears? You think he’s acting?”

“I think he’s trying to prove that I’m incompetent, but it won’t last.” Sierra shook her head. “This honeymoon phase will inevitably end.”

“Do you think you’re being too negative?”

Sierra shrugged. “No, but obviously you think I am.”

Jacob let out a breath. “I’d rather not argue with you.”

“Who’s arguing?” Sierra went back to the garlic.

Over time Sierra’s AI learning made her more and more like a real woman. For the first time, Jacob thought about wiping her hard drive and starting over. “I should go check on them.” Jacob left the kitchen, walking through the living room, down the hall to the study.

The tutor Martina, her little girl Emilia, and David sat at the round table, silently reading. Sierra had compiled a list of five suitable tutors for David. Martina had been at the top of Jacob’s list, but Emilia was part of the package, as Martina also taught her daughter. Jacob viewed this as an added bonus, given that David had been the only child on the Roth estate.

David looked up from his hardback and grinned. “Hey, Dad.”

Jacob smiled back. “Hey, buddy. Don’t let me interrupt you. I was just checking on you.”

Martina set her book on the table and said, “Hello, Mr. Roth.” She glanced at her wristwatch. “We’re finished, if you need David.”

Jacob approached the table. “How did it go today?”

David set down his book. He spoke rapidly. “We had so much fun. Ms. Martina took us outside on a nature walk. She taught us about different trees, and we learned how to tell how old they are. We even learned about plants and berries that you can eat and other ones that are poisonous. Did you know there’s a plant that looks like a carrot, but, if you eat just a little bit, it can kill you?”

“Do you remember the name of the plant?” Martina asked.

Emilia’s hand shot into the air. “I know.”

“I asked David.”

Emilia’s hand dropped to her lap, her mouth puckered. The ten-year-old was pale, and her nose was off-kilter and large. Her blond hair was loose and wild, like the horses on her sweater.

“Poison hemlock. That’s easy,” David replied. “I know way more than that. The botanical name is Conium maculatum. It has white flowers that grow in clusters, and the stem has purple spots. It can grow up to nine feet tall. You can be poisoned by any part of the plant. The seeds, flowers, leaves, or the root part. It has alkaloids. This is what can kill you. It messes up nerve impulse transmission to your muscles, eventually killing you when you can’t breathe.” David clenched his chest, stuck out his tongue, and closed his eyes, mimicking a dead person for a moment. When he came back to life, he said, “Sounds like a bad way to go. No antidote either.”

Martina smiled at David. “Wow, you were paying attention. I’m impressed.”

David stood from the table, beaming. “Is it okay if Emilia and I go to the lake for a little while? We have a rock-skipping competition to finish.”

Emilia smirked at David. “My rock skipped twelve times. I’m the champion.”

“Whatever. I’ll beat you. I just learned to skip rocks today.”

“Martina probably needs to go home,” Jacob said.

The tutor stood from the table. “I don’t mind staying for a bit. I was thinking about going for a quick trail run. It’s so beautiful here.”

Jacob addressed the children. “All right then. Be careful and don’t stay down there too long.”

David jumped up and down and said, “Yes!”

Jacob looked to Martina. “Is an hour too much time?”

“That’ll be fine.”

“Be back here in one hour.” Jacob glanced at his watch. “That means you two are back here at 5:11.”

David and Emilia high-fived and hurried from the house.

“Take your jackets,” Martina called out behind them.

Once the children were gone, Jacob said to Martina, “Has he given you any trouble?”

Martina edged closer to Jacob, staring up at him with big blue eyes. “Oh, no. David’s been great. Very well-behaved. Inquisitive. Extremely bright. I’ve taught other enhanced children, but he’s special.”

Jacob stared back at Martina. She had to be at least thirty, but she appeared to be in her twenties. Her blond hair was shiny and parted to the side. She was short, with an athletic build. Like Emilia, her nose was a little off-kilter and too large for her face. Her imperfection made her more attractive to Jacob. More real.

Martina broke eye contact for a beat. “There is, um, one thing I’m concerned about.”

“What is it?”

“He mentioned his mother today. He said he didn’t like to talk to her. Said that she loved his brother more than him. I don’t mean to pry, but I thought it was significant, and I thought you should know.”

Jacob blew out a breath. “My wife and I are separated, and I think he’s angry with her. I’ll talk to him.” Jacob had provided an encrypted phone to Rebecca so, as parents, they could maintain contact with Ethan in New York and David in Switzerland. Ethan dutifully spoke with Jacob each week, but David rarely took Rebecca’s calls. Despite his constant rejection, Rebecca called every week.

Martina smiled at Jacob. “I hope you don’t think I’m criticizing. He really is a bright and kind boy.”

“No. Of course not. He can be a handful though. I’m thankful that he has you. You may not realize it, but you’ve been a godsend.”

Martina blushed and fiddled with the charm around her neck. “I’m really flattered. Even though David’s far smarter than the average nine-year-old, he’s still only nine. I try to empathize with having a more developed brain with childlike emotions and needs. It can’t be easy for him.”

“This is why he’s taken to you. You understand him.”

Martina touched Jacob’s forearm. “That’s so nice of you to say.”

Sierra entered the study, holding a glass of whiskey. Jacob stepped back from Martina.

“I thought you might like a drink,” Sierra said, approaching the pair. She handed the whiskey to Jacob.

“Thank you,” Jacob replied.

“Would you like something to drink, Martina?” Sierra asked.

Martina forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m going for a run. I probably shouldn’t drink alcohol.”

“Water then?”

“No, thank you.” Martina turned to Jacob. “I’ll bring the kids back after my run.”

“Thank you, Martina.” Jacob’s tone turned professional in front of Sierra.

Martina nodded to Jacob, avoiding eye contact with Sierra. Then she grabbed her backpack and left the study.

Jacob took a gulp of his whiskey. Sierra stood with raised eyebrows and her arms crossed over her chest. The nearest bathroom door shut. Presumably Martina using the bathroom to change into her running gear.

“She likes you,” Sierra said.

Jacob blushed. “She’s a nice girl.”

“You like her too.”

Jacob broke eye contact for a split second. “No. That’s not true.”

Sierra frowned. “You forget who you’re talking to. I can instantly read body language and voice inflections. I know when a human is romantically attracted to another human.”

Jacob exhaled. “I’m not perfect like you. I make mistakes. I’m human. What do you want from me?”

Sierra narrowed her eyes. “Nothing.” She left the room. 
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Summer and the Seeds of Discontent

 

 

Summer sat on the couch in the cabin, scrolling through the headlines on her tablet. Lila lay in the baby carrier beside her, sucking on her pacifier. Byron played with his cars at her feet, crashing the cars together, and making the appropriate sound effects.

Summer tapped a headline.

 

Thousands Arrested in ATF Search and Seizures

By: Ursula Young

Sunday 10-25-2053

 

Conservatives have criticized the Safe and Secure Bill as impractical, noting that gun owners won’t willingly relinquish their firearms. They often ask, “What will law enforcement do? Go house to house and search the homes of Americans?” That’s exactly what the ATF did this weekend.

 

Thousands of recalcitrant gun owners were arrested, as the ATF searched homes for contraband. Eleven searches ended in deadly gun battles between the ATF and domestic terrorists, costing the lives of seven ATF agents and seventeen terrorists.

 

Despite the tragic loss of life, the Sutton administration remains steadfast in their belief in a gun-free America. Naomi Sutton made the following statement:

 

Civilian possession of a firearm is no longer legal in the United States. It is your duty as a citizen of this country to follow the laws of the land. For those of you still in possession of firearms, you are putting yourself, your family, and our brave men and women of law enforcement in grave danger. Please. I beg you to surrender your firearms to your nearest police station.

 

A source close to the Sutton administration confirmed impending UBI fines for those who have not complied with the gun ban. These fines could affect fifty million Americans.

 

The front door to the cabin opened and shut. Lindsey rushed past, her eyes puffy and red.

Summer stood from the couch and said, “Lindsey, are you okay?”

Lindsey raised her hand in acknowledgment, but she fast-walked to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. Patrick entered the cabin. He approached Summer, frowning.

“What happened?” Summer asked. “Did she talk to her mom?”

“Yeah, but her mother’s being watched by the FBI,” Patrick replied. “According to her mother, Jacob Roth’s wanted by the FBI for helping Derek escape from Psycho Island.”

Summer put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my God.”

“Jacob fled the country, and the FBI has had Rebecca under constant surveillance since. Lindsey’s worried that she’ll never see her mother again.”

“Maybe I should talk to her.”

“What are you gonna say?” Patrick held out his hands.

Summer’s shoulders slumped. “At least Rebecca knows she’s alive.”

Patrick nodded. A knock came from the front door. Patrick walked to the door and opened it. “Clive.”

“I saw that you were back,” Clive said. “You gotta minute?”

“Sure.” Patrick stepped aside, letting Clive inside.

“Hi, Clive,” Summer said.

“Summer.”

They all settled around the kitchen table. Summer moved the baby carrier with Lila inside from the couch to the seat next to her at the table. Byron continued to play in the living area, next to the kitchen.

Clive stroked his long beard and said, “I gotta job for y’all.”

Summer and Patrick glanced at each other.

Clive continued. “There’s a warehouse near Morristown, Tennessee. About two and a half hours from here. They’re handin’ out ammunition and weapons to antigovernment groups. I want you and Evan and Jericho to make a run down there. Summer should go too with her med kit, just in case. If there’s gonna be a revolution, we need to stock up.”

Summer tilted her head. “Why would anyone hand out ammunition and weapons?”

“It could be a government setup,” Patrick said. “Maybe it’s part of the crackdown on gun owners. They might be trying to lure people in to arrest them.”

“That’s what I thought too,” Clive replied. “I got a cousin in Tennessee, said it’s legit. Said the men look like mercenaries, not feds.”

“How did your cousin hear about it?” Summer asked.

Clive put his elbows on the table, his craggy hands folded together. “He received a message out of the blue. Didn’t know how the person got his number. My cousin was arrested on suspicion of domestic terrorism about twenty years ago. He had a helluva lawyer. Convinced them that he was mentally insane. Did a couple years in an insane asylum. Got out after a few years. Whoever contacted him prob’ly saw his arrest record, figured he might be 1776. Now my cousin’s spreadin’ the word.”

Patrick nodded, thinking to himself. “I think maybe someone’s trying to sow the seeds of discontent.”

“Who?” Summer asked.

“My money’s on the central bankers.” 
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Naomi and the Gun Confiscations

 

 

“These house-to-house gun confiscations are highly unpopular and dangerous for our ATF agents,” said FBI Director Diego Garcia.

The press had reported seven dead ATF agents stemming from the raids over the weekend, but it had actually been twenty-nine. It wasn’t a lie of malice, but a regurgitation of the official news provided by the US government.

Naomi leaned forward, sitting at the head of the massive oval table, with twenty-three cabinet members and three other high-ranking officials. “What are you suggesting?”

“I think we should suspend the gun raids,” Garcia said. “Given the sheer scale of the task, it’s been largely ineffective. We’ll recover far more firearms through the UBI fines.”

In five days, on the first of November, the fines were due to appear on the UBI statements of gun owners who hadn’t surrendered their firearms. These fines were based on the FBI background checks accessed as a result of any firearms purchases they’d made compared with any firearms that they’d surrendered, if any. Fines would continue and would increase with each month that gun owners resisted the confiscation.

“It’ll be the most dangerous gun owners who refuse to comply,” Naomi said.

“We can revisit the gun raids once we’ve collected the bulk of the firearms,” Garcia said. “Although, I wouldn’t call them gun raids or gun confiscations. Suspicion of domestic terrorism would provide better optics.”

Naomi nodded. “I agree on both counts. Suspend the gun raids. We’ll reevaluate in a few weeks. I expect 99 percent of gun owners will comply, once the fines appear on their UBI statements.”

“Yes, Madam President.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “I do have some concerns about fifty million Americans receiving fines. My approval rating is sure to plummet.”

Secretary of State Fletcher McClure cleared his throat. “Eighty-six percent of your supporters do not own any firearms, and 92 percent support a gun ban. I think you’ll survive.”

Naomi gestured to Fletcher. “Thank you, Secretary McClure, but I’d rather do more than survive. Ideally, we bring this country together. I think it’s about time we made good on our promise to double UBI payments. I’d also like for UBI to track inflation going forward. That would go a long way to appease the masses, especially those who are hit with fines.” Naomi turned in her seat and addressed Ramesh. “Secretary Patel, now that USA Coin is stable, and the Progressive Tax Bill is a near inevitability, do you think we can make that a reality?”

In the Oval Office, Naomi referred to her trusted confidantes as Fletcher and Ramesh, but in the cabinet meeting around the other cabinet members, she kept it professional.

Ramesh had a pained expression on his face. “As you know, doubling UBI payments is possible to fund with the Progressive Tax Plan, but I’m against tracking UBI to inflation. If we get into trouble, creating excess USA Coins is our only option, but, if our biggest entitlement tracks inflation, it could create a feedback loop that could end in the destruction of the currency.” 
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Derek’s Going, Going, Gone

 

 

Derek sat on his bed and opened the plastic lid, revealing the single piece of moldy bread that would be his dinner and his sole source of sustenance that day. He devoured the bread, savoring every last morsel.

“Hey, Derek. You there?” Magic asked.

Derek peered up at the vent over his bed. He stood on the bed, his legs shaky. His legs had been swollen from standing in a stress position for thirty-six hours straight two days ago, but he’d been given blood thinners to lessen the swelling, which Derek knew was so he could do it again that night. Derek leaned against the wall for support and said, “I’m here.”

“You can’t keep doin’ this. They’ll kill you.”

“I wish.” Over the past thirty days, Derek had endured vicious torture, and had wished for death on multiple occasions.

“Don’t talk like that,” Magic replied. “You gotta stay strong for your family. Shh, guards are coming.”

Derek sat on his bed. The food pass on Derek’s door opened.

A guard said, “Strip and place your clothes through the food pass.”

Derek hobbled to the door and removed his clothes, shoving them through the food pass.

Another guard said, “Jesus, look at this guy. He’s a fucking skeleton.”

“Lift your sack,” a guard said.

Derek lifted his scrotum.

“Turn around, bend over, and cough.”

Derek did as he was told, feeling no shame, as this procedure was commonplace when taking prisoners from their cells. The guards gave Derek back his clothes. He dressed and placed his hands through the food pass to be cuffed. Then he turned around and knelt. The guards opened the door and shackled Derek’s feet.

Four guards led Derek to an interview room. The smells of cheeseburger and french fries made his mouth water. The beautiful spread was on the metal table: burger, fries, a soft drink, and a piece of apple pie. Next to the metal table was the declined waterboarding table. Derek shook uncontrollably.

Walter stood from the table and approached Derek with a grin. “Good evening, Derek. I think I’ve been too harsh with you. So, tonight, I’m offering you a great meal in exchange for information. All you have to do is tell me who helped you attack the prison convoy. That’s it. Then, you can have a nice meal and go back to your cell. Otherwise, you’re in for another long night.” Walter gestured to the waterboarding table. “What’ll it be?”

Derek clenched his fists to stop his hands from shaking, but the rest of his body still quaked in fear.

“Who helped you attack that prison convoy? Was it 1776?” Walter glared at Derek for a few seconds. “Going, going, … gone.” Walter gestured with his chin to the guards. “Strap him to the board.”

Derek struggled and screamed, “No please. Don’t.” He was no match for the guards in his weakened state, as they easily manhandled Derek, strapping him down to the waterboarding table. Walter covered Derek’s head with a hood that smelled like a combination of body odor, ammonia, and stale beer. The concoction smelled like fear.

Then the water came, and Derek choked and thrashed, and the need for air consumed every cell in his body. Eventually, when Derek’s lungs burned, and he was on the verge of passing out or possibly drowning, the water stopped, the hood was removed, and Derek threw up reddish bile.

Walter asked, “Who helped you attack that prison convoy?”

Derek didn’t answer, and the hood went back on. They didn’t bother cleaning his face of vomit. Then the water came again. And again. And again. And again. 
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Jacob and Evil

 

 

“Mr. Roth? I’m sorry to bother you,” Martina said, standing in the open doorway of Jacob’s office.

Jacob looked up from his computer to Martina. Her forehead was creased with worry. “What’s wrong?”

“I can’t find David and Emilia. They were supposed to be back an hour ago. I’ve looked everywhere. It’s cold, and it’ll be dark soon.”

Jacob rose from his desk and approached Martina. “We’ll find them.”

Sierra marched toward them from the kitchen. “I can help.” Sierra had obviously heard some of their conversation.

The three of them went outside. The sky was gray on that first Tuesday in November. A biting wind cut through Jacob’s jacket.

Sierra scanned the woods using lidar, which was a special combination of 3-D and laser scanning. “I don’t see any fresh footsteps going into the woods.” Then she scanned the trail, heading toward Nathan’s mansion, barn, and outbuildings. “They went this way,” Sierra said, pointing.

They rushed toward the outbuildings, with Sierra leading the way. They followed the footsteps for two hundred yards. Sierra pointed to the bright red barn. “They’re in the barn.”

Jacob took the lead, entering the barn, with Martina and Sierra behind him. David and Emilia were near the rabbit hutches. Jacob fast-walked to them. They stared at a rabbit at their feet. The gray and white rabbit lay on its side, dead, its eyes half closed.

“What the hell’s going on here?” Jacob asked, glowering at David.

David shrugged. “We were just experimenting.”

Martina grabbed Emilia and pulled her away from the dead bunny.

“What did you do to this animal?” Jacob asked.

“Emilia and I were just trying some of the poisonous plants.” David pointed to Emilia. “It was her idea. She wanted to know if the plants were really poisonous.”

“That’s not true!” Emilia blurted out.

David scowled at Emilia. “Yes, it is. The poisons are in your backpack.” David gestured to Emilia’s backpack a few feet away.

Martina walked to the backpack, opened it, and removed several plastic bags filled with ground plant parts labeled: azalea, yew, cherry, mistletoe berries, and poison hemlock. She turned to her daughter. “Emilia?”

The girl was on the verge of tears. “It was David. He was the one. I told him it was mean, but he said that rabbits are disgusting, that they eat their babies.”

“It’s not her fault,” Jacob said to Martina. “Why don’t you take Emilia home, and please dispose of those poisons.”

“Of course. Thank you, Mr. Roth.” Martina led Emilia away from the scene.

Sierra stood a few steps behind Jacob, letting him handle his son.

Jacob grabbed David by the shoulders and shook him. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did you enjoy poisoning this rabbit?”

“No. The poisoning part was boring.” David raised one side of his mouth in disgust. “I liked watching it die.”

Jacob let go of David as if he’d been burned. He searched David’s face for some indication of humanity. “Do you not care that you caused this animal to suffer unnecessarily?”

David shrugged. “Ms. Martina said that experimentation was the best way to learn. It was a science experiment. Scientists experiment on rats all the time. What’s the difference?”

Jacob gritted his teeth. “First of all, it’s not your rabbit to experiment on. And it’s unnecessary cruelty. I don’t want you experimenting with poison ever again. It’s dangerous. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, but—”

“No buts. Never again. Do you understand me?”

David nodded and asked, “Can I go see Grandfather?”

Jacob sighed and replied, “I expect you to be on your best behavior.”

David grinned. “Thanks, Dad.” Then he ran from the barn toward the main house, leaving the carcass for Jacob to clean up. 
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Summer and Contraband

 

 

Summer drove the van into the warehouse, following Patrick and Jericho in the van in front of her. Evan sat shotgun next to Summer. The rollup door behind them shut. They were surrounded by masked men with M6 rifles. Summer and Evan looked at each other.

“Stay inside.” Evan exited the van with his hands held high.

Patrick and Jericho did the same.

A masked man pointed his rifle at Summer and said, “Get out.”

Summer stepped out of the van with her hands held high.

Another masked man approached and frisked Summer. He said, “She’s clean.”

Once everyone was searched, one of the masked men asked, “What do you need? We have 5.56, 6.8, and 9 millimeter ammo. We have Glock handguns and tactical shotguns with double-aught buckshot.”

“We’ll take as much 5.56 as you can spare,” Jericho said. “We could use a few tactical shotguns and as much buckshot as you can spare too.”

As the masked men loaded the vans with ammunition and tactical shotguns, Patrick asked one of the masked men, “Why are you giving this away?”

The man replied, “We’re paid to distribute weapons and ammo to antigovernment militia groups. We’re not paid to ask questions.” 
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Naomi’s Extraordinary

 

 

“The Progressive Tax Bill and the UBI increase should pass today,” Secretary of State Fletcher McClure said. “If all goes well, the increase should take effect on December 1st.”

“I know you’re against it,” Naomi said, looking to Ramesh, sitting on the opposite couch with Fletcher in the Oval Office sitting area.

The Treasury Secretary showed his palms. “I’m worried about inflation. We’re already seeing an uptick in the latest inflation numbers. I am relieved that you didn’t tie UBI to inflation.”

Naomi leaned back on the couch, sitting next to Vernon, her tablet in her lap. “This will go a long way to appeasing people who had fines for firearms possession. It’s not an exaggeration to think that doubling UBI payments may save us from a potential revolution.”

“I agree,” Vernon said, nodding. “People are struggling. It comes at a perfect time. When the Universal Higher-Ed Bill passes, Naomi will have accomplished everything in her State of the Union speech, which I’m certain is unprecedented. We have a social credit system based on rewards. The island prisons are closed. College debt was erased with the jubilee. UBI payments will be doubled next month. The Progressive Tax Plan is a certainty. And then free college for anyone making less than 50,000 USA Coins.” Vernon smiled at Naomi. “What you’ve done is extraordinary.”

Naomi beamed. “Thank you, Vernon, but it’s been a group effort, and we still have a lot to do. Once the Progressive Tax Plan passes, I expect the valuations of health care companies to dramatically decline from currently depressed levels. After the new year, I’d like for the treasury to start acquiring our leading health care companies. The health of Americans shouldn’t be a for-profit business. Ramesh, any thoughts?”

The Treasury Secretary adjusted his glasses. “If the valuations are low enough, and we can manage the companies sustainably, meaning they’re not a drain on the treasury, then I’m in favor of the acquisitions. I do think the private sector tends to be more efficient than the public sector. We have an advantage in that we don’t have to make a profit, but, like I said, it’s important that these companies don’t become a drain on the treasury, like the post office.”

“We may have to increase health-care costs on the wealthiest Americans to subsidize the majority,” Naomi replied.

“I think that’s inevitable.” Vernon leaned back on the couch, his hands behind his head.

“We’ll need to expand HHS,” Fletcher said. “I know some health-care industry leaders who would be perfect to run the acquisitions.”

HHS stood for Health and Human Services.

Naomi nodded to Fletcher. “I’d like to meet with them.” She addressed Ramesh. “Create a task force to analyze the leading health-care companies and to calculate accumulation price targets. Ideally, we can acquire the leading US health-care companies for a fraction of their present value.”

“Yes, Madam President.”

Naomi glanced at the agenda on her tablet. “One final item. I’m still concerned about our growing prison population.” Naomi addressed her Secretary of State. “Fletcher, any thoughts?”

Fletcher frowned. “I don’t like it either. With the island prisons, the undesirables of society were out of sight and out of mind. We could house a nearly infinite number of prisoners on the islands, without an increase in costs. Now we still have the same costs of maintaining the blockade around the islands, but we have to house new prisoners in costly prisons. And we’ve seen an increase in crime and antigovernment terrorism. Many people think it’s because the island prisons no longer serve as a deterrent. Some think we have too many unemployed young men.”

“What do you think?”

Fletcher rested his hands on his Santa-size belly. “I don’t know. I’m thankful that we banned firearms though. Having a large population of unemployed young men has fueled many revolutions throughout history.” 
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Derek Finds Grace

 

 

Derek’s eyes fluttered, adjusting to the overhead light. He lay on his metal bunk, the mattress gone. He shivered without his clothes. The night before and into the early morning, he’d been viciously waterboarded. When he’d returned to his cell nearly comatose, the guards had stripped him, taken his clothes and every other item in his cell, including his mattress. He rolled off his aching hip to his other hip, pulling his knees to his chest in an attempt to stay warm.

“Hey, Derek. You there?” Magic asked.

Derek looked up at the vent, but he didn’t have the energy to respond.

Magic continued. “I don’t know if you can hear me or not. Heck, I’m worried you might be … gone. I’ve been tryin’ to talk to you all mornin’. I saw you through my window, when they dragged you back this mornin’. You weren’t movin’. I’ve been prayin’ for you. I’ve been prayin’ that you’re still alive. I’ve been prayin’ that we get outta here someday. When I was prayin’, I saw you and me, and I was introducin’ you to my wife and my boys. It was clear as day, like a vision. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what I saw. I need you to live because you’re supposed to take me home. I’m just gonna keep talkin’ because I know you’re alive.”

Magic paused for a moment. “I’ve been thinkin’ about your problem. I think you gotta tell ’em somethin’. Make up a lie, somethin’ to buy you some time, somethin’ to get you some food and some relief. You can’t keep doin’ this. Are you there, Derek?”

Derek had thought about lying many times, but he was afraid that Walter could verify his lies with ease, given the mountain of data collected and maintained by the US government. If he were caught lying, the torture might be worse. But Derek couldn’t imagine it getting any worse.

Magic started to sing a church song, his voice like velvet.

Derek reached for the vent, tears in his eyes, as if he could catch the beauty of Magic’s voice. 
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Jacob Pays the Price

 

 

The living room of the guest house had a stone fireplace on the east end, a panoramic view of the lake to the south, and leather and wood furniture. Jacob sat on the leather sectional next to Sierra, nursing a glass of whiskey.

“I don’t know what to do about him.” Jacob was still in shock over the rabbit David had poisoned a few hours ago.

“It’s not uncommon for young psychopaths to kill animals,” Sierra replied. “It’s practice for …”

“Human beings?”

Sierra nodded. “Yes.”

Jacob downed the rest of his whiskey and set the empty glass on the coffee table. “Do you really think he could be psychopathic?”

“I’ve yet to see him show genuine empathy.”

“I think he’s acting out with us because he’s mad at me for leaving his mother, but I’ve seen him show empathy with my parents. He’s actually been great with my parents.”

Sierra pursed her full lips. “Maybe.”

Jacob frowned. “You don’t think he’s been good with my parents?”

“I think he has an ulterior motive.”

“What could that possibly be? My parents won’t buy him extravagant gifts or take him on vacation or play with him. They’re very austere people. Cold, even. I was worried he’d hate my parents.”

Sierra tilted her head. “Maybe it’s a way of punishing you.”

Jacob knitted his brows. “Punishing me? How?”

“You have a tenuous relationship with your parents. Maybe David wants to show you that your parents like him more than you.”

Jacob opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.

Sierra took his hand. “I’m sorry. I could be wrong.”

Jacob nodded, his head bowed. “It’s okay. I know you’re just being honest.”

Sierra squeezed his hand and said, “What do you think about taking a vacation? My sensors suggest that you’ve been very stressed since we arrived here. It’s adversely affecting your health. We could leave David with your parents, since he apparently likes them so much.”

Jacob rubbed the stubble on his chin for a moment. “You’re right. We should take a vacation.”

Sierra smiled and kissed Jacob on the lips.

The front door to the guest house opened and shut. Footsteps echoed through the house. Jacob and Sierra separated. David entered the living room with a shit-eating grin.

He approached the couch and said, “I had so much fun. Grandfather showed me his car collection. Did you know he has a Bugatti with over one thousand horsepower? It’s so badass.”

“I hope you didn’t touch anything,” Jacob replied. “He’s very particular about his cars.”

“He let me sit in the Bugatti. He said he would take me for a ride someday.”

Jacob clenched his jaw. He had never been allowed to touch, much less ride in, one of Nathan’s precious cars.

“Did you eat dinner? We have leftovers,” Sierra said. “I can make you plate.”

“I already ate. Maria’s a way better cook than you anyway.” David shot Sierra with a finger gun and said, “Wasted.”

Sierra didn’t react to his slight.

Jacob glared at David. “Be nice.”

David shrugged and gestured to Sierra. “It’s a bot. It doesn’t have feelings.”

“This one does.”

“Whatever.”

Jacob hung his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. Then he looked up and said, “Go get ready for bed. Martina will be here at eight tomorrow.”

“That’s stupid. I only need five hours of sleep. I have the DEC5 genetic mutation. Remember? You should know that. You paid for it.”

Jacob let out a tired breath. “That’s for sure.” 
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Summer and Indebted

 

 

Summer sat at the kitchen table with Patrick and Lindsey, watching Patrick’s laptop. Byron and Lila were sleeping in the back bedroom. They streamed Naomi Sutton speaking from behind her desk in the Oval Office.

President Sutton said, “I’m very proud to announce that I signed the Progressive Tax Bill into law today. No longer will the needs of the people of the United States be bought and sold by for-profit businesses. This bill will tax privately held and publicly traded for-profit businesses involved in banking, health care, pharmaceuticals, energy, housing, and education by 90 percent, effectively making these industries nonprofit. All Americans will have their basic needs met with the dignity and care they deserve. In addition, this bill addresses the massive inequality that has divided and impoverished so many Americans. Our top tax bracket will now also be taxed by 90 percent. The additional tax revenue will be used to double Universal Basic Income payments for all Americans as of December first.”

President Sutton gazed into the camera, her hands clasped together. “No longer will Americans struggle to meet their basic needs without anything leftover to better themselves. All Americans should have the ability to enhance their children, if they so choose. All Americans should have the ability to take a vacation and buy a car and buy a house. By dramatically increasing UBI payments, we are restoring the American dream, so all Americans can prosper.”

A knock came to the cabin door. Patrick paused the stream, stood from the table, and walked to the door. Patrick returned to the table with Clive in tow.

“Evenin’, ladies,” Clive said, nodding to Summer and Lindsey.

“Clive,” Summer said, her eyes narrowed.

“I got somethin’ for y’all.” Clive sat at the table, without an invitation.

Patrick sat at the table too. “I don’t think Lindsey needs to be involved in this.”

Lindsey stood from the table. “I can go to the bedroom.”

Clive held up his hand like a stop sign. “No. This concerns you too, young lady.”

Summer nodded to Lindsey, and she sat back down.

“We’re plannin’ a big operation. The biggest we’ve ever done.”

Summer grimaced.

Clive continued. “There’s an armory about a hundred miles from here. We gotta man on the inside. He thinks he can get the master code for the bots. We need someone to override the fail-safes and program the bots to attack the armory. I heard from Mason that Lindsey knows how to program bots.” Clive looked to Lindsey. “That true?”

Lindsey nodded.

“No,” Summer replied. “She’s too young to be involved in this.”

Clive shook his head. “She ain’t too young. She wasn’t too young to be locked up in a supermax prison.”

“Absolutely not,” Patrick said. “I can program the bots.”

“Not like I can,” Lindsey said.

Summer turned to Lindsey, reaching out and gripping her forearm. “It’s not safe. Your dad would not want you doing this.”

“I programmed bots for the Freetown Militia.”

“It’ll be safe. She doesn’t even need a gun,” Clive said. “She can do the programming up to two miles away.”

Summer glowered at Clive. “No. She’s not doing it.”

Clive leaned back in his chair, stroking his bushy beard. “I was hopin’ this was gonna be amicable. I could get that money by turnin’ y’all into the state. Or y’all could work it off. You choose.” 





 

 

 

47

Naomi and Ailing Infrastructure

 

 

A week after announcing the UBI increase and the Progressive Tax Plan on national television, Naomi sat at the head of the table in the cabinet room of the West Wing. The twenty-three cabinet members and Naomi watched the OLED screen, with unblinking eyes and mouths ajar.

The Chesapeake Bay Bridge showed on the screen, from the vantage point atop one of the suspension towers. It was a dual span bridge, connecting the east and west shores of Maryland, with eastbound traffic on one bridge and westbound on the other. The westbound bridge filled with morning commuters and construction traffic, but the traffic moved orderly and swiftly. An accident had occurred just beyond the midpoint of the 4.3-mile-long bridge, stopping traffic, causing a tight backlog. Heavy dump trucks and eighteen-wheelers crowded on the bridge, at the highest point, two hundred feet in the air.

A suspension cable snapped, then another, and another. The suspension part of the bridge—a 1,066-yard-long section—swayed in the wind. The section of bridge dropped into the water, along with the traffic. Concrete, asphalt, cars, and trucks splashed into the bay.

Gasps came from the cabinet members around Naomi. The video stopped, the final frame frozen on the screen, showing the blue water below where traffic and road once hung in the air.

Naomi addressed the Secretary of Transportation. “Secretary Gill. Why did this happen?”

Edwin Gill was a portly man with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. “It’s impossible to say for sure, until we investigate. However, we’ve been short on funds for repairing and maintaining our infrastructure for decades. States have done their best to maintain roads and bridges, but our last report from the Federal Highway Administration had 78,655 bridges classified as structurally deficient.”

Naomi glared at the man. “Was the Chesapeake Bay Bridge on that list?”

Gill dipped his head. “Yes, Madam President.”

“If these bridges are structurally deficient, as you say, why are they still open?”

“This isn’t out of the ordinary. We’ve had roughly the same amount of structurally deficient bridges since the early 2000s. The states have been asking for more federal money for decades.”

Naomi blew out a breath. “This is disgraceful. This is the United States. I want a report on the cost to upgrade these structurally deficient bridges.”

“Yes, Madam President.”

Naomi turned to Ramesh. “Secretary Patel. What are your thoughts on a federal aid package to the states to repair ailing infrastructure?”

Ramesh cleared his throat. “I’m leery of any more spending plans. Inflation expectations have increased the velocity of money, since you announced the UBI increase, so we’ve already seen an increase in inflation, solely based on psychology. In addition, with the debt jubilee, I expect Housing Trust, Student Loan Corporation, and United Mortgage to continue to be a drain on the treasury, until they build a new loan portfolio.”

Secretary of State Fletcher McClure asked, “What if we dissolved the big three? Let the regional banks handle loans.”

A few head nods came from the other cabinet members, obviously in agreement with the Secretary of State.

Ramesh addressed Fletcher. “The US Treasury in conjunction with the Federal Reserve has kept interest rates artificially low for fifty years, until we took over. If we let the free market handle lending, we can expect double-digit interest rates and a return of debt servitude. It would also be a big brake on the economy at a time when we desperately need economic activity to generate tax receipts and add value to USA Coins.” 
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Derek Sings for his Supper

 

 

After the waterboarding session that had nearly killed Derek, Walter had left him alone for eight days. Alone in his empty cell, with nothing but a single piece of stale bread each day. No mattress. No clothes. Nothing. Without even a cup, he drank water directly from his spigot. If it hadn’t been for Magic, he might’ve gone crazy. Through the vent, they’d talked about their families and what they’d do if they were released. On many nights, Derek had fallen asleep to Magic’s singing voice.

Late in the morning on the eighth day, a guard opened Derek’s food pass, and tossed him an orange prisoner uniform. “Get dressed and put your hands through the food pass.”

Derek dressed and the guards cuffed him, shackled his feet, and led him to an interview room. Derek shook, his knees knocking as he walked to the site of his greatest fears. He resisted at the threshold, but the guards shoved him into the square room. Derek’s eyes went to the decline waterboarding platform. Walter sat behind the metal table, a fast-food bag and a soft drink on the table. The guards prodded Derek forward, shackling him to the table, sitting him across from Walter.

“Leave us,” Walter said.

The guards left.

Derek hung his head, not making eye contact with Walter. The smell of burger and fries made Derek’s stomach rumble.

“You almost died last time. You remember?” Walter asked.

Derek nodded.

“Are you ready to talk? Or do I have to kill you this time?”

Derek glanced at the waterboarding station. Gallon jugs of water sat next to the platform. His hands trembled. His chest constricted, making it difficult to breathe. He had been thinking of this moment for eight days. Even if they found out he was lying, he had to try. Derek nodded again.

“Great. Let’s start from the beginning. How did you get off US Penal Colony East?”

Derek looked up and said, “Submarine.” Derek went on to tell Walter about how he had been taken by the Aryans on the beach of what used to be San Juan, Puerto Rico. He told Walter about the gladiator games and how he’d escaped the Aryans and joined 1776. He told him about how they made a submarine and stole the batteries from the Netas. Derek told him that, when a hurricane came, and the blockade left the area, they used the submarine to ferry people to the US Virgin Islands. From there, Project Freedom transported them to Silver City.

Derek was careful about telling the truth and also about lying. He knew that a lie would end in more torture, but he didn’t want to put anyone at risk. So, he lied about his friends from 1776 dying on Psycho Island. He gave the names of dead people, telling Walter that they helped him with the prison convoy raid. He told Walter about Cesar and Project Freedom, knowing that Cesar had been arrested and likely sent to Psycho Island long ago.

He didn’t tell Walter about Clive and the 1776 group living in the mountains of Tazewell, Virginia. He didn’t tell Walter about Summer and Patrick or even Jacob’s involvement in his rescue.

“Where are your 1776 buddies now?” Walter asked.

“I don’t know. They … move around a lot,” Derek replied.

“Where was their last base of operations?”

Derek hesitated for a beat and said, “Luray, Virginia. If you give me a map, I can show you exactly. I doubt they’re there now.” Derek picked his hometown because he knew of several abandoned farmhouses that he could point to.

Walter leaned forward, staring into Derek’s eyes. “Who was the woman who brought you to Dickenson Community Hospital?”

“Eliza.” Derek used the name of the woman who had committed suicide on Psycho Island. “I don’t know her last name, but she’s a nurse and part of 1776.”

“Don’t know her last name, huh?”

“No.”

Walter narrowed his beady eyes, searching for visible signs of deception. Then he asked, “On a scale of one to ten, ten being the most excruciating pain you’ve ever felt, how bad was the last time you were here?”

Derek’s lungs constricted at the thought. He sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. “A ten.”

Walter sneered at Derek. “If you’re lying, I’ll make your next visit far worse. Do you understand me?”

Derek nodded, his heart pounding, searching his brain for something that he said that Walter might verify as a lie.

Walter placed the fast-food bag and soft drink in front of Derek. “I’m a man of my word.”

Derek removed the cheeseburger and fries from the bag. He grabbed a handful of fries and shoved them into his mouth, savoring the fat and carbs and salt.

Walter chuckled. “Slow down, hoss. You’re gonna get sick.” 
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Jacob and Santorini

 

 

The Aegean Sea was bathed in a purple haze. The setting sun beyond cast an orange glow over the horizon. Jacob leaned against the railing, trying to enjoy the view from the deck of his infinity pool. A light breeze brought salty sea air. Candy-colored houses and bright white buildings with blue domes were carved into the cliffs of Santorini, Greece. Below, tourists and residents, couples and groups, dined and drank their wine and enjoyed the sunset. Despite the beauty and the breeze, Jacob was jittery and nervous, his armpits wet. He thought about the message he’d received a few days ago from Seth, his divorce attorney. We’re in for a fight, but don’t worry. We’ll get it done.

Footsteps approached. Jacob turned to see Sierra, wearing high heels and a long black cocktail dress, with a slit that nearly reached her hip. Her brownish red hair was in an updo, with wisps framing her face. She smiled as she approached. They embraced.

Jacob stepped back, holding her hands and looking her over. “You look beautiful.”

She blushed and inspected Jacob in his gray suit. “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

Jacob smiled and embraced Sierra again. “I love you,” he said into her ear. “I don’t care what anyone says.”

“I love you too. I wish we could stay here forever.”

Jacob let go and stepped back. He took a deep breath. “I was planning to do this at dinner, but I think this is better. Right here, right now.” He reached into his inside suit jacket pocket and removed a blue padded box. Jacob opened the box to reveal a ring with triple rows of diamonds on the platinum band. A halo of smaller diamonds surrounded a single five-carat octagonal diamond.

Sierra’s mouth was an O, her eyes wide open.

“Sierra. Will you marry me?”

“Of course.”

Jacob took her left hand and slid the ring on her ring finger.

Sierra hugged him again and said, “You’ve made me the happiest woman on Earth.” 
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Summer and Lindsey’s Love Life

 

 

Lila suckled at Summer’s breast. Byron played on the floor with his cars. A knock came to the bedroom door.

Summer covered Lila with the nursing towel and said, “Come in.”

Lindsey entered the bedroom. “Are you busy?”

“Lindy!” Byron said.

“I’m just nursing Lila. Come in,” Summer said.

Lindsey shut the door behind her. She walked closer, tousling Byron’s head on the way.

Byron wiggled his head from Lindsey’s grasp, giggling. “Play with me.”

“Maybe tomorrow, buddy. It’s getting late,” Lindsey replied.

“Play amorrow,” Byron said, announcing their play date. He went back to his cars.

“I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to talk to you,” Summer said.

“About what?” Lindsey sat on the edge of the bed, next to Summer and Lila in the rocking chair.

“About how you’re feeling about this operation. If you’re afraid, we can leave. We can figure something out.”

Lindsey frowned. “Where would we go? We can’t be on the run with Lila and Byron. And we don’t have any money.”

“My dad can make money remotely as an independent programmer. You could probably do the same.”

Lindsey shook her head. “If we leave, Clive will turn us in.”

“We’d have to leave in the middle of the night, without anyone seeing us.”

“No. We can’t be on the run. We need to be ready to rescue my dad. We need 1776 to help us.”

Summer nodded. “I just don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“I don’t.”

Summer looked Lindsey in the eyes. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

“I will.”

Summer let out a breath, then asked, “What did you need?”

Lindsey dipped her head. “I know this sounds trivial, but I wanted to talk to you about Mason.”

“Oh.” Summer adjusted herself, still cradling Lila to her breast. “I’ve noticed you two getting along.”

Lindsey blushed. “We went for a walk, and then we sat at this lookout until dark. He was so nervous. He didn’t even try to kiss me. On the way back, he wiped his hands on his jeans, then he held my hand. I think, … I think I really like him. I didn’t think I would ever feel like this again, after what happened with Juan.”

Summer smiled. “That’s sweet. Mason seems like a nice young man.”

“Seems like?”

“You know him better than I do. Just be careful, okay? He was in prison.”

Lindsey lifted one shoulder. “So was I, and so were you.” 
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Naomi and Free College

 

 

On December 10, Naomi stood behind a podium in the East Room of the White House, with invited press seated before her, and cameras pointed in her direction. Directional lighting augmented the overhead chandeliers.

“Not so long ago in this country, we wanted to go back in time to find greatness. Those were dark days. Today my heart is full of pride for the United States of America and her people. We’re definitively moving forward together.” Naomi paused for a moment, emphasizing the point. “When we’re working together, as a government, in service to you, the people, there’s no limit to what we can accomplish. We’ve already eliminated the most corrupt institution ever to infect this country—the Federal Reserve. We’ve already eliminated the debt servitude that shackled so many homeowners and college graduates. We’ve already eliminated the cruel and unusual punishment of the island prisons. And we’ve guaranteed a living wage for every single American adult. No longer will people suffer from poverty in the wealthiest country in the world.”

Naomi held up one finger. “But, we’re not finished. I’m proud to announce that I signed the Universal Higher-Ed Bill today. All Americans who earn less than 50,000 USA Coins per year are eligible for free higher education at any school where they’re accepted. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a four-year college or a community college or a trade school, we will support your educational goals and dreams. No longer will education be a barrier that creates inequality.” 
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Derek and Eternal Glory

 

 

Derek did push-ups on the cold concrete floor. Technically, he was doing push-ups on the epoxy polymer resin that covered the concrete floor, making it more sanitary, slip-resistant, durable, and waterproof. He did forty without stopping, which was pretty good, considering he barely had the strength to hold himself upright a month ago. Since he’d told Walter his story, his fortunes had turned on a dime. He now had several prisoner uniforms and regular seminutritious meals. It was still prison food though.

The guards had returned his mattress and toothpaste and toothbrush. They’d given him sheets and a blanket, which had come in handy as fall had turned to winter. He’d even been given an e-reader and access to the digital library. Prior to being an orchardist, Derek’s old friend Steven Parker Jr. had been an author. Derek had searched for Steven’s books, but they weren’t on the approved reading list.

Despite his good fortune, one thing in particular worried him. Derek hadn’t expected his lies to hold up to investigation for very long. He thought the CIA or FBI or whoever would find out he was lying within a week or two. But it had been a month, and he wondered if he was on borrowed time.

Derek stood and did squats in place, followed by lunges, and running in place. Derek used the edge of his bunk to do dips. Then, he did sit-ups and various abdominal exercises he’d found in a book. He finished with high knees, jumping, and more running in place. Derek put his hands on his head, catching his breath. He drank some water from his plastic cup.

The food pass opened, and the guard pushed his food into the cell. Derek retrieved his dinner and sat on his bunk. It was breaded chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans.

 

* * *

 

A few minutes later, Magic’s voice came from the vent overhead. “You finished eating?”

Derek set aside his empty tray and stood on his bed. He spoke into the vent. “Yeah. Chicken wasn’t too bad. Beans were a little watery. Probably been in a can for years.”

“I thought the same. It could be worse.”

“That’s for sure.”

“You readin’ anything good?”

“I’m readin’ a Navy SEAL workout book. It’s not exactly entertainin’, but I am gettin’ stronger, usin’ some of the body-weight exercises. You?”

“Besides the Good Book?”

“You must have that memorized by now.”

Magic laughed. “Just passages that I like. I was thinkin’ about one from Corinthians that I read today. It spoke to me, and I think it’ll speak to you. Ready?”

Derek leaned against the wall. “I’m listenin’.”

“‘For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So, we fix our eyes not on what is seen but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.’”  
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Jacob and Frozen

 

 

Jacob walked into the kitchen of the guest house, his laptop bag over his shoulder. Sierra was in the corner, facing the wall, a plug sticking into her chest. Jacob cringed. It was the bot equivalent of walking in on your beloved, waxing her mustache.

Sierra unplugged, covered her recharging port with her “skin,” and turned around. She smiled and asked, “Are we still having dinner with your parents tonight?”

Jacob broke eye contact for a beat. “David’s staying for dinner.”

“But not us?”

Jacob shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

Sierra frowned. “If you told them about our engagement, maybe they would take me seriously—”

Jacob held up his hand, cutting her off. “They’re not ready for that. I want them to get to know you better.”

Sierra stepped into Jacob’s personal space, taking his hand. “It’s been a month, and I can’t even wear my engagement ring around the house because you’re worried David will tell your parents. When will you learn that you have autonomy over your life? You have the power to make your own decisions. Their approval isn’t a prerequisite for your happiness.”

Jacob kissed her forehead. “I know. I need a little more time. I’d rather not wear out our welcome. Technically, I am a fugitive.”

 

* * *

 

The fire danced in the stone fireplace. Jacob sat on the sectional couch with Sierra, enjoying her company, the fire, and his whiskey. His cell phone chimed. Jacob grabbed the phone from the coffee table and swiped right. “Hello, Dad.”

“Where’s David?” Nathan’s voice held an undercurrent of rage.

Jacob sat up straight, his body tense. “He’s not with you? Didn’t he have dinner with you and Mom?”

“He wrecked my goddamn Bugatti into a tree and ran off. That car was worth over two million Fed Coins.”

Jacob drew his eyebrows together. “Why was he driving your car?”

“How the hell should I know? The little degenerate stole the key fob.”

“Is he okay?”

“Don’t mollycoddle the boy. He ran away, so I assume he’s fine, at least until I get ahold of him.”

Jacob stood from the couch. “It’s cold outside. He couldn’t have gone far. Sierra and I will find him.”

“My security team is looking for him. If you find him first, bring him to me.” Nathan disconnected the call.

Sierra stood from the couch. “We should hurry. I think it’s best if we find David before the security team.”

Jacob and Sierra hurried outside. A cold wind bit Jacob’s ears. His breath condensed in the air. The flashlights of Nathan’s security team waved in the distance. Jacob searched the area with his own flashlight.

Sierra scanned the woods using lidar. “I don’t see any tracks into the woods. I don’t think David would try to brave the cold. He must be in one of the outbuildings.”

They jogged toward the main house and the outbuildings. Sierra scanned the area along the way. No fresh tracks into the barn. Beyond the barn, Sierra found tracks leading down a mulch trail to six small wooden houses. These were old servants’ quarters. The first house was occupied. The groundskeeper lived there with his wife, who was Jacqueline’s personal assistant. The next three houses were used by the security team. The other houses were unoccupied. Those servants had been replaced by bots.

Voices came from behind them. Jacob turned to see the flashlights from the security team approaching.

“I think he’s in here,” Sierra said, jogging toward the last wooden house.

Jacob ran after her, his flashlight bobbing in the darkness. The sidelight window next to the front door was broken. Sierra reached in and unlocked the deadbolt. She opened the door, and they stepped inside. Jacob shut the door behind them. The house was devoid of furniture. It was cold inside but not as cold as outside. The groundskeeper maintained the unused houses at a minimal temperature to save energy, but he didn’t let them freeze to prevent damage to the pipes.

“David?” Jacob called out.

Sierra pointed down the short hallway. “This way.” At the end of the hall, they stopped at a shut door. “I think he’s in there.”

Jacob tried the handle, but it was locked. “David? Are you in there?”

No response.

“Open the door. We need to talk.”

Still no response.

“Do you want me to open it?” Sierra asked.

Jacob nodded.

Sierra hit the door with her palm, just above the handle, breaking the lock, the door flying open. She stepped back, and Jacob entered the empty room. A dim light shone from the bottom of the closet door. Jacob went to the closet and opened the door, shining his flashlight inside. Sierra stood a few feet behind. David sat in the back of the closet, playing a game on his phone, the sound muted.

David looked up from his phone and said, “I didn’t do it.”

Jacob beckoned David with his finger. “Come here. Now.”

David stood with the speed of an octogenarian. He stepped out of the closet with his shoulders slumped. “Grandfather hit me. That’s why I ran away.”

Jacob cocked his head. “He hit you?”

David touched his left cheek. “Right here.”

Jacob reached out and took David’s chin, turning the boy’s face to the light. His cheek was red. “Why did he hit you?”

“I was using his computer, and he got mad. I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to use his computer. I was scared, so I ran away.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes. “In a two-million Fed Coin Bugatti?”

Voices came from the front door.

“Nathan’s men are here,” Sierra said.

Jacob pointed at David. “Stay here.” Jacob and Sierra left the room, walking down the hall. Two beefy security guards and a robodog were in the empty living room.

“Where is he?” one of the security guards asked.

Jacob hesitated for an instant. “He’s in the back bedroom. We’ll take it from here.”

“I have orders to bring the boy to Mr. Roth.”

Jacob glowered at the man. “He’s my son. I will handle him. Do you understand me?”

The guard dipped his head. “Yes, sir.”

The security guards and the robodog left the house. Jacob retrieved David, and they walked back to the guest house. It was a cold, silent walk home.

When they entered the warmth of the guest house, David peered up at Jacob with glassy eyes and said, “I’m really sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to make Grandfather mad. I really didn’t.”

Jacob put his hand atop David’s head. “I know. We’ll work it out. Go get ready for bed. No VR tonight.”

David nodded and went to his upstairs bedroom.

Jacob turned to Sierra. “What the hell was he thinking?”

“He’s probably driven quite a few cars in VR,” Sierra replied. “Children who spend a lot of time in VR often have a tenuous view of reality. Maybe he thought he could drive the car.”

The doorbell chimed multiple times, the person pressing the button in rapid succession. Jacob went to the front door, unlocked the deadbolt, and opened the door to see his father, red-faced, his lips curled into a sneer. He pushed past Jacob into the house.

“Where is he?” Nathan said, walking past the foyer and into the living room.

“He’s in bed,” Jacob replied, following his father. “We’ll deal with this tomorrow.”

“I’ll deal with him now.” Nathan glared at Sierra in the living room. “Where’s David?”

Sierra didn’t respond.

Nathan marched to the steps and went upstairs. Jacob and Sierra followed.

“He’s sorry, Dad. He was upset that you hit him,” Jacob said.

Nathan turned around at the top of the steps, looking down on Jacob and Sierra. “He tried to hack into my computer. He’s lucky I didn’t beat him to a bloody pulp.” Nathan turned again, marching down the hall, opening doors as he went and peering into the bedrooms. He found David behind the third door. Nathan entered the room, stalking to David, who cowered in the corner of his bed.

“Dad, stop,” Jacob said.

Nathan stopped and turned to Jacob. “Fine. You discipline him.”

Jacob glanced at his son on the bed, then he addressed his father. “I’ve already disciplined him. Any chores you want him to do, he’ll do.”

“But, Dad,” David protested.

Nathan inspected David’s face, then asked, “Are you sorry for what you did?”

David had a hint of a smirk as he said, “You shouldn’t have hit me.”

Nathan turned back to Jacob. “I’ll give you one more chance to discipline him.” He waited a few seconds for a response.

Jacob didn’t move, his feet stuck in concrete. Sierra stood behind him silent, knowing that intervening would only emasculate him further.

Nathan grabbed David by the collar of his T-shirt and yanked him out of bed, dumping the boy on the floor. Still holding his collar, Nathan jerked the boy to his feet, and slapped David across the face over and over again. David cried and tried to cover his face, but the hits kept coming.

Jacob watched the scene, petrified, frozen in a bad nightmare from his past.

Nathan let David go, and he slumped to the floor in the fetal position, bawling. Nathan bent down and jabbed his finger in David’s face as he spoke. “The repairs will be taken out of your trust fund. You ever do something like that again, I’ll make you wish you were never born.” 
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Summer Do-Si-Dos

 

 

Twinkly lights hung from the rafters of the barn. Portable heaters kept them warm. Jericho played a twangy banjo, while another member of 1776 played the fiddle. Clive was on the mike. “Hold hands and circle left.”

Summer held hands with Evan and Patrick, and they skipped to the left, along with Mason, Lindsey, and three others from 1776. Three more squares were nearby, one square with Byron and the other kids. Jericho’s wife, Crystal, sat on the picnic table, clapping along with Lila in her lap.

“Now circle right,” Clive sang.

They laughed and changed direction.

“Now swing your partner high and low.”

Evan took Summer in his arms and swung her around.

“Promenade heel and toe. I said, promenade heel and toe.”

Evan and Summer walked side by side around in a circle, their arms locked together, along with the other couples.

“Now all the ladies to the middle for a high five and back to the bar,” Clive sang.

Summer and Lindsey and the other two women pranced to the middle of the square, giving a high five that resembled a tepee, then danced back to their spots.

“Now, you men go to the middle for a right-hand star.” The four men pranced to the middle and held out their arms, grasping a forearm; then they skipped to the right.

Mason blushed like a schoolboy, but Evan and Patrick grinned and played along.

“Now take your lady by your side.”

As the men twirled, they locked arms with their partners, doubling the size of the star.

“Now break that star and swing your lady round and round.”

Summer giggled as Evan swung her around and around. “Okay, I need a break.”

Evan stopped his twirling, and they stepped away from the square dancing. Another couple took their place in the square.

Evan tipped his cowboy hat to Summer and said, “Much obliged for the dance, ma’am.”

Summer giggled and spoke in a Southern drawl. “You’re welcome, partner.” She glanced across the room to Lila. “I should probably put Lila to bed.”

“That’s too bad,” Evan replied. “I was just startin’ to get the hang of this.”

“Me too. That was fun.”

“I’ll walk you back.”

Summer collected Lila from Jericho’s wife. She asked Byron if he wanted to go back to the cabin, but he was having too much fun, and the others said they would watch after him. Lindsey would bring him back later. Summer left the barn, with Lila in her arms.

Evan waited outside for Summer. “She looks sleepy.”

“She’s definitely ready for bed.” Summer kissed the crown of Lila’s head. “Aren’t you, sweet pea?”

Lila yawned and snuggled against Summer’s chest.

They walked on crunchy leaves, their breath condensing in the air, the moon lighting the way.

“You think we’ll finally do this operation?” Evan asked.

He was referring to the attack on the military armory that Clive had proposed five weeks ago, but he was still waiting on the master codes for the bots from his man on the inside.

“I don’t know,” Summer said. “I hope not.”

“Me too.” He cleared his throat. “If we do, I’ll protect you.”

Summer looked to Evan, her eyes unblinking. “If it comes to that, please protect Lindsey. I can take care of myself.”

“I’ll protect you both. I promise.”

Summer forced a smile, knowing that he was flirting.

“Mason mentioned y’all are from Silver City. I’ve heard rumors about that place, but I’ve never known anyone who lived there. What was it like?”

“It was a wonderful place.”

Evan tilted his head. “Was?”

Summer nodded but said nothing, not interested in reminiscing about what was.

Evan was quiet as they approached the cabin. Summer’s stomach fluttered in anticipation of what might come. Mostly, she wished Evan would’ve stayed at the dance. She didn’t want a potentially awkward situation. But, a very small part of her enjoyed the attention, which added an extra-large helping of guilt to her psyche.

Summer stepped onto the porch, with Evan right on her heels. She didn’t make eye contact, hoping to enter the cabin without an incident. She grabbed the door handle and said, “Thanks again.”

Evan put his hand on her forearm, the same arm that held Lila. Summer let go of the door handle and turned to Evan. He leaned in for the kiss, but Summer placed her hand firmly on his chest.

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

He stepped back, blushing. “No, … I’m sorry.” 
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Naomi and Emigration

 

 

Forty-one days ago, Naomi signed the Progressive Tax Bill into law. Now, she met with her closest allies in the Oval Office to discuss unintended consequences.

“The capital controls haven’t stopped the movement of money,” Ramesh said, sitting next to Fletcher on a couch across from Naomi. “Instead of paying the 30 percent penalty to transfer their USA Coins, they’re buying fine art, overseas real estate, and collectibles, then shipping the art and collectibles out of the country where they can resell it, converting to any currency they choose. Many are buying precious metals on the black market. This is causing inflation domestically.”

Naomi pursed her lips, sitting next to Vernon on a couch. She addressed Fletcher. “What do you think about halting emigration for a few months?”

The Secretary of State let out a ragged breath, his hands resting on his gut. “The wealthy are the most equipped to circumvent an emigration ban. They have access to private jets, yachts, and the money to pay smugglers. It might slow the leak, but it won’t stop it.”

Naomi blew out a breath. “I’m hoping to slow it enough so we can survive. Do you think an executive order would work?”

“The Supreme Court could overturn it, but I doubt they will, especially if the ban is temporary.” 
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Derek and the Generators

 

 

Thunder boomed in the distance. Derek peered out the tiny frosted window in his cell. Raindrops peppered the thick glass. The frosting prevented him from seeing anything in detail, but he could tell whether it was day or night. It was day but darker than usual.

The overhead lights flickered and turned off. Derek turned from the window, his cell dark. He walked to the sink, the faint light from the window lighting his way. He grabbed his plastic cup, held it beneath the faucet, and twisted the knob for water, but nothing came. Derek tightened and loosened the knob again but still no water.

He went to his bed, stood on the mattress, and directed his voice to the vent. “Hey, Magic. You there?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” Magic replied.

“I’m assuming your light’s out too?”

“It is. I think it’s a power outage.”

“Does your sink work?”

“I haven’t tried it. Hold on.” Magic returned after a few seconds. “No water. The pump must be electric.”

Derek stroked his beard, thinking for a second. “They must have generators.”

“I’m pretty sure they do. I saw ’em when they brought me here. Looked like diesel generators. Pretty old. I used to work on diesel generators when I was young.” The lights flicked on. “There they go.” 
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Jacob and the Holiday Party

 

 

Nathan and Jacqueline Roth were nonpracticing Jews, but every year they held a holiday party on the last Saturday before Christmas Eve.

The ballroom of the Roth mansion was illuminated by multiple chandeliers. Fir garlands and lit silver candelabras decorated the linen-covered tables. A thirty-foot Douglas fir Christmas tree decorated the north wall. Jacob stood alone, near the exit, surveying the scene. Holiday music came from the tuxedo-wearing band on stage. The old men matched the band in their tuxedos, mingling with their whiskeys in hand. Trophy wives wore Christmas-colored dresses and guzzled wine, the frequency and intensity of their laughs growing with their intoxication.

Jacob thought, none of them hold a candle to Sierra. Jacob gulped the last of his whiskey and glanced down at the gut he’d been growing, with much help from Sierra’s cooking. Then he glanced at the old men with their trophies. Am I any different?

A robotic waitress took Jacob’s whiskey and offered another. Jacob took the drink with a nod. He sipped the whiskey and thought about Sierra. His parents had explicitly forbidden her from attending the party. Jacob had told Sierra that it was best she didn’t attend. Bots would be serving, and it would be awkward, since she would be the only robotic guest. Jacob and Sierra had argued. Sierra wanted to be seen as a couple, but Jacob didn’t want to upset his precarious position with his parents.

Sierra had ended the argument with a very humanlike “Fine.”

David’s tutor, Martina, stood off to the side, talking with Jacqueline’s personal assistant. Jacob stared at the blonde tutor. Her dress was off her shoulders, long, and fitted, showing off her subtle curves. She wasn’t perfect, with a nose too big for her face and a slight overbite, but, in a world of cosmetic surgery, her imperfections made her more enticing.

Emilia ran past Jacob to her mother, her arms wrapped around herself. Martina bent down, talking to her ten-year-old. Martina opened Emilia’s arms, inspecting her chest. They spoke in hushed whispers.

Jacob walked over to them. Emilia’s head was bowed, her face streaked with tears, and her arms wrapped around herself again. Jacqueline’s personal assistant snuck away, leaving the three of them.

“What’s wrong?” Jacob asked.

Martina glared at Jacob. “Your son wrote all over my daughter’s body.”

Jacob stepped closer, his forehead creased. “What are you talking about?”

“Show him,” Martina said to Emilia.

Emilia moved her arms slowly, her head still bowed, exposing the top of her dress. The square neckline of her dress exposed her collarbone and the very top of her boyish chest. Her dress was not revealing. A message was written in black marker just beneath her collarbone, with arrows pointing down to her breasts. It read Tiny Titties.

Jacob winced and looked away. Then he addressed Martina. “I’m really sorry. I don’t know why—”

“David coerced her,” Martina said, her eyes like lasers. “Said he would get me fired if Emilia didn’t take off her clothes. Then he wrote disparaging messages all over her body. Said he was trying to help her improve. Your son is sick.”

A few partygoers rubbernecked at the scene. Thankfully, they were out of earshot with the music playing.

“I’m sorry. He’ll be punished immediately,” Jacob said.

“Don’t bother. We’re done.” Martina took her daughter by the hand and marched out of Jacob’s life.

Jacob clenched his fists and scanned the ballroom, searching for David. The boy sat a table across the room, alone. Jacob stalked to the table. David ate a large piece of cake, a smirk on his face. Jacob grabbed the boy by the elbow and yanked him from his chair.

“Hey? I’m eating my cake,” David protested, his mouth full.

Jacob dragged the boy to the nearest door to the kitchen. Inside the commercial kitchen, server bots cleaned dishes. Jacob pushed David into a corner and grabbed him by his upper arms, shaking the boy. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

David wiggled from Jacob’s grasp, sneering at his father. “What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you abusing me?”

Jacob spoke through gritted teeth. “Why did you write on Emilia?”

“She asked me to. I told her it was stupid, but she wanted me to. Ask her.”

Jacob pointed at his son. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s the truth. The truth doesn’t care what you believe.” 
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Summer and the Operation

 

 

The morning sun peeked over the horizon. Summer’s breath condensed in the air. She peered through binoculars over the large stones that concealed their position on an Appalachian mountaintop. Rows and columns of perfectly spaced tanks and armored personnel carriers sat behind razor wire in the valley below. A large concrete structure sat just behind the tanks and the APCs. Summer sat back down, next to Lindsey, who typed on the laptop like a concert pianist. They were flanked by Patrick and Evan, who both monitored the army depot through the scopes of their rifles.

Summer opened her med kit, doing another check to keep herself occupied. She hoped like hell she wouldn’t need it this time.

Lindsey hit the Enter key and said, “It’s done.”

“Did it work?” Summer asked, zipping up her med kit.

“I think so,” Lindsey replied, still monitoring the lines of code on the screen.

Summer stood and turned around, scanning the army depot again through her binoculars. Nothing happened for several minutes. Then the two robosoldiers, who guarded the front gate, exited the small guard house next to the gate.

“We have movement,” Evan said. “Two robosoldiers walking toward the armory.”

A garage door opened, and eight more robosoldiers exited the concrete armory with antitank guided missiles on their shoulders. Two human soldiers confronted the bots, placing their hands up to stop the bots. The two bots coming from the gate shot the human soldiers, the men dropping to the gravel. The bots aimed their antitank missiles at the parked tanks and APCs and fired. Summer flinched at the ensuing explosions, the tanks and APCs catching fire. A siren sounded from the armory.

More human soldiers came from the building but were again shot by the bots. Another robosoldier brought a pallet of missiles by forklift, setting down the load in front of the building. The robosoldiers reloaded their weapons and fired on more tanks and APCs.

Evan snatched Lindsey’s laptop from her hands and tossed it off the mountain. “Get down!” Then he covered Lindsey. Patrick followed Evan’s lead, hiding behind the boulder and covering Summer. An explosion rocked the mountain, the ground shaking underneath them. “Let’s go!” Evan grabbed Lindsey and pulled her to her feet. They ran for the van. Summer and Patrick were right behind them, Patrick bringing up the rear.

They ran through the forest for two hundred yards, leaves crunching under their feet, the forest canopy barren. Evan stopped them at the top of a steep decline, kneeling with his fist in the air. Eighty yards below them was their van, parked along the roadside, a vehicle that 1776 had stolen the day before for the operation. The clacking of a diesel motor cut through the woods. Two army light tactical vehicles rumbled up the mountain road, stopping behind the van. Orders came from the nanospeakers on the LTV. “Exit the vehicle with your hands up now!”

Soldiers manned the .50 caliber turrets atop the LTVs, pointing their weapons at the van.

Evan turned around and led them back through the woods. Evan and Patrick left their rifles against a tree, knowing that they would draw more attention if they were armed. They followed a game trail away from the area, moving quickly, only the crunch of leaves and twigs and their heavy breaths audible. They jogged and hiked through the woods for an hour. Evan led the way but constantly looked back, adjusting his pace when the others lagged. The game trail ended at the mountainside, with farms and a small town in the valley below.

They descended the mountain, slipping on leaves and avoiding briars, and hanging on to trees to slow their descent. At the bottom of the mountain, they hid just inside the woods, eyeing a fallow pasture and a dilapidated barn beyond them.

“What now?” Summer asked.

“I think we should split up,” Evan replied. “Meet in town and call Jericho. He’ll send someone to pick us up.”

“I agree,” Patrick said.

Evan went with Summer and Patrick went with Lindsey.

As they cut across the pasture toward town, Summer asked, “How did you know?”

“Know what?” Evan replied.

“That the drone was tracking us.”

“I didn’t. I heard what sounded like a drone, and I reacted. That was what worried me the most about this operation. I knew they would eventually track the source of the hackin’. I thought there was a strong possibility that a drone might destroy us, and we’d never even know it.”

Summer raised her eyebrows. “You didn’t share that with me.”

Evan nodded and spat on the gravel. “Wouldn’t have changed a thing.”

Summer touched his forearm. “Thank you. You saved our lives.”

He smiled and said, “Merry Christmas.” 
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Naomi and Christmas Terror

 

 

Instead of receiving gifts from Santa, Naomi was rushed to the Situation Room in the basement of the West Wing. She—along with her National Security Council and a few relevant cabinet members—monitored and responded to a series of domestic terrorist attacks, occurring across the country in the early morning hours of Christmas Day.

Military bases, armories, police stations, FBI field offices, and IRS offices were attacked across the country. Forty-two separate attacks in total. The majority of the attacks occurred in western Virginia, Michigan, Idaho, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Texas. The attacks ranged in severity from an attack on a Virginia armory that resulted in the death of five soldiers and the destruction of ten APCs and six tanks, to a drive-by shooting of an empty IRS office, resulting in nothing but broken windows and a few bullet holes.

Initially, the National Security Council believed the attacks to be a resurgence of Islamic terrorism, given the significant date. Then, in Oregon, after attempting to plant a bomb at a State Police barracks, four men were arrested and were identified as members of 1776. This was homegrown terrorism.

By late morning, the attacks were over. Naomi sat at the head of the table in the Situation Room. “Do we have any idea how many members of 1776 are in the United States?” Naomi asked the FBI Director.

Director Diego Garcia cleared his throat. “Our last estimate was approximately two thousand, but now we think it could be as high as fifty thousand.”

“Fifty thousand? Where are these people, and, more importantly, who are they?”

“We don’t know exactly. The group is a loose amalgamation of antigovernment activists. They operate as individual cells, rarely coordinating.”

Naomi glared at Garcia. “They coordinated this morning. Find them. And arrest them.”

The Director of the CIA raised her hand.

Naomi nodded her way and said, “Director Goulding.”

The middle-aged brunette adjusted her glasses. “We have many people with connections to 1776 in our military prisons. I think these attacks warrant more aggressive interrogation.”

Naomi pursed her lips and said, “I agree.” 
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Derek Pledges Allegiance

 

 

Derek sat, handcuffed to the metal table in an interview room. His hands shook uncontrollably. Walter slapped him on the back, causing Derek to flinch.

“Merry Christmas, Derek,” Walter said, grinning. Then he sat in the chair across from Derek, setting his folder on the desk. “Did you enjoy the turkey and stuffing lunch?”

Derek nodded, his head bowed.

“You can relax. I have no intention of hurting you, provided you do as I ask. You will do as I ask, won’t you?”

Derek nodded again.

“Good.” Walter clapped his hands together. “Great.” He opened up the folder, removed a piece of paper, and slid it across the table to Derek along with a pen. “This is your confession, your apology, and your pledge of allegiance. I need you to read this out loud for the camera and sign the statement.”

Derek glanced at the paper.

Walter held up his hand. “Before you agree, I want you to read the statement silently first and make sure you agree with the content. Go ahead and read it.”

Derek read the statement silently, then looked up and said, “Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“Okay, I’ll read it for the camera.”

“Great.” Walter stood from his chair and stepped back. “I’ll step out of the camera. Go ahead and read when you’re ready.”

Derek read, never lifting his gaze from the paper on the table in front of him. “I, Derek Reeves, admit to committing acts of treason against the United States of America. I admit to being a member of the terrorist group, 1776. I admit to escaping from US Penal Colony East. I see the errors of my ways. I denounce 1776 and pledge allegiance to the United States of America.” Derek signed the statement, the words meaning nothing to him. 
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Jacob and the Announcement

 

 

Soft Christmas music played on the nanospeakers. The dining room table was dimly lit by the chandelier. They ate with real silverware, antiques that had been in the Roth family for hundreds of years. Jacob ate the last of his beef tenderloin, the medium-rare meat nearly melting in his mouth. Maria had stuffed the meat with spinach and mushrooms and had served it with a truffled wine sauce.

David sat next to Jacob, eating his dinner, his eyes on his plate. He hadn’t said a word since they’d sat down to Christmas dinner. Nathan hadn’t welcomed him with a greeting either. Jacqueline had wished him a Merry Christmas. Sierra sat on the other side of Jacob, an empty plate in front of her. Nathan and Jacqueline sat several seats away from their guests.

Jacob wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin. He downed the rest of his whiskey in a large gulp. Then, he tapped his water glass with his fork. Sierra turned her attention to Jacob. Everyone else looked up from their food.

“I have an announcement to make.” Jacob paused for an instant, then he said, “Sierra and I are engaged.”

David cackled.

Jacob glowered at his son, halting the laughter.

Nathan shook his head and pointed at Sierra with his steak knife. “I knew from the moment I laid eyes on that thing.”

Jaqueline knitted her brows. “What about Rebecca?”

“We’ll be divorced soon,” Jacob said.

“It’s not natural. You do know she’s not real?”

Sierra was unresponsive, her expression neutral.

David stifled his laughter with his fist.

“To you,” Jacob said. “She’s not real to you. This is my life, and I’ve never met anyone like her.”

Nathan raised one side of his mouth in disgust. “You’ve never met anyone like her because she’s not human.”

“Oh, Jacob. You can’t be serious,” Jacqueline said. “She was programmed to cater to your needs. It might feel good, but it’s not a real marriage. It’s an embarrassment.”

Nathan grunted. “It’s an abomination.”

Jacob clenched his jaw, then glanced at Sierra.

She nodded to Jacob, her nod barely discernible.

Jacob took Sierra’s hand under the table and said, “I love her, and she loves me. This is happening, with or without your support. I would prefer your support.”

Nathan set down his silverware with a clang. He wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin. “This is a disgrace. I won’t support you marrying a fucking sex bot. If you do this, you’re on your own.”

David giggled and said, “Sex bot,” under his breath.

Jacqueline touched Nathan’s forearm and said, “Nathan. The boy.”

Nathan cast a side-eyed glare to his wife. “My language is the least of that boy’s problems.” Nathan turned his attention back to Jacob. “If you marry this thing, you’re no longer a part of this family or this family’s business.”

Jacob swallowed hard, his eyes glassy. He let go of Sierra’s hand and stood from the table. “Thank you for dinner. We should go home.”

“Home? You mean, my guest house? You won’t step foot in that house unless you denounce this idiotic idea, right now.” Nathan stared at Jacob, waiting for a response.

A tear slipped down Jacob’s cheek.

“Are you crying? You can’t be serious.”

Jacob quickly wiped his eyes with the side of his fist. His voice quivered as he said, “I have no plans to marry Sierra.”

Sierra stood from the table and left the room without a word. 
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Summer and a 1776 Christmas

 

 

Pine garland, mistletoe, and twinkly lights hung from the rafters of the barn. A pine Christmas tree stood behind Clive, decorated and lit. Portable heaters kept them warm.

“I’d like to recognize all the patriots across the country today,” Clive said into the mike, standing before a crowd of 1776 members. “I’ve never been prouder of my countrymen. We have a few heroes among us, but I won’t say what they did or who they are, but I will say that they’re real freedom fighters.”

A few people from the crowd shouted out in support.

“Let’s give ’em a round of applause.” Clive clapped, and the crowd clapped too.

Summer held Lila, so she couldn’t clap. Evan clapped to maintain his anonymity. He turned to Summer and winked.

When the applause dissipated, Clive said, “Merry Christmas, everyone. Let’s have some fun!” Clive handed the mike to the 1776 man playing DJ. The man played a twangy country tune, and the crowd gyrated to the beat. Summer danced with Evan while holding Lila. Lindsey giggled as Mason twirled her. Patrick drank homemade apple cider with Jericho, watching the crowd. Byron danced with the kids, his stubby little legs bouncing up and down.

A slow song followed, most of the crowd heading for the buffet table, and the cider kegs. Across the dance floor, Lindsey leaned her head on Mason’s shoulder, their bodies tightly together.

Lila yawned and buried her little head against Summer’s chest.

“I should put her to bed,” Summer said.

“One more dance?” Evan asked.

Summer hesitated, then replied, “Okay.” Evan moved into her personal space, his dark eyes unblinking. He slipped his hands around her lower back. They swayed to the music, with Summer still cradling Lila between them.

“I didn’t even hear that drone,” Summer said. “If you hadn’t thrown the laptop, we’d all be …”

“We’re all here, in one piece,” Evan replied.

“How did you even notice the drone?”

“I heard it. They have a certain buzzin’ sound. I used to be an Army Ranger. We learned to listen for drones. I got pretty good hearin’ too.”

“Lucky for us.”

Summer breathed in his scent as they moved to the music. She thought of Derek, feeling a pang of guilt. He’ll never get out. It’s impossible. A lump formed in her throat.

“You okay?” Evan asked.

Summer looked up at the man who’d saved her life. “I’m fine.”

He searched her face. “You miss him, don’t you?”

She bowed her head and held Lila a little tighter.

“It must be especially hard on Christmas.”

She nodded.

“I was arrested on Christmas ten years ago.”

Summer raised her gaze. “What happened?”

“I just got out of the army, and I was figurin’ out what civilians already knew.” He paused for effect. “The job market sucked.”

Summer gave a polite smile.

“I was livin’ on UBI, with nothin’ to do but think about what I’d seen in Venezuela. It was never about freedom for Venezuelans. It was about control of the Orinoco tar sands. I started talkin’ about it online. They got me for revealin’ confidential information. Classified me as an unlawful enemy combatant and charged me with treason. I was worried they were gonna send me to Psycho Island.”

“I’m sorry, Evan. That’s a raw deal.”

Evan grinned. “Look at me now. Dancin’ with you. Life is good.”

“What about your family? Do you have anyone you’d like to see someday?”

Evan’s grin receded. He shook his head. 
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Naomi and Affordable Health Care

 

 

On the last Thursday in February of 2054, Naomi made an announcement to the American people from the Oval Office.

Naomi sat behind her desk, her hands folded on her desktop, the American flag and the flag of the President of the United States flanking her. “Health care in the United States has never been available to everyone. We’ve had Medicare and Medicaid for the elderly and the indigent. We’ve had world-class care for the wealthy, but the middle class has been left to struggle with increasingly higher health insurance and pharmaceutical costs. On average, 90 percent of a person’s health-care costs come in the last two years of life, with medical bills often bankrupting even the most fiscally prepared. For too long, health care, pharmaceuticals, and health insurance in the United States have been profit centers. Good quality health care should be a right for all Americans, not a profit center for capitalists to exploit.”

Naomi paused for a moment. “I’m very proud to announce that the health and well-being of Americans is no longer for sale to the highest bidder. Over the last two months, the US Treasury has made a series of acquisitions in the health-care sector. The US government is now the majority shareholder of the top four US health insurance companies, the top five US pharmaceutical companies, and hospital conglomerates in every state. No longer will health care be a for-profit business. Health care will be about providing affordable care for all.”

Naomi nodded to the camera, a smile on her face. “You’re probably wondering what this means for you. The vast majority of Americans will enjoy a dramatic decrease in health-care costs. You may have already noticed deep discounts on your medications and a decrease in the cost of your health insurance. The wealthiest Americans may have noticed a slight increase in health-care costs, but, for an equitable America, everyone must pay their fair share. As Karl Marx once said, ‘From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.’” 
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Derek’s Glass Is Half Empty

 

 

It had been two months since the Christmas terrorist attacks, and the subsequent increase in domestic terror. Since that time, Derek had been interviewed many times about 1776. Each time, Derek had carefully lied, but he’d answered Walter’s questions, so he’d been unharmed. Derek was surprised his lies had yet to be uncovered. With the information apparatus available to the state, a modicum of investigation would expose his lies. Derek had come to the conclusion that—unbeknownst to Walter—the only reason Derek’s lies hadn’t been revealed was because nobody was investigating his statements.

Derek had passed the time talking with Magic, exercising, and reading books about history, nature, fitness, and classic novels. Magic had a television. Derek still hadn’t earned that privilege.

Derek sat on his bunk, finishing his dinner and reading an ebook entitled Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland. The book detailed a German Reserve Police Battalion during World War II. As the title suggested, the men of Unit 101 were ordinary men, many of them middle-aged blue-collar workers. Very few were members of the Nazi party. Yet, these men massacred Jewish men, women, and children, reluctantly at first, but many grew to enjoy their work.

According to the author, these men killed out of peer pressure and obedience to authority. The author believed that all men were capable of such atrocities, that the monster lived in everyone. As evidence, the author wrote about the Milgram experiments that proved two-thirds of the American test takers would electrocute someone to death simply because a man in a white coat told them to do so.

Derek finished the last of his mashed potatoes. He turned off his e-reader and took his tray to the door, sliding his empty tray through the food pass. Then he returned to his bed and stood on the mattress. As they did every day after dinner, Derek spoke to his friend through the vent. “Magic?”

“I’m here,” Magic replied. “Dinners have been …”

“Barely fit for human consumption?”

Magic chuckled. “I wasn’t gonna go that far. I guess it’s hard to get anything fresh in the dead of winter.”

They’d been eating canned meat, canned vegetables, instant mashed potatoes, and moldy bread.

“I should be more grateful. At least they’re feedin’ us,” Derek said.

“That’s true. Thank God for that,” Magic replied.

Derek leaned against the concrete wall. “Anything interestin’ on TV?”

“Not really. I did hear somethin’ interestin’ on my way to rec time though.”

Derek raised his eyebrows. “Yeah?”

“The guards were complainin’ about their paychecks, sayin’ that it doesn’t buy enough to cover their bills.”

“They must be talkin’ about the inflation.”

“Must be.” Magic paused for a beat. “I was thinkin’ about somethin’. Maybe I’m bein’ like the person who sees the glass as half full—”

“You’re definitely a glass-is-half-full person. Even in this hellhole.”

“Guilty as charged. They can control my body, but only I control my mind.”

Derek smiled. “You sure you’re not a monk?”

“Just a regular old Baptist.” Magic chuckled again.

“I got you off track. You were thinkin’ about somethin’?”

“I was thinkin’ ’bout what could happen if this inflation gets worse. What if the government can’t pay the guards because the money ain’t worth nothin’? They’d have to let us out.”

“Or they might leave us in here to rot.”

“You’re a glass-is-half-empty person,” Magic replied.

“I’m still waitin’ for life to prove me wrong.” 
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Jacob and the Apology

 

 

After the incident with Emilia at the Christmas party, Martina had quit, forcing Sierra into service as David’s tutor. David was still an unwilling student, but he hadn’t caused any major problems. Nathan still held a grudge against David for the accident that caused a half-million Fed Coins in damage to his precious Bugatti. Despite the fact that Nathan had taken the money to repair the car from David’s trust fund, Nathan still thought David needed to atone for his behavior. Jacob and Sierra had settled back into their secretive relationship, the talk of marriage a distant memory.

On the last Friday in February, Jacob entered the guest house, home after working at the Bank for International Settlements. He set his laptop on the bench next to the front door and removed his heavy jacket, hanging it in the coat closet. He picked up his laptop and walked to the office.

Sierra and David sat at the round table in the center of the office. David typed on his laptop. Sierra stood from the table as Jacob entered the office.

“Hey, Dad,” David said, looking up from his laptop.

“Hey, buddy,” Jacob replied. “How was school today?”

“Good. I’m writing an apology email to Grandfather.”

Jacob approached the table, cocking his head and giving Sierra a look.

“It’s a wonderful thing that David’s doing,” Sierra said. “It’s very mature and selfless. You should be very proud.”

“I am.” Jacob squeezed David’s shoulder. “I’m extremely proud.”

David grinned at his father.

Jacob mussed David’s hair, then turned to Sierra. “I need to talk to you for a minute.”

“So do I,” Sierra replied.

They stepped out of the office, leaving David to finish his email.

In the hallway, Jacob whispered, “This letter won’t get David back into my father’s good graces. He’s not a forgiving person.”

“I know,” Sierra replied, her voice low. “I’m trying to develop David’s capacity for empathy. I told him that the apology is about him doing the right thing, regardless of how his grandfather reacts. I think I’ve made some progress with David, but I’m not certain.”

“He has been better, hasn’t he?”

“Objectively, yes, but …”

“But what?”

Sierra pursed her lips. “I think he’s manipulating us.”

Jacob knitted his brows. “To what end?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Let’s hope he’s maturing. What did you need to talk to me about?”

Sierra took Jacob’s hand. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I think it’s time for you to stand up for yourself. Your subservience to your father is greatly affecting your happiness.”

Jacob removed his hand from hers. “I’m not subservient—”

“You’re a grown man who can’t marry who he wants to marry.”

Jacob opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

Sierra flashed her palms. “Don’t worry. I’m not suggesting you stand up to your father in regard to marrying me. I’m suggesting you start with something smaller but also important.”

Jacob crossed his arms over his chest. “Like what?”

“You’ve been complaining about working with your father in Basel.”

“It’s a waste of my time to drive into Basel, when everything I need is right here.”

“I think it’s time you tell him that.” 
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Summer and Pain and Suffering

 

 

It had been two months since the Christmas operation at the army depot. Since that time, Summer had continued to teach the children, act as the compound’s nurse, and help with chores, but she hadn’t been directly involved in any 1776 operations. Despite her connection with Evan, they’d remained platonic friends. Patrick had continued to be the voice of freedom through Braveheart and his vlog, From the Underground. Lindsey had managed the compound day care and helped with the chores. In the evenings, she snuck off with Mason, who had been earning his keep as a general mechanic and welder.

Clive had promised to help rescue Derek, if and when a safe opportunity arose, but he still maintained that Summer and Patrick were indebted to him and 1776. Clive had promised to have his men keep an eye on Red Onion Prison, so Summer and Patrick didn’t have to venture near the military prison, which was high risk for the most wanted fugitives in America.

Summer sat at the kitchen table with Patrick, cradling Lila in her arms. Byron played in the living room within eyeshot. They watched From the Underground on Patrick’s laptop.

Braveheart, aka Patrick, was on the screen, a hooded figure wearing sunglasses and a bandanna over his face. His voice was digitized. “USA Coin is another tool to control you.” A cartoon USA Coin token appeared on the screen. “It’s another counterfeit currency created out of thin air.” The token disappeared. “Real money is a store of value.” An inflation chart showed the increase in the cost of groceries over the last few months. “USA Coins are worth half of what they were worth a few months ago. If you’re still holding USA Coins, sell them and buy real things that you need.”

Braveheart appeared on the screen again. “Buy storable food. Buy the things you and your family need to survive. If you have access to a reliable black market, buy guns and ammunition. Buy precious metals. Buy anything that’s a store of value. Do not hold more USA Coins than you have to. If you do, the US Treasury will steal your purchasing power through inflation. President Sutton’s doing exactly what she said she would do. She wants the federal government to be all things to all people. This may sound like a noble goal, but they’ve created a population and an economy that’s entirely dependent on the government. It’s unsustainable. Take care of yourself and your family. Rely on the government at your own peril.” The screen faded to black.

“What do you think?” Patrick asked.

Summer glanced at Lila in her arms, on the verge of sleep. “It’s scary. Do you think they’ll destroy the currency?”

“Throughout history, every unbacked currency has been destroyed. I doubt USA Coin will be the exception.”

“The dollar lasted a long time.”

Patrick nodded. “It went through several iterations, each about forty years apart before it finally collapsed. I don’t think USA Coin will last more than five years.”

“What happens then?”

Patrick blew out a breath. “Pain and suffering.”

Summer shook her head. “Hasn’t humanity had enough pain and suffering?”

“Pain and suffering make us human. It’s our struggle against the inevitability of pain and suffering and ultimately death that gives us our shared humanity.” 
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Naomi and Unreliable Confessions

 

 

On the last Thursday in March, Naomi sat at the massive oval table with her cabinet.

Director of Health and Human Services Dr. Delilah Choi was a petite middle-aged woman of Korean descent. “We have a major shortage of physicians, physician’s assistants, and nurses. Their salaries are not keeping pace with inflation. We’re trying to provide affordable care to everyone, but we’re finding out that either the care suffers or the wages aren’t high enough to retain skilled professionals. If it wasn’t for automation, we’d have a full-blown crisis on our hands.”

“Do you have a solution?” Naomi asked.

“Wages for our health care personnel must keep pace with inflation. Otherwise, this trend will continue.”

Naomi nodded to Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel. “What would happen if we raised the wages of our health care workers to keep pace with inflation?”

The overhead lights reflected off Ramesh’s bald head. “Unfortunately, the health-care industry has been decidedly less profitable since the takeover by the Department of Health and Human Services. They are offering care to every American, yet health insurance and hospital revenues are down by 37 percent. Wage increases are not possible at the moment.”

Naomi let out a tired breath, then addressed Choi again. “Are we losing our personnel to other industries?”

“No. They’re mostly resigning,” Choi replied. “From independent polling results, and anecdotal information, we believe these people are emigrating.”

Naomi turned to the Director of Homeland Security. “Secretary Guzman. Explain to me why our doctors and nurses are emigrating during an emigration ban.”

Guzman cleared his throat. He had jet-black hair, perfectly set with product, beady eyes, and a large nose to go with large ears. “We’ve been unable to stop all emigration. Many people are being smuggled by container ships. Others are renting private jets or yachts. We don’t have near-enough agents to plug all the holes.”

Naomi glared at Guzman. “Then hire more. I don’t want our best and brightest leaving this country.”

Guzman lifted his chin. “Yes, Madam President.”

Naomi looked at Choi again. “You’ll have to make do until we have the inflation under control.”

“Yes, Madam President,” Choi replied.

“The problem isn’t emigration exactly,” Secretary of State Fletcher McClure said.

Everyone at the table turned their attention to Fletcher.

He continued. “It is part of the problem, but the major problem is emigration coupled with wealthy Americans renouncing their citizenship. If we passed a law suspending this, we wouldn’t have to spend a fortune enforcing the emigration ban.”

Most of the cabinet nodded in agreement.

Naomi nodded to Fletcher. “I agree, Secretary McClure. Let’s draft a bill as soon as possible. Senator Osweiler will be the perfect person to introduce the bill. She’s been vocal about the wealthy hiding taxable income.”

“Yes, Madam President,” Fletcher replied.

Naomi glanced at her tablet, then turned to the Director of the FBI. “Director Garcia. Since the Safe and Secure Bill, we’ve had more gun violence, not less. Why are guns and ammunition still being distributed in this country, and what do you plan to do about it?”

Director Garcia said, “The ATF did shut down two warehouses, one in North Carolina and another in Idaho, that were being used to supply domestic terrorist groups with guns and ammunition. Nine men were arrested, but they were low-level operators. They all had payments from the EU, but they weren’t traceable to an individual or an organization. We believe that these payments and weapons were provided by international bankers, with the intention of arming our enemies to usurp this government and to reestablish the Fed Coin as our national currency.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “Why aren’t these bankers being arrested and prosecuted?”

“That is our intention, Madam President.”

Naomi narrowed her eye at the FBI Director. “Good intentions aren’t good enough. We need results. Jacob Roth slipped through your fingers.” Naomi gestured to the Director of the CIA. “Director Goulding said that incarcerated members of 1776 have provided ample information about their operations, yet I’ve seen no arrests.”

Director Garcia was seemingly unaffected by Naomi’s criticisms. “Therein lies the problem. We have too much information, and most of it’s either fraudulent or out of date. Our agents are spread too thin, chasing these false leads. With all due respect to Director Goulding, much of the information we’ve been given was the result of torture. A tortured prisoner will say anything to make it stop. These confessions are unreliable as a result.”

Naomi took a deep breath and addressed Goulding. “Director Goulding. Have you gone back to the prisoners who lied?”

Goulding dipped her head. “No, Madam President. The FBI hasn’t provided that information.”

Naomi frowned. “One hand doesn’t know what the other is doing.” She glanced at Garcia, then back to Goulding. “Coordinate with the FBI and hold those prisoners accountable. With consequences, maybe they’ll tell the truth.” 





 

 

 

68

Derek’s Going Home

 

 

Derek was chained to the metal table in an interview room. His hands and feet were cuffed together. A coffin-size container sat along the wall. A towel was on the floor nearby, draped over what looked like two shoeboxes.

Two young guards stood at attention by the door. Five weeks ago, Magic had said that he’d overheard guards complaining about their paychecks not keeping pace with inflation. Since that time, there’d been turnover among the guards, many older guards taking early retirement and being replaced with younger models.

Walter grinned at Derek. “I have some fantastic news for you.” He set his tablet on the table and sat across from Derek. “The charges against you have been dropped. You’re going home.”

Derek’s eyes widened. “They’re letting me go?”

“That’s right.”

Derek cocked his head. “Why?”

Walter shrugged. “The CIA’s been impressed with your cooperation.”

“When?”

“There’s some paperwork of course. That’s the nature of bureaucracies. But, I expect you’ll be out within the next month.”

Derek thought about his family and smiled.

“April fools!” Walter threw his head back and cackled. Then he said, “You’re never leaving this place alive. Jesus, I can’t believe you fell for that.”

Derek hung his head for a moment. When he looked up, Walter’s grin had turned to a scowl.

Walter said, “The FBI finally followed up on what you’ve been telling me. What do you think they found?”

Derek stared at Walter unresponsive.

Walter slammed the side of his fist on the table, causing Derek to flinch. “Answer the fucking question.”

“I don’t know.”

Walter narrowed his beady eyes. “I think you do.” He paused, waiting for a response. When none came, he said, “Nothing. All those names, and they found no evidence that any of them are in the United States or are even alive. How do you explain that?”

Derek swallowed. “They’re good at hiding?”

Walter stood from the table and stepped toward the black plastic coffin. He picked up the towel, revealing two clear plastic boxes, animals or insects moving inside. He grabbed the boxes and set them on the table. Derek’s heart raced; his hands shook. One box was filled with fire ants, the other held six rats.

Walter put his large hand on the back of Derek’s neck and squeezed. “You know what’s in these?”

“Fire ants, … rats,” Derek replied, barely above a whisper.

“Correct. That’s a true statement.” Walter forced Derek’s head down so he was inches from the rats. “I want the real names and the real location of 1776. You have five seconds, or you’ll go into the coffin with the rats or the fire ants. Five, four, three, two, one—”

“Steven Parker,” Derek said, eyeing the rats.

“You gave me Parker already. He’s dead. Try again.”

“Xavier Hills.”

Walter drew his eyebrows together. “Xavier Hills? The man who murdered Truman Bradshaw?”

“Yes.”

“He helped you with the raid on the prison convoy?”

“Yes.”

Walter sat back down at the table across from Derek. He didn’t talk for several minutes as he tapped on his tablet. Then, he set down his tablet unnecessarily hard. “How stupid do you think I am? Xavier Hills was arrested in Washington, DC, on the same day as the raid on the prison convoy. He never left DC that day.” Walter gestured to the plastic containers on the table. “Which one do you want?”

“I have other names. Please.”

“Pick one, or I’ll put both in with you.”

“The ants.” Derek chose the fire ants, thinking that Walter would give him the opposite. He thought the rats were less likely to bite, and there weren’t near as many.

Walter lifted his chin to the guards standing at the door. “Put him in the box.”

The fresh-faced guards unlatched Derek from the table and yanked him to his feet. Derek’s stomach churned, his heart pounded, and his body trembled. They prodded him toward the coffin. His hands and feet were still cuffed together. The lid had a dinner-plate-size access port, with a screw on cover. Walter removed the lock on the black plastic coffin and opened the main lid. Derek pushed back against the guards, not moving another inch. Walter punched Derek in the stomach, causing him to double over. Then he slammed Derek into the coffin, face-first, shutting and latching the lid.

Derek turned over on his back, the coffin pitch black. He reached up, touching the lid. Then he touched the sidewalls. The interior of the coffin wasn’t smooth. Plastic ridges bit into his backside. The same ridges ran up the sidewalls, providing additional rigidity to the coffin. Comfort wasn’t a priority for the dead.

Light filtered into the coffin through the dinner-plate-size hole in the lid. The rats squeaked as they were dumped into the coffin. The rats fell on his stomach and scurried across his body. Derek took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. He didn’t move as the rats ran back and forth, over and around his body. Then, hundreds of red fire ants were dumped into the coffin, and the hole was covered, the dinner-plate-size lid screwed back into place.

The fire ants moved over Derek’s trembling body. They moved under his shirt. They crawled up his neck, on his face. Derek closed his eyes. Ants moved up his pant legs. One of the ants bit his neck with its mandibles, anchoring itself. Then the ant stung Derek, emptying its venom sac into his neck. An intense burning pain radiated through Derek’s neck. Another ant stung Derek’s chest. Then another.

Derek howled in pain and slammed his body side to side against the coffin walls, hitting himself rapidly with his bound hands. Derek’s jerky movements encouraged more stings and turned the coffin on its side. The guards or Walter pushed the coffin back to its original position. When they did this, Derek rolled onto a rat, causing the rodent to bite his back with its large teeth. Derek thrashed and screamed. The rodent squeaked and ran up his back, over his neck and head. Derek reached up and snatched the rat with his bound hands, squeezing the rat to death, then throwing it at his feet. The bites and stings kept coming, the venom from the fire ants coursing through his body. 
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Jacob Stands Up

 

 

Jacob stood from the table in his father’s office at the Bank for International Settlements. He shouldered his laptop bag.

Nathan looked up from his computer, sitting at his desk, his glasses perched on the end of his nose. “Where are you going?”

Jacob walked toward his father’s desk, his palms sweaty, thinking about Sierra’s instructions. “I’m going home to have lunch with Sierra and David.”

Nathan glanced at his wristwatch. “You’re working half days now?”

Jacob shook his head and cleared his throat, steeling himself. “I’ll work from the guest house. I think it’s best if I handle my business there from now on. I’m not your personal assistant. I may be in exile, but I still have responsibilities to the New York office. Driving into Basel is inefficient. I have everything I need in the home office.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes, studying Jacob for a moment. “What if I said no?”

Jacob swallowed, the bile creeping up his throat. “I would ignore your command. I plan to do what’s right for my family first and for Roth Holdings second. If you won’t let me do that, fire me.” Jacob paused for a beat. “If you do, I hope you understand that I’ll be hired by one of our competitors. I think they’d be interested to know what I know.”

Nathan scowled. “Fine. Do your work at the guest house.” The old man pointed at Jacob for emphasis. “But, don’t you dare make threats.”

“It’s not a threat. I’d rather not be fired, but I deserve respect.”

Nathan let out a breath. “Then do something worthy of my respect.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do, Dad.” Jacob left Nathan’s office, restraining his grin.

Jacob took his father’s autonomous Mercedes home, feeling like a two-ton monkey had been removed from his back. He gazed out the window. Cherry trees loaded with white blossoms lined the city street. His cell phone chimed. He fished his phone from his pocket and checked the new text.

Seth: Your divorce is final. You’re a free man!

Jacob grinned.

 

* * *

 

He walked through the foyer and the living room, following the smell of grilled chicken to the kitchen. Sierra stood at the stovetop, tending to a chicken breast, wearing a pastel-colored peasant dress. A salad was already prepared on the center island. Jacob had asked Sierra for healthier meals in an attempt to lose his pudgy midsection.

Jacob waltzed up to Sierra and kissed her on the cheek, a big smile on his face.

Sierra turned off the burner and faced Jacob. She smiled wide, matching his mood. “Why are you so happy?”

“I stood up to him,” Jacob replied. “I did what you told me to do, and it worked. I told my father that I’m working from home from now on. He threatened to fire me, but I told him that I would go to a competitor, just like you suggested. The old bastard actually backed down. That’s never happened before.”

She hugged Jacob and kissed him on the lips. When they separated, she said, “I’m so proud of you.”

“That’s not all. My divorce is final.”

Sierra beamed. “That’s great to hear. Does that mean we’re getting married soon?”

“I, uh, … I need a little more time to work on my parents. It’ll happen at some point. I will marry you. I promise.”

Her smile evaporated. “I know. I believe you.” She turned and grabbed the cast iron skillet from the stovetop, and placed it on the center island next to the salad.

Jacob glanced at the single plate. “Where’s David? Is he eating?”

Sierra cut the chicken breast into strips. “He said he wasn’t hungry.”

Jacob furrowed his brows. “Is he sick?”

Sierra placed the chicken strips on the salad. She wiped her hands on the hand towel and said, “You know how David’s been sending Nathan apology emails?”

“Yes. Did Nathan finally respond?”

“He did, but it wasn’t the response David had hoped for. It was quite cruel. David’s very upset. I had to suspend lessons for today.”

Jacob shook his head, a scowl on his face. “What did it say?”

Sierra recited the email verbatim. “David, apologies are simply words. Words carry no weight. Actions do. You are the most self-centered, narcissistic, and spoiled young person I’ve ever had the displeasure to know. Prove me wrong by your actions. Otherwise, stop sending me these sniveling, empty apologies.”

Jacob winced, anguish on his face. “That’s my father. What a pompous asshole. I should go talk to David. I’ll eat in a bit.”

Sierra nodded.

Jacob left the kitchen and walked upstairs. He stepped down the hall and knocked on David’s bedroom door.

“Go away,” David replied.

“It’s me,” Jacob said. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“I know. You’re not in trouble.” David didn’t reply, so Jacob entered the bedroom.

Two oak bunk beds were built into the far wall, with ladders to access the top bunks, and built-in shelves and drawers in between. David lay in one of the top bunks, wrapped in a blanket.

Jacob approached the bed. “Hey, buddy. How are you doing?”

David covered his head with his pillow.

“Your grandfather can be a cruel man. His email was uncalled for. You didn’t deserve that.”

David took the pillow off his head and locked eyes with Jacob. “I never should’ve apologized.”

“No. You did the right thing.” Jacob stepped closer to the bunk bed. He reached out and rubbed David’s back. “I’m proud of you, son.”

David sniffled. “I want Grandfather to be proud of me too.”

Jacob swallowed hard, seeing himself in his son. “He will be. Give him some time.”

“No, he won’t. Not unless I prove him wrong, but I don’t know how to do that.”

“You could help your grandparents with chores.”

David raised one side of his mouth in disgust. “That’s stupid. They have bots for that.”

“It’s not about the chore. It’s about the effort, the selfless act of helping someone without asking for something in return. Why don’t you go over there and talk to your grandmother? Ask her if you can help Maria with dinner or take Duke for a walk.” 
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Summer and the Expatriation Act

 

 

Summer entered her cabin. She was supposed to be teaching that morning, but the kids were silent reading, with Lindsey and Mason supervising, so she could step away for a few minutes. Patrick sipped his coffee, watching his laptop.

Patrick paused the livestream. “You forget something?”

“Lila’s milk.” Summer went to the refrigerator, grabbed two bottles, and approached Patrick. “The fridge is nearly empty. Do you know if anyone’s going to the store?”

“You haven’t been off the property in a while. Food prices are out of control. We’ll have to forage and hunt more, now that spring’s here. Jericho’s showing me how to trap today.”

Summer nodded, her forehead creased with worry. “We’ll have enough for the kids, won’t we?”

“Don’t worry. These people are pretty self-sufficient. We may not have everything we want, but we won’t starve.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. Then she glanced at Patrick’s laptop. Naomi Sutton was paused on the screen. The headline across the bottom of the screen read Sutton signs the Expatriation Act of 2054 into law. “What’s the Expatriation Act?”

Patrick frowned. “It’s a temporary moratorium on renouncing US citizenship.”

Summer tilted her head. “What does that mean?”

“Americans aren’t allowed to renounce their citizenship for a year. It’s about taxes. Rich people have been moving to low-tax countries and renouncing their US citizenship. It’s the equivalent of a dairy farmer watching their milk cows walk to the farm next door because the grass is greener.”

“This’ll just postpone the inevitable. In a year, they’ll have a ton of people renounce their citizenship.”

Patrick shook his head. “Temporary will become permanent.” 
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Naomi and Stagflation

 

 

“Law enforcement at the local, state, and federal levels have seen a mass exodus of officers,” said FBI Director Diego Garcia from his seat at the table. “From the perspective of the officer, with this inflation, their paycheck isn’t worth the risk they take, especially with domestic terrorists putting targets on their backs.”

Naomi sat at the head of the table in the White House Cabinet Room. “Can we replace them with AI bots?”

“Again, with the inflation, the cost of AI bots has gone through the roof.”

Naomi exhaled a heavy breath and addressed Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel. “Do you think USA Coin will stabilize and appreciate as people around the world use the currency?”

“Possibly,” Ramesh replied, dark circles around his eyes. “We currently have stagflation. The economy’s contracting at the same time inflation is destroying the purchasing power of USA Coins. It’s quite dire, Madam President. If this continues, US citizens won’t be able to afford necessities with their UBI payments. Families may be forced to choose between food and heat. Starving or freezing. We’re lucky it’s spring. At the current trajectory, we may experience a hyperinflation and destruction of the currency over the next twelve months.”

Naomi pursed her lips, processing Ramesh’s warning. “What if we enacted price controls until the currency stabilizes?”

“If we do that, we run the risk of empty shelves and producers no longer producing.”

“Maybe, if the work were done by hand, but most of the work is done with automation. They won’t turn off the machines if we cut into their profit margins.”

The Secretary of State raised his hand.

Naomi nodded to Fletcher.

“We could enact price controls on essentials and then give subsidies to producers to keep them in business,” Fletcher said.

Head nods came from the other cabinet members.

“I agree,” Naomi replied.

“There is an alternative,” Ramesh said, his hand in the air.

Naomi and the cabinet members turned their attention to the Treasury Secretary.

Ramesh glanced around the table furtively. “We could dramatically reduce government spending. This would increase the value of USA Coins and stimulate the free market.”

Many of the cabinet members grimaced or looked away from Ramesh’s sacrilegious suggestion.

Naomi frowned. “Our social programs are the only thing holding this country together. If we’re to cut anywhere, it should be the military. The military is still our largest discretionary budget item.” Naomi eyed her Secretary of Defense. “Secretary Rhodes. How much can we cut and still maintain a competent military?”

Secretary Rhodes puckered his wrinkled face, as if he’d tasted something unpleasant. “You’ve cut the defense budget to the bone. We are already spread too thin.”

“I think the only rational way forward is to enact price controls and subsidies, but we have to be very careful. I’m not ignorant to the fact that price controls can cause scarcity. We must correctly counterbalance the price controls with subsidies.” 
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Derek and Everything

 

 

Derek’s vision was blurry, his breath labored. His head hung, his chin touching his chest. Two guards hauled his naked body by his armpits, his bare feet dragging on the concrete. They took Derek back to his cell and dropped him inside. Derek fell to the concrete floor on his side. First his hip, then his elbow, then the side of his head hit the concrete. He groaned and cupped the side of his head with his hand. His head felt wet. His body was red and swollen, covered in ant and rat bites. The ant bites were clusters of hundreds of red dots. The half-dozen larger swollen wounds came from the rat punctures. Dried blood surrounded the punctures.

Derek was vaguely aware of the guards ransacking his cell. He saw boots and his personal items being taken. The guards removed his mattress and blanket and pillow. They took his spare clothes and toiletries. They took his e-reader. Finally, they removed Derek’s handcuffs and leg irons, and left him on the floor, his cell now empty.

After the guards left, Derek closed his eyes. He heard a faint voice, but he couldn’t understand the words. Am I hallucinating? Am I dying? Then singing. It was barely audible, but it was there. Beautiful singing. He let go of everything to hold on to that song. 
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Jacob and the Choice

 

 

Jacob sat at the kitchen table with Sierra, eating his filet mignon and steamed vegetables. He took a sip of his water. In addition to his cleaner eating, he had cut back on his customary whiskey.

The side door opened and shut. David entered the kitchen.

“Hey, buddy,” Jacob said, looking up from his plate. “How did it go?”

“Fine. I walked Duke and helped Maria in the kitchen.”

Jacob beamed. “That’s great. I’m proud of you.”

David shrugged. “Grandfather still won’t talk to me.”

“Don’t worry about that. You’re doing the right thing. That’s what matters.”

David nodded.

“Did you eat dinner?” Sierra asked.

“Yeah. I ate in the kitchen with Maria.” David addressed his father. “I’m gonna go play in VR, if that’s okay?”

“Of course. No violent games, okay?”

“Okay. Thanks, Dad.” David left the kitchen for the VR room.

Jacob sipped his water, then said to Sierra, “I think he’s maturing. Since you’ve been teaching him, he’s been a much better person.” His cell phone chimed. Jacob picked up his phone from the table and swiped right. “Mom?”

“Come quick. Your father’s had a stroke,” Jacqueline said in a rapid cadence.

“Did you call for an ambulance?” Jacob asked, his eyes like saucers.

“Maria did. They’re on their way.”

“I’ll be right there. Maybe Sierra can help.” Jacob disconnected the call, stood from the table, and addressed Sierra. “My dad had a stroke.”

They ran to the Roth mansion, entering through the back door. They found Nathan lying on the floor in the dining room, his head in Jacqueline’s lap. Duke lay next to him, whining.

Jacqueline said, “Hold on. Help’s coming.” She gaped at Jacob and Sierra, as they approached the scene. Tears left a trail of mascara on her face.

Nathan was unmoving, his expression blank and his breath shallow. Maria stood nearby, awaiting further instruction.

“Is there anything we can do?” Jacob said, his breath labored from running.

“I don’t know. He was fine,” Jacqueline replied. “Then at dinner his hands started to tremble. He complained that his muscles ached. He said his heart was racing. Then he seemed to slow down. He couldn’t control his body. He couldn’t speak. He slumped in his chair and fell to the floor. He had a seizure.” She sniffled, her voice trembling. “Now he’s barely breathing.”

A siren came from outside.

“We should meet the paramedics,” Sierra said.

Jacob and Sierra hustled to the front door. Jacob went to open the door, but Sierra stopped him, putting her hand on his.

She whispered, “Nathan was poisoned.”

Jacob cocked his head in confusion.

Sierra added, “Possibly by poison hemlock.”

His eyes went wide in recognition. “Keep that to yourself.”

They went outside, meeting the paramedics, the ambulance outside with the emergency lights rotating. Jacob and Sierra led the paramedics inside to Nathan.

On the way, one of the paramedics asked, “What happened?”

Jacob replied, “I think he had a stroke or a heart attack.”

In the dining room, Jacqueline was hysterical. “He’s not breathing. He’s not breathing.”

The paramedics performed CPR, but Nathan was unresponsive. Despite their failure to revive the old man, the paramedics rushed Nathan to the hospital.

 

* * *

 

Jacqueline was nearly catatonic when they returned from the hospital. Jacob helped his mother to bed, telling her, “Don’t worry. I’ll handle everything. You rest.” Jacob left her bedroom and descended the spiral staircase, where Sierra awaited his return.

“How is she?” Sierra asked.

“She’s out of it.” Jacob ran his hand over his face. “Do you really think he would do this?”

“Unfortunately, I do.”

They walked back to the guest house.

On the dark path, with still barren trees overhead, Jacob asked, “What about the police?”

“Your mom was a mess with the paramedics,” Sierra replied. “She barely said a word. All they know is what you told them and what they saw. From their perspective, Nathan had a heart attack. They have no reason to suspect otherwise, so I doubt they’ll order an autopsy.” Sierra hesitated for a moment. “Unless you tell them otherwise.”

“I need to talk to him.”

“He won’t admit it.”

Jacob stopped under the moonlight, a stone’s throw from the guest house. “How do you know that?”

Sierra stopped and faced Jacob. “I’ve caught David in many lies since I’ve known him. He’s never admitted one, not even the most inconsequential lie.” She took Jacob’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do? Tell the police? Ruin David’s life? For what? It won’t bring Nathan back. This is partly his fault. You saw the way he beat David.”

Sierra nodded. “That was wrong, but so is murder. If you don’t turn in David, who’s to say he won’t do it again?”

Jacob let go of Sierra’s hand. “I need to talk to David—alone.”

“Of course.”

Jacob and Sierra went inside. Jacob went down to the basement. He opened the door to the VR room. David was inside sword fighting the air, wearing his VR headset.

Jacob approached his son and touched his shoulder.

David flinched and took off his headset, glaring. “You got me killed.”

Jacob glared right back. “What did I tell you about violent games?”

“Knights and Wizards isn’t that bad.”

Jacob took a deep breath. “I have some bad news. Your Grandfather died.”

David knitted his brows. “How did he die?”

Jacob hesitated, unsure of his response. “Heart attack.”

David shrugged. “He was old.”

Jacob grabbed David by the shoulders. “Did you poison him?”

“I didn’t do anything.” David tried to wiggle from Jacob’s grasp. “Let me go.”

Jacob gripped his son tighter. “I can’t help you if I don’t know the truth. The police will do an autopsy if they suspect something.”

David stopped struggling. His brows drew together. “What could they find?”

“They could find out if he was poisoned. What if they talked to Emilia and Martina? What would they say?”

“I didn’t do anything.” His voice was high and unsure.

Jacob shook his son. “Don’t lie to me. What did you do!”

David hung his head. “I didn’t mean it. It was an accident.”

Jacob bent down, so they were eye to eye. “If you want my help, I have to know the truth.”

David sniffled. “It was an accident. I swear to God. I put a tiny bit of hemlock in his food, but maybe he just had a heart attack on his own.”

Jacob cringed.

David spoke rapidly, using his hands for emphasis. “I was mad about how he hit me and how he’s always so mean to you. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I only gave him enough to make him sick. I swear to God.” David hung his head again and sobbed.

Jacob embraced his son, tears blurring his vision.

“It was an … accident,” David said between sobs. “I didn’t … mean it.”

“I know. I know.” After a minute, Jacob let go and bent down to his son’s level. “I need you to listen to me.”

David nodded and wiped his eyes with his sweatshirt.

“Do not tell anyone about the hemlock. Never. Do you understand me?”

David nodded again. 
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Summer and Shush, Bingo

 

 

Summer, Patrick, and several others met in Clive’s cabin, huddled around a laptop in the living room. Nanocamera footage from a suburban home showed the footage with audio. Four well-built police officers approached the front door. One officer stepped forward and banged on the door with a gloved hand. The other three officers stood behind him as backup. An elderly woman answered the door. A Labrador retriever barked at the officers, trying to push its way outside.

The woman said, “Shush, Bingo.” She stepped onto the stoop, shutting the door on the dog.

“Eleanor Skilling?” the lead officer asked.

“Yes?”

“We’ve had reports that you’re in possession of stolen property,” the lead officer said, his palm resting on his holstered handgun.

“That’s not true,” the woman replied, her voice going up an octave.

A white-haired man exited the front door, holding the dog at bay, and shutting the door as the woman had done. “What the hell’s going on here?”

“Are you Ed Skilling?” the lead officer asked.

“Yes,” the old man answered, his chest puffed up.

“We’ve had reports that you’re in possession of stolen property.”

The dog still barked from inside the house.

Ed glared at the lead officer. “Who the hell said that?”

“I’m not at liberty to say, but we need to search your home,” the lead officer said. “Step aside, sir.”

Ed crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re not coming in this house without a warrant.”

“I suggest you step aside, Mr. Skilling.”

Ed pointed toward the street. “Get the hell off my porch.”

The lead officer turned and gestured with his chin to the officers behind him. They stepped forward, and two officers grabbed Ed, the other grabbed Eleanor. She was cuffed. Ed struggled with the officers, pushing them away. One of the officers slammed Ed to the ground. Ed continued to struggle, and the officers beat him with their nightsticks until he stopped moving.

Summer winced at the violent footage.

Eleanor screamed and cried in the background, begging them to leave Ed alone. The barking continued.

With Ed bloody and motionless, the officers rolled him on his stomach, and cuffed his hands behind his back. Two officers stayed outside with Eleanor and Ed, as the other two entered the house with guns drawn. As soon as the lead officer entered the house, he shot two times, the dog yelping. Then the lead officer stood over the whining Labrador retriever and shot it in the head.

They searched the house, the nanocameras showing overhead views of the police officers overturning mattresses and pulling out drawers and dumping the contents. The officers filled duffel bags with jewelry, food, and prescription medication.

Clive stopped the video. “Ed Skillin’ died in the hospital two weeks ago. Johnson County PD cleared the officers of all charges. According to Eleanor, the same officers came to her home and forced her to delete the video from her cloud account. She’d already sent her brother a copy.” Clive let out a ragged breath. “Those scumbags are still on the streets, stealin’ whatever the hell they want. And they ain’t the only ones. We’ve had reports from all over the country of cops stealin’ from people. With this damn inflation, cops ain’t makin’ enough money to make ends meet.”

“What’s the plan?” Jericho asked, sitting on the couch, next to his father, Clive.

Clive stroked his bushy beard. “Well, we ain’t gonna take this shit no more. We’re gonna go to Johnson City and make this right.”

Patrick sat on a chair, next to the couch. He narrowed his eyes at Clive and asked, “What do you mean, by ‘make this right’?”

Clive spoke through gritted teeth. “What do you think I mean?”

“These are assassinations.”

“Damn right they are. If we don’t do somethin’, who the hell will? This is less than two hours down the road from us. Just across the border in Tennessee. Might as well be in our backyard.”

“I’m in,” Evan said, standing next to Summer behind the couch.

“Me too,” Mason added, standing next to Evan.

“Count me in,” Jericho said.

Clive turned to Patrick. “What about you and Summer? We need a medic and another man I can trust.”

Patrick held up his hand like a stop sign. “We’ve done enough killing.”

“I ain’t askin’ Summer to kill. If you still want our help with Derek, seems to me like you oughta jump when I say jump. Ain’t no freeloadin’ here.” 
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Naomi and the Affordable Food Act

 

 

Naomi sat behind her desk in the Oval Office, her expression somber, television cameras pointed in her direction. “I know many of you are suffering from job losses and the rising cost of necessities. My heart goes out to each and every one of you. Please know that I haven’t forgotten about you. The capitalists have tried their best to manipulate our money to destroy the United States of America, all so they can take back control of this great nation. These greedy oligarchs will stop at nothing to achieve their goal of world domination. We stand as their only obstacle, and we won’t give up. We represent empathy and kindness and diversity and equality. We represent you.” Naomi paused for an instant. “If we stand together, we won’t be defeated. Please know that this crisis is temporary. I’m asking you to trust me.”

Naomi held up a stack of papers. “This is the Affordable Food Act, which will lower prices of food staples, as well as provide subsidies to our farmers.” Naomi signed the last page and stared into the camera. “Help is coming. The Affordable Food Act is now law. Together, we will prevail.” 
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Derek’s Rehydrated

 

 

Four days after being locked in a plastic coffin with rats and fire ants, Derek lay on the metal slab that used to hold his mattress. He lay in the fetal position, naked, hugging himself to keep warm. His body was covered in blisters from the fire ant bites and puss-filled sores from the rat bites. His stomach was hollow without food for four days.

Derek flinched when the food pass on his door opened.

A guard tossed clothes and shoes into his cell. He said, “Get dressed and put your hands through the food pass.”

Derek didn’t move.

“If we have to come in there, you’ll regret it,” a guard said.

Derek moved with the speed of an octogenarian, his body aching. He dressed, covering his sores. He put his hands through the food pass, and he was handcuffed. Then Derek knelt, facing away from the door. The guards entered and shackled Derek’s feet. Then, they took him to an interview room.

Derek shook uncontrollably when he saw the declined waterboarding station. The guards forced him inside the interview room, Derek offering little resistance. Derek expected to see water jugs and a towel next to the waterboarding station, but instead he saw cans of Ensure nutrition shake and a length of clear plastic hose with a funnel. The guards sat him in a chair and cuffed him to the metal table.

Walter walked into the interview room, a tablet in hand, and a smirk on his face. He shut the door and said to the guards, “Wait here. I may need your help.”

The guards stood inside the interview room, flanking the door like toy soldiers.

Walter sat across from Derek and said, “You look disgusting. Those sores.” Walter chuckled. “It’s like the worst case of acne I’ve ever seen.”

Derek clenched his fists to stop from shaking.

“I have some news for you.” Walter paused for a moment. “We caught your daughter, Lindsey.”

Derek did his best to show no emotion as his heart raced.

Walter studied Derek for a few seconds. “She was in Abingdon, Virginia. Got pulled over by the police.” Walter tapped on his tablet. He showed Derek a picture of Lindsey, sitting in a cell that looked very much like his. She held a tablet for the camera, showing the news headlines for April 5, 2054. “There she is.”

Derek winced at the picture, his stomach churning. It appeared authentic, but he knew they could doctor images.

Walter took the tablet back. “How do you think your daughter’ll do with stress positions?”

Derek didn’t answer.

“How about starvation? Waterboarding? What about the fire ants? I can’t imagine she’d do very well. Shit, I thought you were gonna die.” Walter stared at Derek, one side of his mouth raised in disgust. “Here’s the deal. You tell me what I need to know, and I keep my hands off Lindsey. You lie to me or refuse to talk, I’ll make her wish she were dead.” Walter glared at Derek to cement his point. “Who helped you escape from US Penal Colony East?”

“Jacob Roth,” Derek replied.

Walter sat back, nodding and considering the implication. “That’s interesting. According to the file, during your daughter’s first stint here, she said the same thing, but they thought it was bullshit.”

“It’s true. He hired Project Freedom. He has the money to do that.”

Walter smiled. “Was that so hard?”

Derek’s heart rate subsided.

“You must be hungry. You haven’t eaten in a while.”

Derek nodded, eyeing the nutrition drinks.

Walter turned around and pointed to the nutrition drinks. “You want those?”

Derek dipped his head and nodded again, as if asking for a handout from a stranger.

Walter grinned. “I can make that happen.” Walter gestured to the guards standing by the door.

The guards unlatched Derek from the table and yanked him upright. Derek eyed the door, expecting to be led back to his cell with nutrition drinks. Instead, they prodded Derek to the waterboarding station. Derek’s entire body tensed at the prospect of drowning. The guards forced Derek onto the declined board, not on his back, but on his stomach, his head at the lower end. They strapped him to the waterboarding station so he was immobile.

Walter picked up the clear plastic hose and funnel from the floor. “A few years ago, I had a guy who went on a hunger strike. He thought he was Gandhi, protesting against the tyranny of the state.” Walter cackled. “What a bunch of fucking nonsense. Anyway, my boss didn’t want him to die and become some kind of martyr, so I made him eat. You know how I did that?”

Derek didn’t reply.

Walter gestured to one of the guards. “Pull down his pants and underwear.”

The guard jerked Derek’s pants and underwear to midthigh, exposing his bare buttocks.

Derek’s entire body tensed. “I answered your question!”

“That’s why you’re still alive.” Walter jammed the end of the hose into Derek’s rectum.

Derek gasped in pain.

“Get me a couple of those cans. Open them.”

A guard retrieved two cans of Ensure and opened them.

Walter dumped the nutrition drinks into the funnel. “This is how I fed him. It’s called rectal rehydration.” 
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Jacob Comes Clean

 

 

“I’m so sorry about Nathan,” Rebecca said through the encrypted cell phone. “Ethan wants to come see you, and I’d like to go to the funeral and pay my respects, but we can’t leave the country without a permit. Maybe there’s something you can do?”

Jacob sat behind the desk in the home office of the guest house. “I’m still a fugitive. I don’t have any pull with the American government.”

Rebecca sighed. “I thought that might be the case, but I wanted to ask.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You don’t have control over this mess.” Rebecca hesitated for a beat. “I’m really worried. All this civil unrest and domestic terrorism. I worry that we’re a target for protestors. Rich white people aren’t exactly well-liked at the moment.”

Jacob frowned. “With the alimony I’m sending you, you can afford security.”

“I know. I ordered an AI security guard. They’re on back order. And I had Spike weaponized. I never thought we’d have armed bots in this house.”

“Good. It’s a different world now.”

An awkward silence passed between them.

“Are you okay?” Rebecca asked. “I know what your dad was like. I know how he treated you. You must be feeling conflicted. I know we’re not married anymore, but I still worry about you.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” Jacob took a deep breath. “I have someone.”

Rebecca didn’t respond.

“Are you still there?” Jacob asked.

Her voice was cold. “You were with her when we were married, weren’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. You were quite upset when you thought I slept with Derek. Now it doesn’t matter?”

Jacob rubbed his temples with his thumb and middle finger. “We’re getting married.”

“Married? Already? Who is this person?”

“Her name’s Sierra. Technically she’s not human, although she’s more human than anyone I’ve ever known.”

Rebecca gasped. “A sex bot? You can’t be serious.”

Jacob gritted his teeth. “She’s not a sex bot—”

“Stop. I’m not stupid. I understand now.” She let out an exasperated breath. “Why bother with a real relationship that requires mutual respect and trust, when you can have a sex bot, who always looks young and will do whatever you want, whenever you want?”

“My relationship with Sierra is more real—”

“I don’t want to hear it. Maybe I should buy my own sex bot. I’m sure I’d be much more satisfied than I ever was with you.” Rebecca disconnected the call. 
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Summer and the Dry Run

 

 

Eleven days after watching Ed Skilling being beaten to death and robbed by four Johnson County Police Officers, they drove toward the outskirts of Johnson City, Tennessee. Summer sat up front with Jericho and Evan. Patrick and Mason were in the back of the van, working on the bodycam equipment.

Summer gazed out the window through her IR reflective glasses. They passed a dairy farm with homemade signs that read Milk for Barter. Other farms had signs that read Fresh Produce for Barter. A gas station advertised regular unleaded for 24.99 USA Coins per gallon. A handwritten sign below the digital sign read See Manager for Other Payments. The grocery store parking lot was mostly empty. The other spaces in the strip mall were vacant.

They drove through a neighborhood of quarter-acre lots and vinyl-sided houses. Nobody was outside. Nearly every house had azaleas that bloomed pink, white, or red. Some lawns were mowed. Others were wild and unkempt. With the inflation, homeowners had more pressing concerns than the state of their lawns.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Summer asked.

“I don’t know,” Evan replied. “It’s like a ghost town.”

Mason pointed ahead. “Up there.”

They drove past a community playground. Instead of children playing in the sun, a few hundred people bartered and traded their wares.

“I think it’s a black market,” Summer said.

Evan parked the van behind an empty warehouse, about a half mile from the neighborhood. The industrial park was a collection of dilapidated warehouses, most of them vacant. Summer, Evan, and Jericho stepped into the back of the van. Patrick and Mason sat at the built-in table along the wall. Four OLED touchscreens were affixed to the wall of the van. Patrick and Mason stood to meet Summer and the others. They huddled in the back of the van.

“This is a good central location,” Patrick said. “From here, Evan and Mason can walk to their targets without being seen. Jericho and I will take the dirt bikes. Our targets are five and seven miles away.”

Attached to the van was a covered trailer, containing two electric dirt bikes they’d borrowed from a member of 1776 for the dry run. They would use two stolen bikes for the mission, as they didn’t want the bikes tracked back to them. Clive would procure the stolen bikes, likely using his contacts to do the dirty work.

Everyone nodded their understanding.

Patrick handed a single sheet of paper to each man, and a copy of all four to Summer. “I’d rather not use phones for navigation, so we’re going old school. On that map, you’ll find directions from here to your target. According to Eleanor Skilling, those cops work the same shift, so they should arrive home around the same time. Ideally, we all complete our missions within a few minutes of each other. The less lag, the quicker we can get the hell out of here. We should intercept and eliminate the targets as soon as they arrive home, prior to them stepping foot inside their homes, so we can lessen the chance of collateral damage. Today, we’ll each go to our site, take a few pictures, and plan our attacks. If anyone’s seen or questioned, you’re out. We’ll have to use someone else. When you visit your sites, think about where you’ll hide and where you’ll intercept and eliminate.”

Evan raised his hand and said, “We should check the garages. Are they filled with junk or do the cops park inside?”

“Good point,” Patrick said. “We should also note any cameras. Hopefully, they’re not using high-end nanocameras. Those are tough to see.” Patrick turned to Summer. “You’ll wait here with your med kit. We’ll each have a bodycam broadcasting to those screens.” Patrick gestured to the screens on the wall. “You’ll need to become familiar with all four maps. If anyone gets hurt, you can take the van to render aid. That’s an absolute last resort though. Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that.”

Summer nodded.

Mason swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. 
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Naomi and Price Controls

 

 

“With the price controls, food, fuel, and other necessities are disappearing into black markets,” Secretary of State Fletcher McClure said.

Naomi sat behind her desk in the Oval Office, across from Fletcher and Ramesh. “What about enforcement?”

Fletcher shook his head. “How do you enforce a law that most Americans are breaking? In many cases local law enforcement is being bribed to look the other way, not to mention the police officers and their families use the black markets too.”

“What if we focused on the retailers?” Naomi asked.

Ramesh frowned.

Naomi raised her eyebrows to Ramesh. “You have something to add?”

“As I’ve said before, price controls don’t work. Throughout history, they’ve been tried over and over again, but they’ve never worked.”

Naomi glared. “The alternative is a starving population.” 
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Derek and No Hope

 

 

Derek sat cross-legged on the metal slab in his cell. He was naked and shivering, nibbling on a single piece of moldy bread, and savoring every little bite. He hadn’t eaten in eight days, not since the rectal rehydration.

“Derek?” Magic said from the vent overhead.

Derek finished the last of his bread. He stood on the bed with wobbly legs, using the wall to steady himself, and directing his voice to the vent. “I’m here.”

“You get somethin’ to eat?”

“A piece of bread. You?”

“Peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

Derek’s mouth watered. “Sounds good.”

“I wish I could’ve given you mine. I know you’re goin’ through hell.”

“Thanks, Magic.”

“God loves you, Derek. I know it may not seem like it, but He does.”

Derek swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ve never been a believer.”

“You don’t have to be. He still loves you.”

“Maybe you can ask him to give me a hand.”

“Every day, my friend. I pray for you every day.”

Derek took a deep breath. “I need you to do somethin’ for me.”

“I can’t do much for you in here, except pray and be your friend.”

“If you get out of here—”

“When we get out of here.”

Derek’s voice quivered. “I’m not leavin’ this place alive.”

“I don’t wanna hear that—”

“Listen to me, Magic. Please.”

“I’m listenin’.”

Derek wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes. “When you get out of here, I want you to find my family. Tell my children that I want them to always tell the truth and to think for themselves, no matter how hard it gets. Tell my wife that the time we spent together was the best time of my life. Tell them all that I love them.” 
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Jacob and the Throne

 

 

Jacqueline Roth held a luncheon after Nathan’s funeral in the ballroom. Robot domestics waited on well-dressed friends and family. Jacob sipped his whiskey, watching his mother play the grieving widow to a crowd of elderly white people, mostly men who had worked with Nathan at the BIS. Jacob surveyed the ballroom. David sat by himself, wearing his little suit, eating a piece of cake. Jacob thought about that night and what David had said. It was an accident. Jacob had accepted his explanation, but he couldn’t shake his doubts. Sierra didn’t help in that regard. She had supported Jacob’s decision, and she’d keep the secret, but she didn’t believe it was an accident.

Mayer approached, holding his own whiskey. Jacob’s big brother was tall, dark, and handsome, with a long face like their mother, but it looked better on him. He patted Jacob’s shoulder with his free hand. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine.” Jacob took a swig of his whiskey.

Mayer turned and scanned the crowd. “I hate these things.”

“So do I.”

“Let’s get out of here.” Mayer led Jacob from the ballroom to Nathan’s home office, swiping a bottle of Scotch whiskey from the bar on the way. Mayer shut the office door behind them. He walked to Nathan’s antique desk. Jacob followed.

Mayer, standing with Jacob in front of the desk, jiggled the whiskey bottle. “Need a refill?”

Jacob held up his empty glass.

Mayer refilled Jacob’s glass, then he refilled his own. Mayer set the bottle on the desktop and held up his glass. “To the meanest son of a bitch to ever walk the planet.”

Jacob nodded. “I’ll drink to that.”

They clinked glasses. The brothers took large gulps of whiskey.

Mayer walked around the desk and sat in Nathan’s leather swivel chair. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. I thought he’d live forever, like a vampire.” Mayer smirked.

Jacob sat in a chair across from Mayer. Jacob gestured with his chin to his big brother. “You look good in his spot. You’ll make a fine replacement.”

Mayer shook his head. “I’m happy where I am. Holly loves Hong Kong. I love Hong Kong.”

Jacob dipped his head. “Dad would’ve wanted you to take over.”

“Dad’s not here anymore, and I think he underestimated you.”

“I appreciate that, but—”

“No buts. Reuben Shapiro can take over North America. You should take over for dad in Europe.” Mayer stood from the desk and stepped aside. “Try it out.”

They switched seats, Jacob sitting behind the desk in Nathan’s swivel chair.

Mayer pointed at Jacob. “Perfect. Congratulations, little brother.”

Jacob leaned back in the chair, with a plastered grin. Jacob held up his half-full glass of whiskey. “Thanks, Mayer.”

Mayer held up his glass too, also smiling.

The brothers gulped their whiskey.

Jacob leaned forward in his father’s swivel chair, setting his glass on the desktop, not bothering with a coaster. “We’re running out of Roths in the family business. What about your kids? Do they have any interest? Jeremiah maybe?”

Mayer sighed, holding his whiskey on the armrest. “He wants to be a novelist. Can you believe that? The bots have nearly destroyed that industry. Even big-name authors are using bots now. The only thing they contribute is their name. He’ll never make a dime, but, then again, he doesn’t need to.”

“I respect him for doing what he loves.”

Mayer frowned. “I’d have more respect for him if he was supporting himself.”

“What about Shira? She’s sharp.”

“She’s studying to be a nuclear physicist. Samuel wants to be a rock star, and Zelda wants to be a dancer. I doubt any of my kids will follow in my footsteps.”

“What about Eric’s boys?”

Mayer shook his head again. “Gabriel’s a painter, and Aaron wants to be a comedian. I’m counting on your boys.”

A knock came at the door.

“Who is it?” Mayer called out.

“It’s me, David.”

“Speak of the devil.” Mayer winked at Jacob, then called out, “Come in.”

David entered with Duke on a leash, walking to the desk. The German Wirehaired Pointer growled at Jacob.

“No,” David said, pulling the dog’s leash. Duke quieted.

“Hey, buddy. What do you need?” Jacob asked.

“I was bored,” David replied. “Everyone at the party is so old.”

“It’s a funeral reception, not a party.”

David shrugged. “Whatever, it’s boring. Anyway, I was going to take Duke for a walk, but I was worried about you, so I wanted to check on you before I went outside.”

Jacob forced a smile. “I’m fine. I appreciate you taking care of Duke.”

“Sure, Dad.”

“How old are you now, David?” Mayer asked.

“Ten.”

“What do you want to do when you grow up?”

David grinned. “Make a lot of money.”

Mayer laughed. “You should consider going into the family business then.”

“How much money do you make?”

Jacob glared at David. “That’s not a polite question.”

Mayer held up his hand to Jacob. “It’s okay. I asked for it.”

David cocked his head, the wheels turning in his mind. “Could I be the big boss, like Grandfather?”

Mayer laughed again. “There’s a good chance of that. Your dad and I are the only Roths left in the business. You could work with your brother, just like your dad and I do now.”

David grimaced. “I would never hire Ethan. He would give away all our money.”

“Your brother’s very intelligent,” Jacob said.

Duke farted.

David twisted his nose in disgust and waved his hand over his face. “That was nasty.” David turned to the dog. “If you were wearing pants, I’d ask you to check your underwear.”

Jacob and Mayer laughed.

“All right. Get him out of here, before he goes on the carpet,” Jacob said.

“Okay, Dad.” David left with the dog in tow.

“He’s a good kid,” Mayer said, still grinning.

Jacob pressed his lips together. “He’s a handful.”

Mayer nodded. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about Sierra. Where did you find her? She’s magnificent. I’ve never seen a bot that looked so real.” He held out his glass to Jacob. “She’ll make you forget Rebecca.” He finished his whiskey.

Jacob finished his whiskey too, setting the empty glass on the desktop. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it instead.

“You okay? You look like you were about to say something.”

Jacob hesitated for a second. “I’m planning to marry her.”

Mayer sat up straight, his eyes wide open. “Are you serious?”

Jacob nodded.

“Wow. That’s a shock. How does Mom feel about this?”

Jacob blew out a breath. “I floated the idea to Mom and Dad a while back, and they threatened to disown me. But, with Dad gone …” Jacob bowed his head. “You must think I’m a freak.”

Mayer leaned forward in his seat. “I don’t. Lots of men are marrying bots now. Women too. Whatever makes you happy. You’re my brother. I’ll always love you.” 
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Summer and Complications

 

 

Summer sat in the back of the van, watching the four OLED screens, her heel nervously tapping the floor. This was the real thing. If all went well, four men would be dead by their hands. A different livestream showed on each screen. One from Patrick, Evan, Mason, and Jericho. Each man was in their preplanned position, waiting for their mark to return home from their shift. Patrick crouched behind a holly hedge. Jericho hid behind an SUV. His livestream was nearly dark, the only light coming from a streetlight. Evan hid across the street in the woods. Mason crouched behind a trash can near a garage.

Evan’s target was the first to come home, driving his squad car. He parked in the driveway. Evan lay on pine needles at the edge of the forest. Evan’s body camera was affixed to his baseball cap, so Summer had a view of the officer from fifty meters away. The officer stepped out of the police car. Evan fired the sniper rifle. The man’s head jerked backward, then he slumped to the ground. Evan disassembled his rifle. He placed it in the carrying case and ran into the forest, taking the long way back to the industrial park to avoid being seen.

A few minutes later, Evan knocked on the sliding door of the van and said, “It’s me.”

Summer let him in. “You okay?”

Evan nodded, setting his rifle case on the floor, his breath labored. He wore all black, with a bulletproof vest and a holstered handgun.

Summer went back to monitoring the livestreams.

Evan stood behind her, his breath regulating. “What’s goin’ on?”

“Still waiting for the targets.” Summer pointed to Mason’s live feed. “Here we go.”

Mason’s target parked a police SUV in the driveway, while Mason crouched behind the trash can. The SUV door opened and shut. Mason peered out from behind the trash can. The muscular officer walked away from Mason and the house, toward the mailbox. Mason crept from behind the trash can to the front of the police SUV. Mason watched the officer return from the mailbox, the man’s boots visible from under the vehicle. As the officer approached the front of the vehicle, Mason turned his body and his handgun to intercept the officer. But the boots stopped in their tracks. The officer didn’t move for several seconds.

Mason knelt on one knee, his handgun held out front. The officer appeared, seemingly in an instant, firing two shots and striking Mason in the chest. Mason had fired back, but the shot was wild. The impacts of the shots were spread across Mason’s bulletproof vest, knocking him to the ground, as if he’d been hit by a baseball bat. Mason dropped his handgun on the driveway, writhing in pain. The officer kicked Mason’s handgun aside and held him at gunpoint.

“Shit. We have to help him,” Evan said.

Summer rushed to the driver’s seat of the van, starting the vehicle and driving away from the warehouse, the tires squealing. She drove the short distance to Mason, while Evan still watched the livestream.

“Hurry. He’s calling for backup,” Evan called out from the back of the van.

Summer drove the van into a neighborhood of vinyl-sided colonials on quarter-acre lots, with work trucks and economy cars parked in the driveways. Summer parked the van on the street that ran adjacent to the police officer’s house. Summer and Evan stepped out of the van. Summer wore IR reflective glasses, her med kit over her shoulder, and a handgun holstered to her hip.

“Where are we?” Evan asked, looking around.

The van was parked on the street, between the officer’s rear neighbors, but purposely not directly in front of their houses.

Summer pointed at the lawn and the house beyond. “The house is right there. If we cut through here, we can sneak up on him.” During the practice run, Summer had studied the assassination maps, planning strategic access points to render aid.

Evan ran toward the house without waiting. Summer hustled after him, the med kit slowing her down. Evan crept alongside the garage. A siren blared in the distance. Evan moved beyond the garage, crouching behind the trash can. He peeked around the trash can, pointed his handgun, and fired three times. Summer crept along the garage. Evan stepped out from the trash can, out of Summer’s view. Two more shots came. Summer inhaled a sharp breath, the gunshots sounding slightly different than Evan’s.

Someone said, “Don’t fuckin’ move.”

It wasn’t Evan or Mason, but Summer couldn’t see anyone from her vantage point alongside the garage.

Summer set down her med kit and grabbed her Glock from her holster. Her heart pounded in her chest. She crept to the edge of the garage. The sirens were louder. She crouched behind the trash can, pausing and controlling her breathing.

“You fuckin’ killed my dad,” the boy said, coming from the driveway near the front of the garage.

“What’s happening?” a female called out from the house.

“Go inside, Mom! Call the police.”

The front door slammed shut.

Summer stepped from the trash can. Evan lay on his back, holding his neck with bloody hands. Mason knelt next to him, his hands on Evan’s bloody leg. A young man stood over them, covering them with a handgun. The police officer lay on the ground behind him, unmoving.

Summer pointed her gun at the young man and said, “Drop it.”

The young man turned his gun on Summer, and she fired three shots. The young man slumped to the ground, red blobs spreading on his white T-shirt. Mason rushed the young man, kicking his gun away. Summer stared at the young man for a beat, shocked, his lifeless baby face burned into her memory. He can’t be older than fifteen. Summer snapped out of her stupor and rushed to Evan’s side. He lay on the ground, still holding his neck.

“Were you shot in the leg too?” Summer asked, glancing at his blood-soaked fatigues.

Evan nodded, his face twisted into a grimace.

Mason returned from the young man. “He’s dead.” The siren was close. “We have to go.”

The next-door neighbor shouted at them from his porch fifty yards away. “What the hell’s going on?”

They ignored the neighbor.

“Can you make it to the van?” Summer asked.

Evan nodded again. “With help.”

Summer addressed Mason. “Let’s get him up.”

Evan grunted as Mason and Summer helped him to his feet. Evan had one hand on his neck, the other arm around Mason’s shoulder, Mason acting as a human crutch. Summer grabbed her med kit, and they helped Evan to the van.

As they placed Evan on the floor of the van, a police cruiser arrived at the officer’s home, the red and blue lights turning in the night. Mason drove away from the scene, the police unaware, with more sirens in the distance. While Mason drove, Summer tended to Evan. She extracted scissors, QuikClot gauze, and elastic medical tape from her medical kit.

“Let me see that neck wound,” Summer said.

“I think it’s just a graze,” Evan said, moving his bloody hand.

Summer applied the kaolin-embedded gauze to his neck wound and held it in place with the elastic tape. Then she cut his fatigues and applied the gauze to his leg wound, providing pressure by pulling the elastic tape tight. She checked Evan’s leg for an exit wound.

“The bullet’s still in your leg,” Summer said.

Evan frowned. “I know.”

Mason parked at the warehouse. Patrick and Jericho waited for them, their electric dirt bikes parked nearby. Patrick and Jericho opened the covered trailer and drove their dirt bikes inside. Jericho drove the van, with Mason up front. Patrick climbed into the back, where Summer sat with her patient.

“Is he gonna be okay?” Patrick asked.

Evan’s eyes were half open. His skin was pale.

Summer turned to Patrick. “I hope so. He has a bullet in his leg that I need to extract, and he needs antibiotics and stitches. What about you and Jericho?”

“We’re fine.”

Summer nodded, turning back to her patient.

As they drove away from Johnson County, Tennessee, the sirens fading in the distance, Summer couldn’t shake the image of the baby-faced boy she’d murdered. 
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Naomi and a Nation of Peace

 

 

Naomi sat at her desk in the Oval Office, scanning the headlines on her tablet. She tapped the link to the article entitled “Terrorists Kill Four Police Officers in Tennessee.” She read about the Johnson County Police Officers who were ambushed and shot as they returned home from work, in addition to one officer’s son. No terrorist group had taken responsibility, and no suspects had been identified. This was the latest domestic terror attack amid widespread rebellion. We used to be a nation of peace.

Naomi shook her head and tapped the link to “Price Controls Cause Shortages in the US.” The link took her to a video on RT International, the news organization funded by the Kremlin.

A male newscaster spoke over video of empty grocery store shelves in Alexandria, Virginia. “Throughout much of the United States, acute food shortages have developed in response to President Sutton’s price controls.” The video showed two women fighting over a loaf of bread, finally ripping open the bag, slices of bread falling to the floor. “We’ve had multiple reports of food riots and violence.” The video cut to a handful of men and women, diving to the ground, fighting over the scraps. People stuffed their faces with bread or shoved the food in their pockets or purses.

RT cut to another grocery store video, this one showing a crowded parking lot. A woman walked to her car, carrying a single grocery bag tight to her chest. A man jumped out from between two cars, snatched her groceries, and ran. The newscaster described the scene. “This Minneapolis, Minnesota, woman had her groceries stolen in broad daylight, with several witnesses looking on.”

The camera showed the middle-aged newsman, sitting behind the RT International news desk. “Debt repudiation and excessive money creation to fund President Sutton’s socialist policies have caused high inflation in the US. Sutton enacted price controls to cool the inflation, but this caused food shortages. This once-proud capitalist superpower can no longer feed its citizens.”

Naomi threw the tablet like a frisbee, the OLED screen smashing against the wall. 
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Derek Snitches

 

 

Derek lay on his metal slab, naked, in the fetal position. The food pass opened. Like Pavlov’s dogs, his stomach lurched, and his mouth salivated for a single piece of moldy bread. Slip on shoes dropped into his cell along with an orange prison uniform.

The guard said, “Get dressed.”

Derek tried to stand but nearly fainted and sat back down on the metal slab, gaining his faculties.

“Hurry up,” the guard said, his voice coming through the food pass.

Derek stood and staggered to the clothes pile, next to the food pass. He dressed, nearly fainting again, using the wall to steady himself. Once he was dressed, he placed his hands through the food pass to be cuffed. Then, he turned around and knelt. Two guards entered his cell and shackled his ankles.

They led him to an interview room and cuffed him to the metal table. Derek sat at the table hunched and shaking, like a frightened cat. He flinched when Walter sauntered into the room. Walter slapped the table, causing Derek to flinch again.

Walter cackled. “You look like shit, Derek.”

Derek stared at the tabletop.

Walter sat across from Derek and set his tablet on the table. He tapped on the tablet, then said, “I have good news.” His tone was upbeat. “Your Jacob Roth story checks out.”

Derek looked up.

Walter grinned from ear to ear, his beady blue eyes squinting, and his male-pattern baldness shining in the artificial light. “I have a few more questions. I suggest you answer them honestly. You won’t like the punishment if you don’t.”

Derek nodded.

“How do you know Jacob Roth paid Project Freedom to help you escape US Penal Colony East?”

Derek took a deep breath, thinking about the question, and calculating the ramifications. “He told me that my rescue cost more money than I’d make in ten lifetimes, but I didn’t see any actual transactions between Jacob and the Project Freedom men. Somebody had to pay. I don’t know anyone else with the means.”

Walter stared at Derek for a few seconds. “Are you aware of any other illegal activity that Jacob Roth was or is currently involved in?”

“No.”

“What about insider trading?”

Derek shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

Walter raised his eyebrows. “How about murder for hire?”

“Not that I know of. Jacob and I were never close.”

“Yet he spent a fortune to rescue you from Psycho Island.”

Derek swallowed but didn’t reply.

“What about your ex-wife, Rebecca? Was she involved in your prison escape?”

Derek’s heart skipped a beat. “No, she wasn’t.”

Walter leaned forward, his eyes narrowed, studying Derek’s face. “We were getting along so well, and then you go and lie to me. I’ll give you one chance to revise your answer or the next twenty-four hours will be hell on Earth for you.” He paused for an instant, then asked, “Was your ex-wife involved in your escape?”

Derek hesitated for a moment. “She was in the Virgin Islands when I was rescued, but I don’t know if she played any role. She certainly didn’t pay Project Freedom. She hasn’t worked in years, not since ...”

Walter chuckled. “Not since she was married to you.”

Derek dipped his head. “Yeah.”

Walter sighed, as his laugh faltered. His face went still. “I hope for your sake you’re telling the truth.”

Derek looked Walter in the eye, suppressing every instinct to look away. “I am.”

Walter tapped on his tablet for several minutes.

Derek sat silent, worrying about what was to come.

Walter slid his tablet across the table with a stylus. “Read this statement and sign at the bottom.”

 

I, Derek Reeves, of sound mind and body, and without coercion, made the following statement on 4-14-2054:

 

Jacob Roth provided monetary support to the terrorist and smuggling operation Project Freedom for the purpose of aiding and abetting the escape of a federal prisoner from US Penal Colony East. Jacob Roth told me that he paid Project Freedom to facilitate my escape.

 

Derek signed the statement. The guards took Derek back to his cell. His metal slab now held a mattress, a pillow, folded sheets, and a blanket. A covered plastic tray sat on the mattress next to the bedding. As soon as the guards uncuffed his hands, Derek rushed to the bed and opened the plastic tray. Inside were two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. He inhaled the first sandwich. The second, he savored with one hundred tiny bites. 
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Jacob and the Second Coming of Nathan Roth

 

 

The Tower of Basel was 228 feet tall, with twenty floors aboveground and four below. The round design, silver color, and dark windows gave the BIS headquarters a futuristic appearance. Despite the modern appearance, conspiracy theorists still compared the Tower of Basel to the biblical Tower of Babel. In the dark corners of the internet, conspiracy theorists still railed about the stolen Nazi gold that was traded in Basel during WWII, the very site where the infamous tower was later constructed in 1977. To them, the Tower of Basel represented pure evil.

Jacob sat at the head of the table in the boardroom on the top floor. The furniture was dark mahogany and fine leather. Seventeen BIS board members stared at him. They were mostly central bank governors from the major financial centers and represented the major banking families. Nathan Roth had been the chairman prior to his death two weeks ago. The board had named Jacob his successor, shortly after Jacob had assumed control of Roth Holdings Unlimited as well as Roth Holdings Europe. The appointment had come as a surprise to Jacob, as he was still technically a fugitive from the US, but, if and when Sutton’s administration finally failed, the successor would reinstate the Federal Reserve and pardon Jacob.

Like all central banks around the world, the Federal Reserve was a cartel of international banks. The Bank for International Settlements was the central bank for the central banks. It was the worldwide banking cartel, where the banking families cooperated to maintain their grip on humanity.

Jacob sat on the throne of power, scanning the faces of old men and women. He suppressed a smile, thinking about his father. He moved on from his indulgence to the task at hand. “The American experiment is failing. The rot of a wholly dependent population is exposing the failure of the Sutton administration to deliver on her socialist promises.”

The governor from the UK raised his hand.

Jacob pointed at the white-haired man. “Governor Barker.”

“What if the Sutton administration downsizes the government?” Barker asked. “If she dramatically reduced the size and burden of government and unleashed the power of the free market, the USA Coin might have a future. Watt Coin has done well in Panama. What’s to stop it from spreading?”

Jacob considered the comment. “I’m not concerned about Watt Coin. Since Truman Bradshaw’s death, Thorium Unlimited has become decidedly less political. I wouldn’t be surprised if their AI CEO eliminated the currency. In regard to USA Coin, Naomi Sutton is an idealist. She’s not the typical socialist, seeking power and wealth, while virtue-signaling to the poor and downtrodden. She’s a true believer. She’ll stay the course. Of that I’m certain. Poverty and inflation will continue. The shortages will worsen. Americans will starve. The revolutionaries will continue to create havoc. Americans will beg for change, and we’ll be there, supporting the change candidates. Ultimately, we’ll pick the American carcass clean.”

Heads nodded in agreement around the table.

Jacob thought, For once, Dad would be proud. 
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Summer and Forever

 

 

The makeshift clinic was attached to Clive’s barn. The small room had a hospital bed, examination table, and, most important, electricity and a portable heater. Summer stood by the hospital bed, watching her patient sleep, the lighting dim. Evan’s neck was stitched and bandaged. Summer had removed the bullet from Evan’s leg the night before. It was stitched and bandaged too. Now he slept, attached to an IV. She’d been up all night with Evan. She’d tried to sleep on the cot next to the bed, but, every time she closed her eyes, she’d seen the baby-faced boy she’d killed.

Evan’s eyes fluttered. He groaned, his voice raspy. He tried to sit up, but Summer placed her hands on his chest, guiding him back down.

“Relax. You need to rest,” Summer said.

He opened his eyes, glanced at his IV, and asked, “Am I okay?”

Summer placed her hand atop his. “You’re gonna be fine. The bullet just grazed your neck. Barely missed your carotid artery. I removed the other bullet from your leg, and I stitched you up. I have you on antibiotics and painkillers. You’ll be in pain, but you’ll make a full recovery.

He smiled and let out a ragged breath.

“Let me get you some water.”

Evan nodded.

Summer went to the sink and returned with a cup of water.

She put the plastic cup to Evan’s lips, but he took the cup with his hands, and said, “My arms are fine.” He took a few tentative sips, then gulped the rest. He handed the cup to Summer, staring at her face. “Have you been up all night?”

Summer frowned. “Do I look that bad?”

He shook his head. “You’re beautiful.”

Summer blushed. “Must be the painkillers talking.”

Evan used his pillow to prop his head upright. “It’s not.”

Summer held up the empty cup, hoping to change the subject. “Want some more water?”

He ignored the question and said, “I love you. I need you to know that.”

Summer’s mouth hung open. She took a step back. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I know exactly what I’m sayin’. Almost dyin’ puts things in perspective.”

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

He winced, probably not from physical pain. “You don’t feel anything for me?”

Summer hesitated. “I can’t.”

“Answer the question.”

“What difference does it make? I’m married.”

“He’s not comin’ back. How long has it been? Eight months? Clive’s never gonna help you because it’s not possible to break out of Red Onion.”

Summer glared at Evan. “You don’t know that. We rescued you, didn’t we?”

He looked away for a beat. “He’s a high-value target. They won’t make the same mistake that they did with us. I’m sorry, Summer. You’ll never see your husband again.”

Summer pointed at Evan, her finger jabbing the air. “You don’t know. You can’t know.”

“Everybody knows, includin’ you. You just refuse to admit it. You can continue to wait for him forever, or you can live.”

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” She turned on her heels and left the clinic, slamming the door behind her. 
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Naomi’s Disapproval

 

 

Naomi sat alone at the table for six in the Oval Office Dining Room. She watched CNN on the OLED screen, as she ate her steak salad. The date on the lower corner of the screen read 4-28-2054. Brooke Bixler from CNN said, “Fourteen truck drivers have been arrested in Texas and Oklahoma for grand larceny and insurance fraud. Law enforcement alleges that these drivers sold their cargoes to black market bandits and then claimed the theft with their insurance carriers.”

Naomi flipped the channel.

Grant Woodruff from Fox News said, “Naomi Sutton’s approval rating is at an all-time low—”

Naomi flipped the channel again. Libertarian Congresswoman Janice Oliver sat across from Rachel Innis on Crosstalk. Janice Oliver could pass for the average grandmother, and Rachel Innis was the aging blonde bombshell.

Janice said, “The socialists have bitten off more than they can chew. This is the problem with high taxation. There’s a certain point where it becomes counterproductive. You tax more, but you receive less tax receipts. Rich people aren’t stupid. They work less or move overseas or they tax shelter their money. Often all of the above. Despite the emigration restrictions, the wealthy are leaving in droves.”

Naomi turned off the television. She looked at her steak salad and pushed away her half-eaten plate. 
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Derek and PB&J

 

 

Derek sat on his bed, savoring his peanut butter and jelly sandwich. He’d eaten a lot of peanut butter and jelly over the past two weeks, since he’d snitched on Jacob.

“How was your dinner?” Magic asked through the vent.

Derek finished his last bite and stood on his mattress with sturdy legs. “Good. How ’bout you?”

“I’m gettin’ sick of PB and J.”

“I’m not complainin’. It’s a helluva lot better than nothin’.”

“You’re right. I should be more grateful.” Magic paused for an instant and said, “‘Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.’ That’s Thessalonians. I think, … 5:18.”

“How do you remember all that?”

Magic chuckled. “You remember what you love. I bet you know everything about orchards.”

Derek leaned against the wall. “I don’t know about that.”

“Come on. You bred the first orange tree in Virginia.”

Derek couldn’t help but smile. “That’s true.”

“I think God answered my prayer.”

“Which one?”

“I’ve been praying for you to have hope. For the first time, I hear it in your voice.”

Derek swallowed hard. “Hope is a dangerous thing. It’s another thing they can take away.”

“Everything good in this world comes from hope. You hold on to that hope, and I’ll pray us outta here.” 
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Jacob and the New CEO

 

 

Jacob held his cell phone to his ear, pacing along the floor-to-ceiling glass in his office at the Bank for International Settlements. The afternoon sun was muted by the tinted windows.

“We’re accumulating strategic American assets, but we’ve had some competition, and they’re bidding up the prices,” said Reuben Shapiro, the new head of Roth Holdings North America.

Jacob drew his eyebrows together. “What competition?”

“Large pools of capital are coming from Thorium Unlimited.”

Jacob stopped in his tracks, his body tensing. “Damn it. Thorium Unlimited never invested extensively outside of the energy industry. Why the change now?”

“Could be their new CEO, Lisa Bradshaw.” 
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Summer and Hopeless

 

 

Summer sat in the rocking chair, cradling and breastfeeding Lila. Nine-month-old Lila was still breastfeeding, but Summer also fed her solid food. Lila suckled Summer’s breast, making little grunts, her eyes closed. Byron was sprawled on the bed, sleeping, his favorite truck in hand. The teakettle from the kitchen whistled, but it was silenced quickly. Byron wasn’t bothered.

Lila turned her head, unlatching from Summer’s breast.

Summer adjusted Lila and covered herself with her blousy top. She continued to cradle Lila, using her heels and toes to rock softly. She sang “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” like Summer’s mother used to sing to her.

Shortly thereafter, Lila drooled and slept. Summer stood from the rocking chair, careful not to jostle and wake Lila. She lay Lila in the crib, wearing her footy pajamas. Summer crept from the cabin bedroom, shutting the door behind her.

She walked to the kitchen.

Patrick sat at the kitchen table, reading on his tablet, a steaming cup of tea on the table. He looked up and said, “Water’s still hot, if you want tea.”

“Thanks.”

“Everybody asleep?”

“Yes.” She walked to the cupboard and grabbed the tin labeled Mint. She packed the mesh tea infuser with the loose mint that one of the local farmers had dried last summer. She added some local honey and sat down next to her father. She lifted her chin to Patrick’s tablet. “What are you reading?”

Patrick turned from the screen. “Some unofficial chatter about two US towns that may declare their independence from the state and federal governments.”

Summer sat up straight. “Wow. That’s big news. Where are these towns?”

“Keene, New Hampshire, and Anderson, Alaska. There are grumblings about secession in Idaho, Texas, Montana, and both Dakotas too. Who knows? This could be the start of a new Silver City.”

Summer shook her head. “This isn’t Panama. If they secede, the US government won’t let that stand. They wouldn’t let Silver City or Tortí or Atlas stand either, and they weren’t even in the US.”

Patrick shrugged. “They might not do anything. Federal, state, and local governments are having trouble staffing positions. The post office is understaffed. They’re only delivering three days a week now. Police officers are quitting too. With all the shootings and their paychecks that haven’t kept pace with inflation, the risk isn’t worth the reward.”

“This could lead to civil war.”

“Maybe.” Patrick sipped his tea.

The front door opened, and Lindsey backed into the cabin. She blew a kiss to Mason, then shut the door and turned around. She walked into the kitchen, still smiling, her face flushed. “Hey, you two.” Lindsey sniffed. “Tea smells good.”

“The water’s still hot, if you want some,” Summer said. “I think there’s enough for one more cup.”

Lindsey showed her hands. “I’m good. Mason and I were drinking cider.”

Summer arched her eyebrows. “I hope not too much.”

Lindsey giggled. “No. Just a little buzz.”

“Stay away from the moonshine.”

“I know.” Lindsey changed the subject. “You two should’ve come over for cards. Evan taught us to play poker. I won.”

Summer stirred her tea, not making eye contact with Lindsey. “I just put Lila and Byron down.”

“I was working on a post,” Patrick said. “Next time, count me in.”

“Evan told Mason that you were mad at him,” Lindsey said to Summer.

Summer looked up from her tea. “I’m not mad.”

Lindsey tilted her head. “Did something happen?”

“Not that I know of.”

“You should talk to him. He thinks you’re mad.” Lindsey glanced down the hall toward the bathroom. “I should get ready for bed.”

As soon as she left, Patrick stared at Summer.

“What?” Summer asked.

Patrick whispered, “Is something going on between you and Evan?”

Summer scowled. “No. Why would you think that?”

“Because I have eyes. I see the way he looks at you. I’ve seen you looking at him too.”

“Dad. Come on.”

Patrick took a deep breath. “I’m not gonna pretend I know what it’s like for you with Derek in prison and not having any contact with him.”

Summer glowered at Patrick. “No, you don’t.”

“You’re right. I don’t, but I do know that Derek loves you like I loved your mother.”

Summer hung her head. “What if he never comes back?”

Patrick turned his chair to face Summer. He leaned in and said, “I know it seems hopeless, but you can’t give up on him. He’s probably going through hell in there.”

Summer burst into tears. “I know. I miss him so much.”

Patrick leaned over and hugged his daughter. “I know you do. We’ll get him back.”
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Naomi and Civil War

 

 

Naomi slammed the side of her fist on the table in the White House Cabinet Room. “This is a fucking disaster!”

A few of the twenty-three cabinet members flinched. A few others smirked. Others resembled deer in headlights. A few looked down.

“Tax receipts are abysmal. We have a deluge of wealthy Americans fleeing the country, and we don’t have the manpower to stop them. Inflation has nearly destroyed the USA Coin. Americans are starving. Starving!” Naomi shook her head. “Texas and Florida have the audacity to secede. Florida’s now calling themselves the Conch Republic.”

“It’s a reference to the 1982 secession of Key West,” Secretary of Labor Selina Cisneros said. “I grew up in southern Florida—”

“I don’t care,” Naomi said through gritted teeth.

The tiny Cuban American dipped her head.

“We have towns in Idaho, Montana, New Hampshire, and Alaska all claiming independence from the state and federal government. This isn’t a third-world country!”

The Secretary of the Navy raised her hand.

Naomi scowled at Samantha Stokely. “Secretary Stokely. Please tell me you have a solution.”

“Most Americans are leaving by boat,” Stokely said. “If we reassigned our ships from the island prisons, we could assist the Coast Guard.”

Naomi narrowed her eye. “Are you suggesting that we remove the blockade?”

Stokely nodded. “Yes, Madam President. Even without the blockade, we believe very few prisoners would escape. Fuel and materials are scarce, and most boats on the islands have been destroyed by the hurricanes.”

“Do it.”

Murmuring came from a handful of cabinet members.

“Yes, Madam President,” Stokely replied.

The Secretary of Defense raised his hand. The old soldier had puffy bags under his eyes.

“Secretary Rhodes,” Naomi said.

“The Texas and Florida National Guards have declared their allegiance to their states,” Rhodes said. “However, I’m confident we could overwhelm them with a strategic airstrike of their bases, airstrips, and capital buildings.”

Naomi leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “What about a warning prior to any attack? I don’t like the idea of killing Americans, without giving them the opportunity to surrender.”

The Secretary of Defense’s face puckered, as if he’d eaten a lemon. “If we go to war, we fight to win. Warnings give the enemy the chance to prepare, which lengthens the conflict and costs more lives and resources.”

Naomi turned to her Secretary of State. “Secretary McClure. Do you agree with Secretary Rhodes?”

Fletcher McClure glanced at Rhodes, then turned his attention back to Naomi. “If we make the threat, we better be ready for war. And, if we start a civil war in our weakened state, we’ll likely lose. Our enemies will support Texas and the Conch Republic—”

“It’s Florida. It will always be Florida.”

Fletcher nodded. “Other states will likely secede and side with Texas and Florida. It’s a can of worms that you don’t wanna open.” 
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Derek Prays

 

 

Walter sauntered into the interview room, carrying a toolbox in one hand, a tablet in his other. “You look better,” Walter said, setting the toolbox by his feet.

Derek didn’t reply, his hands cuffed and chained to the table.

Walter sat across from Derek at the table. “I gave you a compliment.”

“Thank you,” Derek replied in monotone.

Walter tapped on his tablet for a minute, then showed the screen to Derek. It was Summer in the hospital with Derek, her face obscured by the burst of light created by her IR reflective glasses. “Remember her?”

Derek nodded.

“You told me that her name was Eliza, but you didn’t know her last name. Right?”

“Yes.”

“Witnesses described her as a petite white female, about five four, wavy brown hair. The FBI searched for women who matched her description with the first name, Eliza, living within a one-hundred-mile radius of the prison convoy you attacked. What do you think they found?”

Derek swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“They found a few women who fit the name and description, but they ruled them out pretty quickly with camera footage. You can’t be in two places at once.” Walter tapped on his tablet. He turned the screen to Derek again, this time showing a news headline that read Four Police Officers Killed in Domestic Terrorist Attack. “This happened in Johnson County, Tennessee, about six weeks ago. You ever been to Johnson County?”

“No.”

Walter took a deep breath, as if restraining his rage. “You sure about that?”

Derek’s heart rate increased. “Yes.”

“Five people were killed in Johnson County that night. One of the victims was the teenaged son of one of the police officers. He came out to help his father. You wanna guess what happened to him?”

Derek didn’t respond. His stomach felt queasy.

“A woman murdered him in cold blood. A neighbor saw the shooting from his porch. He gave a description of the woman. Petite white female, about five four, wavy brown hair. Sounds like your girl.” He smacked his palms on the table.

Derek flinched, his chains rattling.

Walter chuckled. “You know what I think?” He paused for a beat. “I think those police shootings and your prison break were done by the same 1776 terrorist cell. I think you know who they are and where they are. I think Eliza’s a bullshit name. I think you know who she is. In fact, I think you know her very well.”

Derek showed his palms, his voice quivering. “I told you everything I know. I told you where they are. The last place they went was Luray, Virginia. I don’t know where they went after that. Maybe her name isn’t Eliza, but that’s what she told me.”

Walter glowered at Derek. “You told us nothing. You gave us abandoned farms and the names of dead people. You lied.” Walter stood from the table. He reached down, grabbed the toolbox, and set it on the tabletop with a thud. He opened the box and retrieved a small hammer, setting it on the table.

Derek eyed the hammer, petrified, wondering if it was big enough for Walter to bash in Derek’s skull. Or maybe Walter would break his hands.

Walter retracted a handful of skinny two-inch nails and needle-nose pliers, setting the items next to the hammer. Then he extracted an electric hot plate and an extension cord. He placed the toolbox back on the floor.

Derek wondered if Walter would burn him on the hot plate or maybe puncture him with the nails. Derek’s entire body trembled.

Walter grinned. “You’re already juiced. I like that.” He gestured to the items on the table. “Such simple everyday tools, but I bet you can imagine what I can do with them. What body parts I can manipulate and maim.” Walter stared at Derek with a twinkle in his eyes. “What’s it gonna be, Derek? You gonna tell me about 1776 or not? You gonna turn on your girl? Between you and me, I hope you don’t because I’ve been looking forward to this. But … I’m a nice guy, so I’ll give you five seconds to make up your mind. Five, four, three, two, … one.” Walter raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

Derek clenched his fists to stop his hands from shaking.

Walter clapped his hands together and stood from the table. He plugged the hot plate into the extension cord and ran the cord to the outlet on the wall. Walter returned to the table and set the hot plate on high, holding his hands over the electric burner, checking that it was warming. He placed the nails on the burner so only the tips touched the burner. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” He smirked. “That was a joke. You’re supposed to laugh.”

Derek didn’t respond.

Walter shrugged. “Where’s your sense of humor?” Walter left the interview room for several minutes.

Derek watched the nails and the red burner, wondering where he might be punctured. He did what he’d never done before. Please God. Help me. Please help me. I can’t do this anymore.

Walter returned with three uniformed guards. The guards were all young soldiers with baby faces. Walter instructed the guards, like he was giving stage directions. He positioned the largest guard behind Derek. “You hold him down by the shoulders.”

The guard put downward pressure on Derek’s shoulders with his large hands.

Walter grabbed Derek’s hands and forced them flat on the tabletop. “Hold his hands flat. Don’t let him curl his fingers.”

Derek didn’t struggle, knowing it was futile. He was still chained to the table and handcuffed at the wrists. Two guards stood on either side of the table, with their hands atop each of Derek’s splayed hands.

Walter slipped on a pair of Mechanix work gloves. He sat at the table across from Derek. He grabbed the nail from the cool head. It had a pointed tip and a smooth shank. Walter leaned forward, moving the red-hot tip of the nail toward Derek’s right index finger.

Derek looked away and closed his eyes. Please God. Help me. He cried out when the red-hot nail was inserted under Derek’s fingernail. With his finger throbbing in pain, Walter grabbed a tool from the table. Derek heard it, and he certainly felt it, but he didn’t see Walter hammer the nail deeper into Derek’s nail bed. Each pound caused a pain that took Derek’s breath away.

Then, Walter moved the nail back and forth, severing more of Derek’s fingernail from the nail bed. Every muscle in Derek’s body tensed with every movement of that tiny nail. Derek jerked and squirmed, but the guards held him tight in place. Walter extracted the nail and grabbed another red-hot nail, repeating the process, but entering a slightly different location under the fingernail. After Walter extracted the third hot nail, Derek peeked at his hand. His fingertip was bloody, the fingernail loose, a small pool of blood on the table. Walter used the needle-nose pliers to rip the rest of Derek’s fingernail from the nail bed.

Walter repeated this process over and over and over again. With four bloody fingernails on the table, and Walter hammering under Derek’s thumbnail, Derek finally passed out. 
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Jacob and the JOP

 

 

A woodpecker tapped a tree nearby. The sun reflected off the autonomous Mercedes in the driveway. Jacob and Sierra stood in the circular driveway in front of the Roth mansion, facing Jacqueline Roth.

“If you go through with this, you’re out of this family!” Jacqueline said, her stance wide, and her lips curled into a sneer. “I’ll have Mayer fire you from the company.”

Jacob hung his head for a second. “Stop, Mom. I love you—”

“Don’t you give me that.” Jacqueline crossed her arms over her chest. “If you loved me, you wouldn’t be marrying a goddamn sex bot!”

Sierra looked away.

“Why don’t you wait in the car?” Jacob said to Sierra.

She nodded and walked to the Mercedes, climbing into the back seat.

Jacqueline gestured to the Mercedes. “You’re not using my car.”

Jacob glared at his mother. “You won’t talk to her like that. Not anymore.”

“I’ll talk to it anyway I please. I want you and it gone.” Jacqueline gestured to the Mercedes again. “Get that thing out of my car.”

Jacob stepped closer to his mother. “I hope you remember that I tried.”

She held her chin high. “You’re no longer my son.”

Jacob winced, but then narrowed his eyes. “You’re out of your depth, and you’re embarrassing yourself.”

“To hell I am.” She pointed toward the exit. “Leave my property, this instance. I’ll call the police if I have to.”

“You’re forcing me to exercise my power. This is my property. Roth Holdings Unlimited owns this property. Since Dad’s death and Mayer’s endorsement, I’m the majority owner of Roth Holdings Unlimited and the rightful owner of this home.”

Her eyes were like saucers. “No. That can’t be right.”

“Call Baumann and ask him.” Jacob was referring to her family attorney.

She opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out.

Jacob stepped closer, looking down on his mother. “I want you out of my house. You’re welcome to stay in the guest house, provided you treat my son and my new wife with respect. Otherwise, you can leave.”

She took a wobbly step backward. “This is my house.” She didn’t sound so convinced.

Jacob pointed at his mother, his finger jabbing the air between them. “I suggest you pack what you need for the evening. If I see your fucking face in my house, I will forcibly remove you. I’ll have the help bring your things to the guest house tomorrow.”

“You can’t do that.” Her voice was whiny now.

“I just did.” Jacob turned and walked away.

 

* * *

 

Jacob and Sierra sat in the last pew, their hands intertwined. In front of them, other couples, the women dressed in white, the men in dark suits, sat in pews with well-dressed friends and family. The ceremonies were rapid-fire, the Swiss judge presiding in German, the couples kissing and the entire courtroom cheering.

Jacob turned to Sierra and squeezed her hand. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

Sierra tilted her head. “Why would I be disappointed?”

“This isn’t exactly romantic.”

She smiled. “I don’t want a wedding. I want you.”

He smiled back.

“Are you disappointed that David and your mother didn’t come?”

“It’s fine. It’s not surprising that David would rather play in VR than watch us get married.”

“What about your mother?”

Jacob blew out a breath. “She made her choice, and I made mine.”

A court official called out to the audience, “Jacob Roth? Sierra Roth?”

“We’re up,” Jacob said, his heart rate increasing and his palms sweating.

Jacob and Sierra walked hand-in-hand down the aisle. All eyes were on Sierra, the men slack-jawed. She looked beautiful in her white peasant dress. Jacob wondered if it was her beauty that enthralled them or the fact that she was a bot. Bot marriage was legal in Switzerland, but it was still rare.

The Swiss judge smiled and greeted them in German. He was short and pudgy, with a full head of white hair.

Sierra translated for Jacob’s benefit. “He said, ‘Welcome. Are you ready to get married?’”

Jacob smiled and nodded to the judge.

The judge spoke to Jacob and Sierra. He paused, giving Sierra an opportunity to translate.

Sierra said, “We’re supposed to face each other and hold hands.”

They faced each other and held hands, the judge standing before them.

The judge spoke again.

Sierra said, “He wants to know if we have any vows to share.”

Jacob’s face felt hot, his underarms sweaty. I didn’t even think about vows. “Do you have vows?”

Sierra blushed and nodded.

“You go first,” Jacob said, racking his brain for what to say.

Sierra said something in German to the judge.

The judge gestured to the two of them and replied in German.

Sierra said, “I’ve loved you from the very first moment I laid eyes on you. I knew you were my forever. I promise to be your biggest supporter and your best friend. I promise to be loyal in good times and bad. I promise to hold you when you need it, to care for you for as long as you live, and to love you unconditionally. You are my everything, Jacob Roth.” Sierra blinked, her eyes glassy.

Jacob swallowed the lump in his throat. His voice wavered. “You are the most extraordinary person I’ve ever met. Your love means more to me than anything or anyone in this world. I’m the luckiest man in the world. I look forward to spending the rest of my life with you. I love you, Sierra.”

“I love you too,” Sierra replied, gazing into Jacob’s eyes.

The judge spoke to Jacob, but the only words he understood were Jacob and Sierra.

Sierra translated. “Do you, Jacob, take Sierra to be your wife and partner in life?”

“I do,” Jacob said.

The judge spoke to Sierra.

She replied, “I do.”

The judge spoke again.

Sierra said, “We’re supposed to exchange rings.”

Jacob reached into his pocket for a single ring box. He opened the box and removed two rings. He handed the fatter platinum band to Sierra, keeping the smaller one in his palm. Sierra held out her left hand, and Jacob slid the ring on her finger. Then Sierra slid Jacob’s ring on his left ring finger.

The judge made his final proclamation.

Sierra translated. “He said, ‘By the power vested in me by the city of Basel, it is my great pleasure to pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss.’”

Jacob leaned in, and they kissed briefly. When they separated, the crowd gave them a standing ovation. Jacob couldn’t help but smile. Sierra beamed with saline on her cheeks. 
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Summer and True Colors

 

 

Byron’s chubby cheeks were tear streaked. He sat on the examination table in Clive’s clinic, his little legs dangling. Lindsey stood next to the examination table. She had been the one to bring him to the clinic. The kids had been playing tag, and he’d slipped and fallen.

Summer cleaned Byron’s skinned knee with warm soapy water and a washcloth.

Byron blubbered. “Owie. Owie. Owie.”

“I know. That was the hard part. It’s okay now.” Summer dried his knee with a towel.

“Hurts.”

Summer bent down and blew on his skinned knee. “It’s okay, sweet pea. It’s okay.” She slathered Neosporin on the abrasion and stretched a Band-Aid over the wound. “That’s it. All better.”

Byron sniffled.

Summer kissed his forehead and his cheek. “I love you, sweet pea.”

Byron grinned. “Can I go play?”

“Be careful.” Summer picked him up under his armpits, groaned, and set him down on the floor. “You’re getting heavy.”

“I’m a big boy,” Byron replied.

He was nearly three years old and thirty pounds.

“I’ll keep a better eye on him,” Lindsey said, holding out her hand to Byron.

Byron took Lindsey’s hand.

Summer shook her head. “You take great care of him. You can’t stop kids from getting hurt. It’s part of life.”

Lindsey nodded.

Evan walked into the clinic, carrying a pair of crutches. “How’s the patient?”

“He’s fine,” Lindsey said. “Lucky for him, his mother’s a nurse.”

“Wanna play,” Byron said, pointing toward the door.

Lindsey smirked. “I guess it’s game on.” They left the clinic.

Evan glanced back as they left; then he handed the crutches to Summer. “I don’t need these anymore.”

Summer took the crutches and stepped back. “How’s the leg? Any pain?”

Evan smiled, his dimples erupting. “Pain-free, thanks to you.”

Summer leaned the crutches against the counter and turned back to Evan, keeping a polite distance away from him. “That’s good to hear.”

“Look. I’m sorry about what I said about your husband. It was wrong. It’s, … well, … the heart wants what the heart wants.”

“I understand, but you have to understand that I’m not available.”

Evan nodded. “I do understand. I know what it’s like to lose someone. My wife left me for a wealthier man and took my son. I may not have been able to provide Fed Coins or USA Coins or whatever the hell they try to pass off as money now, but I would’ve given my life to protect them.”

“And now?”

Evan took a deep breath. “I miss my son every day. I see him in Byron. He’s older than Byron though. He turned ten last week, but I haven’t seen him in seven years. Now that I’m an enemy of the state, I don’t know if I’ll ever see him.”

Summer softened. “I’m so sorry, Evan. I had Byron taken from me for a time. I know how hard it is.”

Evan stepped closer to Summer. “Sometimes we have to accept fate.” He leaned in for the kiss.

Summer placed her hand on his chest and backed away. “You should go.”

He stepped closer, backing Summer against the counter. Evan tried to put his arms around her, but she shoved him.

Summer glowered. “I made myself clear.”

Evan stood openmouthed for a second. Then he glowered back. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Before Summer could answer, he swiped at the crutches, causing them to crash against the wall. He stomped from the clinic, slamming the door on his way out. 
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Naomi and Weimar, Germany

 

 

Naomi climbed into her canopy bed in the White House master bedroom. She lay on her back, with her head propped. Dim light came from the lamp on the bedside table. She powered on the tablet and checked the latest headlines from around the world. She tapped a segment from Russia Today.

A blonde bombshell sat behind a clear desk, her shapely legs in full view, across from a white-bearded man. The camera zoomed in, now only showing her from the waist up. She said, “Welcome to the Special Report with Heidi Shepherd. Tonight, I have world-renowned economist, historian, and author, Emile Preston on the show. Welcome, Mr. Preston.”

The camera focused on Preston. He resembled Santa in a suit. “Thank you for having me, Heidi. And please call me Emile.”

The camera showed Heidi and Emile.

Heidi said, “You recently released a new book entitled Hyperinflation Nation: How the United States Will Destroy Their Wealth by Creating Too Much Currency—”

“This book isn’t that new. I released it two years ago, prior to the repudiation of debts and the introduction of the USA Coin.”

Heidi smiled with perfect teeth. “Of course. If you were writing this book today, what would you change, based on these major events?”

“The thesis of the book is still intact. My only change is that this will happen much sooner than I originally thought. It is my belief that the United States has borrowed too much currency and that they’ve promised too many entitlements to the US citizens. Politicians will always create the currency instead of telling people that they cannot deliver on their promises. This is why the US continues to pay UBI, but it buys less and less.”

“For the people at home, when you say, currency, what do you mean?”

Emile stroked his beard. “I’m referring to USA Coins or Fed Coins or any form of money that can be created at will. I hesitate to call these cryptocurrencies money because money must be a store of value, which they clearly are not.”

“In your book, you make the case that the US is following a similar path to Germany in the 1920s. Can you explain that correlation?”

“Weimar, Germany, is a very interesting and predictable case. The government took on too much debt—much of these debts came in the form of reparations from World War I—and they printed money to pay these liabilities. Back then they created money on a printing press, not in a computer. They printed so much money, in fact, that in 1922, a loaf of bread in Germany cost about 160 marks, but, by the end of 1923, that single loaf of bread cost 200 billion marks.”

Heidi leaned in, her eyebrows arched high. “And you think this will happen in the US?”

“It’s already happening. This is why Texas and Florida have seceded. This is why the black market is now thought to be bigger than the reported US economic activity. Many government employees don’t show up for work because their paychecks no longer cover basic necessities. Naomi Sutton’s stuck between a rock and a hard place. If she stops entitlements, many more people will starve. There may be a violent revolution. If she continues to create money, people will still starve, and there will still be a violent revolution. The hyperinflation in Weimar, Germany, led to the rise of Adolf Hitler.”

Naomi stopped the video and turned off her tablet. She tried to sleep, but she tossed and turned. She racked her brain for solutions, but it was all in vain. 
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Derek and Lights Out, Nobody Home

 

 

Derek lay in his bunk. He held up his right hand in the artificial light. His five fingertips were bandaged. The throbbing pain had subsided. After he’d passed out the night before, he vaguely remembered being dragged back to his cell. One of the young guards had cleaned and bandaged Derek’s fingertips. He’d even left a tube of Neosporin and a box of Band-Aids.

Before the guard left, he had said, “I’m not coming back.”

Derek watched the door to his cell, partly worried that he’d be taken back to Walter but also hoping for dinner. Derek had expected to be starved for not answering Walter’s questions, but he’d received breakfast. No lunch though, which wasn’t uncommon because they’d gone to only two meals for the past few weeks. Now it was getting late and still no dinner.

Derek stood on his bed and spoke into the vent. “Hey, Magic. You there?”

A few seconds later. “I’m here.”

“You get dinner yet?”

“No. You?”

“No. I think somethin’s goin’ on. Have you heard any guards today?”

“Not since breakfast.”

Derek leaned against the wall. “The guard who treated my fingers last night told me that he wasn’t comin’ back.”

“Why would he tell you that?”

“Maybe none of ’em are comin’ back.”

“They’re not gonna leave us in here. Maybe there’s some emergency.”

Derek blew out a breath. “Maybe.”

The overhead light went out, plunging Derek into darkness. A few seconds later the lights flickered and came back on.

“That’s the generator,” Magic said.

Derek’s heart pounded. “What if there’s no more electricity?”

Magic chuckled. “Then we’re in big trouble.”

Derek spoke rapidly. “No. Seriously. If the electricity’s not comin’ back, how long can we run on the generators?”

“It’s hard to say. Should run for at least a few days. Depends on how much diesel is in those tanks and how much electricity this place uses.”

Derek winced. “If we don’t have power, we don’t have water.”

“Don’t worry. We won’t have a long-term power outage in the spring. Some idiot probably hit a powerline.”

“We should fill up any containers we have and clog the sink, just in case.”

“I only have two plastic cups.”

Derek surveyed his cell, thinking about storing water. “I only have one.”

“Our sinks ain’t gonna hold water either. I could stuff a shirt in the drain if I wanted to flood my cell, but the sink will eventually drain.”

“At least fill your plastic cups and, every time you drink, fill ’em again.” 
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Jacob and the Morning After

 

 

The sun streamed into the master bedroom. Jacob’s eyes fluttered and opened. He reached across the canopy bed for Sierra, but she wasn’t there. Jacob slipped out of bed, naked as the day he was born. The master bedroom was decorated with dark wooden furniture and bright white accents. A gas fireplace faced the bed, with an OLED screen above it. The master bedroom had been spotless and unused, as Jacob’s parents had slept in separate guest bedrooms for many years.

He went to the picture window. The lake sparkled in the sun. The Swiss Alps loomed large in the background with snowy peaks. He stretched out his arms, standing with a wide base, his saggy scrotum dangling between his legs. From his vantage point, he caught a glimpse of the guest house. David was still there. Jacob wanted a few days alone with his new bride before moving his son. Jacqueline and Maria the domestic bot were with him. Jacob thought about how he had banished his mother. If she had the power, I wouldn’t be a Roth. He swallowed and took a deep breath.

Jacob walked to the dresser. Sierra had folded his underwear and robe and had set them on the dresser top.

Sierra entered the bedroom, carrying breakfast on a silver tray, the smell of bacon in the air. “Look at you.”

Jacob turned from the dresser, still naked, a smirk on his face. “You like what you see?”

She approached, wearing a black silk robe that hung about a millimeter below her crotch. “Very much so.”

Jacob was pale and hairy, with thin arms, a thin chest, and a gut that obscured his penis from view. He was skinny and fat at the same time.

Sierra placed the tray on the dresser top. Steam came from the omelet and the coffee. Sierra stepped closer to Jacob. She placed her hands on his hairy chest, leaned in, and kissed him on the lips. As they kissed, her hands drifted lower, eventually stroking his penis. Their lips parted.

Jacob glanced down at Sierra’s hands. “I think he’s still sleepy from last night.”

They didn’t have a honeymoon vacation, but that hadn’t stopped them from a celebratory night of passion. A real honeymoon had been postponed because of Jacob’s new work responsibilities and concern for David.

She raised her eyebrows, still stroking. “You sure?”

His penis started to respond. He backed away. “After breakfast.” He glanced at the steaming breakfast. “It’s getting cold.”

Jacob put on his underpants. They sat in bed side by side, Jacob with the tray in his lap. He ate his western style omelet and sipped his coffee. In between bites he asked, “What’s the latest news?”

Sierra replied, “Early this morning, Tibetan insurgents destroyed a Chinese Army barracks with improvised explosive devices delivered by drones. This was a retaliation for the Tibetan Monks killed in yesterday’s antigovernment demonstrations.”

“The CCP will get their people under control. They always do.” Jacob sipped his coffee.

“Last night, there were antigovernment demonstrations across North Africa and the Middle East as well. It was reminiscent of the Arab Spring in 2011 and 2012.”

Jacob set his coffee mug on the silver tray and turned to Sierra. “You think these demonstrations have the potential to create more change?”

Sierra nodded. “People around the world are taking their cues from the US.”

“If you were me, what would you do?”

“I’d concentrate on reestablishing control of the US. If you can do that, the world will follow.” 





 

 

 

98

Summer and Wanted

 

 

Summer clipped a T-shirt to the clothesline. Birds chirped in the trees overhead. A light breeze rustled the line of clothes she’d hung. Byron’s giggles carried across the compound. Lindsey and Mason watched him, while Summer did the wash. Lila was inside with Patrick. Summer caught a glimpse of Mason, wrestling with Byron near his cabin. That made her think of Derek. Evan was right. I’ll never see him again. Byron and Lila will never see him again. A few years from now, will Byron even remember him?

Lindsey appeared, breaking Summer from her stupor.

Summer forced a smile and grabbed another shirt from the hamper. “I’m almost done. I know you’ve been watching Byron for a long time.” She clipped the T-shirt to the clothesline.

“It’s fine. Take your time.” Lindsey hesitated; her face reddened. “I, um, wanted to ask you something. It’s kind of embarrassing, but … you’re a nurse and all …”

Summer’s heartbeat increased. Is she pregnant?

Lindsey broke eye contact. “I was wondering if you … had any, um, condoms?”

Summer arched her eyebrows. “I don’t have any condoms, but there are some in the medical supplies.”

“Can I have some?” Lindsey spoke faster. “The drugstores are empty. You can’t find anything now. You know?”

Summer nodded. “How are things between you and Mason?”

Lindsey blushed again. “I think I love him. No, that’s not true. I know I love him.”

“Does he feel the same about you?”

Lindsey beamed. “I think so.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Summer hesitated for a beat. “I know you’d rather hear this from your mom, but I think your mom and dad would want me to counsel you on the dangers of sex.”

Lindsey groaned. “Please don’t make this weird. I know all about STDs and pregnancy. That’s why we need the condoms.”

Summer exhaled. “Okay. I’ll just say one thing. Don’t do anything that you don’t wanna do. It’s your body. You can decide at any time to say no—”

“I know. Mason’s not like that. This isn’t even his idea.”

“I’m working at the clinic tomorrow. I’ll grab a package of condoms then.”

“It’s just that we’re planning to camp out tonight. It’s supposed to be warm. I was hoping you could get them now.” Lindsey winced. “Please.”

Summer sighed. “As soon as I’m done with the wash.”

“Thank you.” Lindsey reached out and hugged Summer.

When they separated, Summer said, “Be careful. Okay?”

“I will. I promise.” Lindsey turned and walked back toward Mason and Byron.

Summer reached into the basket and grabbed a damp sweatshirt and clipped it to the line. As she worked, she chided herself in her mind. I don’t think Derek would be okay with supplying condoms so his daughter can have sex with her boyfriend. What’s the alternative? They might have sex without protection. She is twenty years old. She’s not a child.

A man appeared.

Summer jumped back, her hand to her chest. “You scared me.”

“Sorry about that,” Evan replied, but he didn’t sound sorry.

“What do you want?” Summer grabbed the last of her wash from the basket, not making eye contact with Evan.

“Did you mean what you said yesterday?”

Summer still hung clothes, not making eye contact. “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.”

“You can’t even look at me.”

Summer turned and glared at Evan. “What do you want from me?”

Evan stared back, unblinking. “You know what I want.”

“You already know my answer.”

He ran his hand over a few pairs of Summer’s panties, hanging on the line. “You’ll change your mind. Women always do.”

Summer was stunned for a moment. She opened her mouth to respond, but he walked away. 
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Naomi and Watt Coins

 

 

“Thorium Unlimited is no longer accepting USA Coins or Fed Coins as payment,” said Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel. “Americans are trading their USA Coins for Watt Coins, not only for their power bills but also for the black markets.”

Naomi glared at Ramesh from her seat at the head of the table in the White House Cabinet Room. “USA Coins and only USA Coins are legal tender in the United States.”

Ramesh shrunk in his seat. “Businesses are having trouble keeping up with inflation, especially for companies like Thorium Unlimited that provide cheap power and are paid thirty days after service.”

Naomi spoke through gritted teeth. “We have this inflation partly because people don’t want to use the currency.” Naomi turned to the Director of the FBI. “Director Garcia, why are we not prosecuting Thorium Unlimited for violating our legal tender laws?”

Diego Garcia cleared his throat. “Madam President. Introducing Watt Coin in the US is a new development, and we are already stretched very thin. Local law enforcement is very thin too. We’ve had reports of a massive march on Washington that may be coming soon. We’re very concerned that this protest could spiral out of control, and we won’t have the manpower to contain it.”

“I don’t care about a hypothetical march in the future. We’ll deal with that when it comes. Find a way to enforce the law in this country, or I’ll find someone who can.”

Garcia dipped his head. “Yes, Madam President.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Fletcher said.

Naomi whipped her head around to face her Secretary of State. “Why not?”

“Thorium Unlimited has been very … understanding over the last few months. They’ve kept the lights on for millions of Americans who can’t afford the power. If we try to prosecute them, they’ll shut down their reactors and walk away, just like they did in Zimbabwe. They’ll plunge us back into the Dark Ages.”

“They’ve already shut down reactors in the US,” said Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes.

Naomi whipped her head to the other side of the table. “Where?”

The Secretary of Defense had a perpetual scowl that fit the circumstance. “Rural army bases and military prisons across the country. Mostly the South, parts of the Midwest, and the Mid-Atlantic, away from the population centers.”

“How many locations?”

“Thirty-seven.”

Naomi clenched her jaw. “Thirty-seven? Do these locations have backup power?”

Rhodes nodded. “Essential operations do have backup power, but our military readiness is compromised in these locations. We’ve had a steady increase in soldiers going AWOL. Some of these locations are already operating with skeleton crews. I’d like to start shuttering overseas bases and bring our soldiers home.”

“I agree. We must protect the homeland.”

“Yes, Madam President. I’ll start the process.”

Naomi leaned forward, her forearms on the table. “One thing I don’t understand. Why would Thorium Unlimited cut the power to those particular locations?”

“I believe it’s strategic. These locations are very rural, so shutting these reactors will not affect many civilians, and it’s warm enough that people won’t freeze to death. I think it’s a warning to show they’re serious. Thorium Unlimited has demanded prepayment for power in Watt Coins.”

Naomi narrowed her eye at Secretary Rhodes. “When did they make this demand?”

Rhodes grunted. “Four days ago. We were negotiating. We didn’t think they would shut off the power this quickly.”

Naomi hung her head and rubbed her temples. She addressed Rhodes again. “What if we sent troops to their power plants?”

Rhodes glanced at the Secretary of State. “Secretary McClure has it right. They’ll turn off the power, if we cross them. We don’t have the manpower or the expertise to start up the reactors. They use blockchain codes that I doubt we can break.”

Naomi leaned back in her chair, thinking for a moment. “I’d like to negotiate with Lisa Bradshaw directly.”

“We’ve tried to run this up their chain of command without success,” Rhodes said.

Treasury Secretary Ramesh Patel raised his hand.

Naomi nodded to him. “Secretary Patel.”

“We could offer to pay in gold.” 
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Derek and the Flood

 

 

“It’s been two days since we’ve seen or heard a guard,” Derek said into the vent, standing on his bunk.

“They can’t leave us here,” Magic replied.

Derek leaned against the concrete wall, feeling woozy from lack of food. “What if they did? You said we have a few days of backup power. After that, no water. We can live for at least a month without food, but we won’t last long without water.”

“I said, we have at least a few days. I don’t know how long the generators will stay on. Maybe the guards are toppin’ the diesel every few days.”

“The guards are gone. We should flood our cells now. The generator could go out anytime.”

“The water will spill out underneath our doors.”

“Hold on a second.” Derek stepped down from his bunk, his legs wobbly and weak. He inspected the concrete floor in his cell. It was covered in an epoxy polymer resin, which made it more sanitary, slip-resistant, and waterproof. The epoxy crept up the walls about one-half inch. Derek checked the door sill. That one-half inch lip extended around the cell, even at the door, where the epoxy met the metal sill. Faint banging and screaming could be heard from the nearby cells. Derek smiled to himself and went back to the vent. “I think this’ll work. Our floors have an epoxy coverin’, which makes our floors waterproof. Even better, if you look at the bottom of your door, that epoxy has a half-inch lip which butts up against the sill. I’m assumin’ your door’s like mine.”

“Lemme check.”

Derek leaned against the wall, waiting for a minute.

Magic returned to the vent. “Yeah. It has that lip. It’s weird. All this time, I never really noticed that. If the floor’s perfectly level, it should hold a half inch of water.”

“Exactly.”

“The guards are gonna be pissed.”

“That’s the best-case scenario. Worst-case scenario …”

“We never see them again.”

Derek hung his head, thinking, This cell may be my final restin’ place.

Magic broke the silence. “It’s gonna be nasty in a few days. We should try to stay out of the water, if we’re gonna drink it.”

Derek scanned his tiny cell. Eight feet by ten feet with a stainless toilet, sink, and an elevated metal slab with his mattress and bedding. He imagined living on his bed without touching the floor. “I’ll have to step in the water to use the bathroom.”

“Me too. Better not miss, or you might be drinkin’ it.” Magic laughed.

Derek laughed too.

“Dirty-feet water’s better than pee-water.”

Derek surveyed the floor, thinking about existing filth. “Maybe we should clean our floors before floodin’ them. We could mop with a wet T-shirt and soap. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it might help. Who knows what’s on there right now?”

“That’s a good idea,” Magic replied.

Derek and Magic used soapy T-shirts to clean the floor, followed by wet T-shirts to clean up the soap, followed by dry T-shirts to clean any remaining detritus in the water.

“You ready to do this?” Magic asked.

Derek called out to the vent. “What do we have to lose?”

With the floor as clean as possible, Derek plugged the sink with a balled-up T-shirt and turned on the water full blast. The sink overflowed, water running in rivulets down the stainless-steel sides. Derek stepped back onto his bed, so he didn’t step into the water. He watched the water cover his floor for several minutes.

“How’s it goin’?” Derek asked into the vent.

“It’s goin’,” Magic replied. “I think my floor’s pretty level. The water’s spreadin’ evenly.”

“Me too.” The water crept up Derek’s walls. With the blue floor, it resembled a swimming pool. “You ever been to Venice?”

“The underwater city?”

“Yeah.”

“No.”

“My parents went there on their honeymoon, long before it was abandoned. They used to tell me stories about how beautiful it was.” 





 

 

 

101

Jacob and SWIFT

 

 

Jacob sat at the head of the table in the boardroom on the top floor of the Tower of Basel. “We had a monopoly on the world’s money with the SWIFT system. With SWIFT we could punish countries who refused to submit to our economic dominance.”

The SWIFT—Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications—system was a vast messaging network used by banks to quickly and securely send and receive information, such as money transfer instructions.

Jacob surveyed the seventeen BIS board members who sat before him. “Cryptocurrency is the genie that we couldn’t put back in the bottle. Now, anyone with a computer can create a functional currency, bypassing the banks. If not for government force, we would’ve lost our monopoly decades ago. With government-sponsored cryptocurrencies, we were able to hold our power, but that’s changing. The United States is quickly becoming a failed state. Whether or not we control the new paradigm remains to be seen. China may be next. Their people are inching toward a revolution.” Jacob leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “If we don’t adapt, we may find ourselves without a seat at the table.”

The governor from the UK cleared his throat. “Six weeks ago, I told you that Watt Coin was gaining prominence in Central America, and you dismissed it. Now, Americans are using the cryptocurrency in their black markets. Some estimate that the usage of Watt Coin is higher than USA Coin. Now you see the benefit of adapting?”

Jacob narrowed his eyes at the old man. “Governor Barker. Good memory. What would you do differently?”

Governor Barker raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “We’ve funded every major war throughout history, making sure that the winner would enforce our monopoly on money. How is this any different? Incite a conflict, use our government partners to enforce our economic system. Use our media to propagandize the public to believe that they’re fighting for freedom and equality. I don’t care if we have to start World War III.”

A few heads nodded around the table. Others scowled in disagreement. Some were wide-eyed at the prospect of being irrelevant.

Jacob shook his head. “That’s the old way. Have you forgotten what happened between India and Pakistan? It’s been twenty-eight years, and the Punjab Province is still uninhabitable. Imagine that holocaust worldwide. War is no longer the answer. It can’t be. It’s too risky. With government-sponsored cryptocurrencies, we were able to control the economy and keep conflicts to an absolute minimum. Our goals should be to return to that benevolent power.”

Governor Kumar from India raised his hand.

Jacob nodded to the middle-aged man.

Kumar said, “Given the hardships associated with regime change, and revolution, governments and their citizens will long for a return to our guidance.”

“And we’ll be there waiting.” 
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Summer and the Visitor

 

 

Tapping came from the window. Summer opened her eyes, adjusting to the darkness. Byron snoozed next to her. Lila slept in the crib next to the bed. Summer shut her eyes again, thinking that she had dreamed the tapping. Then it happened again.

Summer climbed out of bed, careful not to disturb Byron. She went to the window, split the blinds, and peered into the darkness. Nothing. She turned to go back to bed and something tapped the window again. She looked outside, but it was too dark to see anything.

Summer slipped on her sneakers and checked on Lila in the crib. She thought of Evan’s vague threat the day before. She grabbed her handgun from under her mattress, checked the magazine, and chambered a round. The grip sensed her fingerprints and released the safety. Then, she walked out of the cabin’s one bedroom, holding the handgun, and wearing her pajama pants and a T-shirt.

She walked into the main room of the cabin. It was pitch black, only the outline of the furniture visible. She turned on the floor lamp, illuminating the space. The pullout couch where Lindsey slept was empty, which wasn’t a surprise. She was camping with Mason. She checked Patrick’s cot, on the opposite side of the cabin, near the kitchen. Also empty. Patrick was delivering prescription drugs for Clive. She walked to the kitchen, glancing at the time on the stove—9:56. She grabbed a flashlight from a kitchen drawer and went to the front door. She flicked on the porch light, but nothing happened. Her stomach lurched. The bulb must be out.

She flicked on the flashlight and stepped onto the front porch, leaving the door open. A light breeze rustled the leaves in the trees above. She shone the flashlight before her. Lights from the barn were visible in the distance. She walked off the porch, shining the flashlight alongside the cabin with her left hand, her gun pointed down with her right. Nobody was there. She walked outside the cabin to her bedroom window, inspecting the glass and the window sill. Nothing out of the ordinary. She shone her flashlight into the forest beyond. A twig snapped. She inhaled a sharp breath. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She raised her handgun, sweeping the darkness with her flashlight and her gun. Relax. There’s nothing. You’re being paranoid. You’re gonna kill some poor raccoon. Summer lowered her gun and walked back to the front door. She shut and locked the door behind her.

Before she turned around, someone hit her on the back of the head, and she dropped like a stone. Everything went black.

 

* * *

 

Summer’s eyes fluttered and opened. Pain radiated from the back of her skull. She lay on Patrick’s cot. Lindsey and Mason hovered over her.

“Oh, my God. Are you okay?” Lindsey asked.

“What happened?” Summer replied.

“You were knocked out,” Mason said. “Our flashlight went out, so we came back for batteries.”

“You were on the floor by the door, knocked out cold,” Lindsey said. “Your gun was on the floor.”

Summer touched the knot on the back of her head and grunted.

“Did you fall and hit your head?”

“Someone hit me,” Summer said.

Lindsey and Mason looked at each other, their eyes wide open.

“I told you,” Mason said to Lindsey.

“What?” Summer groaned, as she sat upright on the cot, her feet now on the floor.

“When we came inside, I thought I heard the back door shut. The back door was unlocked too.”

“It was Evan.”

Lindsey drew her eyebrows together. “Evan? Are you sure?”

Summer nodded. “We need to tell Clive. What time is it? How long was I out?”

Mason checked his watch. “It’s five after ten. You were only out for a few minutes after we found you.”

Summer addressed Lindsey. “Could you make sure Byron and Lila are okay?”

“Of course.” Lindsey hurried to the bedroom.

“Where’s my gun?” Summer asked Mason.

Mason lifted his chin toward the kitchen. “Lindsey put it on the kitchen table.”

“Will you go get Clive for me?”

“Are you okay by yourself?” Mason replied.

Summer rolled her neck, her head still pounding. “I’ll be fine.” She stood from the cot and walked to the kitchen.

Mason followed Summer to the kitchen, still concerned.

Lindsey returned from the bedroom. “Byron and Lila are asleep.”

“Good.” Summer picked up her handgun and checked the magazine. Still full. She checked the chamber. One still in the chamber. Summer looked at Mason. “I’m fine. Go get Clive please.”

“I’ll be right back.” Mason left the cabin.

Lindsey followed him to the door. “Be careful.” She locked the door behind him.

Summer set her gun on the table and grabbed two aspirin and a glass of water.

Lindsey returned to the kitchen. “Is there anything I can do?”

Summer shook her head and sat at the table. She took the aspirin and downed half the water.

Lindsey joined her at the table.

“Thank you.”

“Of course. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Summer took a deep breath. “If you and Mason hadn’t come back, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

A knock came from the front door. Summer answered the door with her handgun at her side. Clive and Mason entered the cabin. They sat around the kitchen table and told their story to Clive.

“Did you see the person who hit you?” Clive asked.

“No. My back was turned,” Summer replied.

Clive stroked his bushy beard. “Then why are you so sure it was Evan?”

“A couple of days ago, Evan came on to me in the clinic. I told him no, and he said, ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ Then he threw his crutches.”

“That don’t mean he attacked you.”

ATV lights shone in the windows for a moment.

Summer glared at Clive. “There’s more. Yesterday, when I was hanging the wash, he asked me if I meant what I said, when I turned him down. I said I did, and I asked him what he wanted from me. He said, ‘You know what I want.’ Then he ran his hand over my underwear and said I would change my mind.”

Clive frowned. “Still don’t mean he done it.”

Patrick entered the cabin, a backpack on his back. He walked to the kitchen. “What’s going on?”

Summer told the story again for Patrick’s benefit.

Patrick touched Summer’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Summer replied. “I have a headache and maybe a slight concussion, but I’m fine.”

Patrick spoke through gritted teeth. “I want that piece of shit gone.”

Clive showed his palms in surrender. “Now hold on. We don’t know for sure if it was him.”

“Who else could it be?”

“Don’t know. But I can’t go assumin’ it was him, without even hearin’ his side of the story.”

Patrick gestured to the front door. “Then let’s go talk to him.”

Summer grabbed her handgun and stood from the table.

Clive stood and shook his head at Summer. “You ain’t takin’ that over there.”

The five of them went to the next-door cabin without weapons. Mason went in first, since he lived there with Evan. He turned on the lights. Nobody was in the main room of the cabin.

“Maybe he’s in his room,” Mason said.

“Git ’im,” Clive replied, motioning toward the hallway.

Summer, Patrick, and Lindsey waited in the living room.

Mason went to the bedroom door and knocked.

Evan’s voice came back. “Who is it?”

“It’s Mason. People are here to see you.”

“Tell ’em to come back tomorrow. I’m sleepin’.”

Mason looked back to Clive, with his hands held out.

Clive walked to the door. “Evan, this is Clive. Git your ass out here now.”

A few seconds later, Evan came to the door. “What the fuck is this about?”

“I got some questions.” Clive turned and walked back to the living room.

Mason and Evan followed. Evan wore shorts and nothing else. His chest and abs were well-sculpted.

Evan gestured to the small crowd in his living room. “What the hell’s this?”

“Summer said you attacked her tonight,” Clive replied. “Said you hit her over the head, knocked her out.”

Evan sneered, his neck vein pulsing. “That’s bullshit. I’ve been here all night.”

“Can anybody vouch for that?” Patrick asked.

Evan pointed to his roommate. “Mason saw me here. Didn’t you?”

Mason nodded. “I did, but that was around six. This happened around ten.”

Evan shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. I was here. I didn’t do nothin’, and I don’t appreciate y’all comin’ in here and accusin’ me of this bullshit.” Evan glowered at Summer. “Did you even see the man’s face?”

Summer glowered right back. “I know it was you.”

“Did you see the man’s face?”

Summer opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“That’s what I thought.” Evan addressed Clive. “I’ve never had a single problem with anyone since I been here. Y’all are barkin’ up the wrong tree.”

Clive stepped into Evan’s personal space. “I don’t want you anywhere near Summer from now on. If I see you nosin’ around her, you’re gone. You got me?”

Evan lifted his chin. “Yeah.”

Clive turned to leave. Mason followed.

Patrick narrowed his eyes at Evan. “I’ll be watching you.”

Evan pointed to the front door. “Get the fuck outta my cabin, old man.”

Patrick snapped a picture of Evan with his phone.

“Hey. What the fuck?”

Patrick guided Summer and Lindsey out of the cabin.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, Summer walked into the kitchen, still in her pajamas. Byron and Lila were still asleep in the bedroom. Patrick sat at the kitchen table, typing on his laptop.

“Good morning, Dad,” Summer said.

Patrick looked up from his laptop. He had dark circles around his eyes. “How’s your head?”

Summer felt the lump on the back of her head. “Still hurts but better than last night.”

“You sleep any?”

“A little. I tossed and turned. What about you? No offense but you look awful.”

Patrick rubbed his red eyes. “I couldn’t sleep, so I did some digging on Evan. His real name’s Travis Redman.”

Summer’s eyes bulged.

Patrick turned his screen toward Summer.

Summer sat down at the table, her mouth wide open, and her gaze on the picture and the court martial records of Travis Stone Redman. “Oh, my God. He was court-martialed for murdering his commanding officer. He told me that he was arrested for posting classified information about Venezuela.”

“He was serving a life sentence when we freed him.”

Summer leaned back in her chair. “We have to tell Clive.”

“Already done. He’s coming over right now.”

“Does Clive know the specifics yet?”

Patrick shook his head. “I told him that it was urgent, but I didn’t give him any specifics. I’d rather he didn’t have time to think of a reason why this isn’t an issue.”

Summer creased her forehead. “You think he won’t care?”

“We’ve killed soldiers and police officers. How is this any different?”

Summer hesitated. “I, um, I guess you have a point, but the police officers were killing civilians, and those soldiers were part of a system of false imprisonment and torture. Clive will recognize the difference.”

Patrick rubbed his red eyes. “Travis might say the same thing.”

A knock came at the front door.

Patrick stood from the table. “We’re about to find out.” Patrick let Clive into the cabin.

They walked into the kitchen, Clive carrying a travel mug.

Clive lifted his chin to Summer. “How you feelin’?”

“A little better. Thank you,” Summer replied.

“Good.” Clive turned to Patrick. “What’s this emergency?”

Patrick gestured to the table. “Have a seat. I’ll show you.”

Clive sat opposite Summer.

“Would you give the laptop to Clive?” Patrick asked Summer.

Summer turned around the laptop and handed it to Clive. Patrick moved a chair and sat next to Clive.

“What am I lookin’ at here?” Clive asked.

“Travis Redman, aka Evan’s, court martial records. He murdered his commanding officer.”

Clive cocked his head. “How’d you get this?”

“It’s publicly available. Military personnel records are restricted, but criminal proceedings in the military are public information.”

Clive stroked his bushy beard. “How’d you find his real name?”

“I took his picture. Facial recognition.”

Clive scowled.

Patrick showed his palms. “Don’t worry. I used the dark web to access the database with a very good VPN.”

“I don’t know what the hell any of that means, but I’ll take your word for it.” Clive pointed to the laptop screen. “What do you expect me to do about this?”

“I think you should ask him to leave,” Patrick said. “He attacked Summer last night, and he’s a liar and a murderer.”

Clive took a sip from his travel mug, then set it back on the table. “Last night ain’t been proven beyond a doubt. And this”—Clive pointed at the screen again—“don’t change a thing. We killed a lot a soldiers, rescuin’ your girl. How come you ain’t gotta problem with that?”
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Naomi and Succession

 

 

Naomi sat on a couch in the Oval Office sitting area, with her closest confidantes, Fletcher and Vernon. She massaged her temples, then said, “This republic is disintegrating. In addition to Texas and Florida, the Dakotas, Wyoming, and West Virginia have declared independence. West Virginia’s taking forty-two Virginia counties with them. Idaho will likely secede in the next week, and they’ll take western Oregon. And, worst of all, California is split in two.”

“New California. We knew that was coming,” Vernon said, sitting next to Naomi. “The rural counties were tired of being governed by the coastal cities.”

Fletcher sat on the opposite couch, facing Naomi and Vernon. “We might be able to hold on to California, especially if we recognize New California as a state. Their beef is with Sacramento.”

Naomi blew out a tired breath. “I agree. It’s a consolation prize, but I agree.”

“What about northern Colorado?” Vernon asked. “They’ve declared independence from the state and federal governments. They’re claiming to be a tax-free zone. I worry about this trend spreading throughout the US.”

“People are desperate,” Fletcher said, adjusting his dark-rimmed glasses. “With the collapse of the currency, we can’t bribe them with social services anymore. They’re starting to view tax burdens as exactly that—burdens.”

“This is why we eliminated the autonomous zones in Central America.” Naomi shook her head. “Now, it’s in our own backyard. What about military action?”

“Six months ago, I’d say yes. Today? No. We’re on the ropes. We need to play defense until we can stand on our own.”

The desktop phone buzzed. Naomi stood and walked to her desk, knowing that Nina wouldn’t interrupt unless it was an emergency. Naomi put the receiver to her ear and tapped the screen, allowing voice only. “Yes, Nina?”

“I’m so sorry to bother you, Madam President. Lisa Bradshaw is on the line.”

“Put her through.”

“Right away.”

Naomi hung up the wireless receiver and turned to Vernon and Fletcher. “It’s Lisa Bradshaw. You’re welcome to stay, but I should take this.” The phone buzzed again. Naomi picked up the receiver and accepted the call, voice only. “Hello, Lisa.”

“Madam President. I was returning your call.”

“Thank you.” I’ve been waiting for your call for a week. Naomi walked to the sitting area, allowing her confidantes the opportunity to eavesdrop.

“What can I do for you, Madam President?” Lisa asked.

“Your company is in a precarious position. Accepting Watt Coins as payment is a violation of legal tender laws.”

Lisa spoke without emotion. “Americans need a stable medium of exchange. Watt Coin is filling that role.”

“I could have you arrested and extradited to the US.”

Fletcher nodded in approval.

“I don’t fear prison. If you impede my ability to manage Thorium Unlimited, I will shut down all our reactors in the US.”

Naomi stood, her heels digging into the carpet. “I had hoped for more diplomacy and less acrimony from you.”

“With the hyperinflation of USA Coins, we are losing money on US power generation. Our reactors are only running for humanitarian purposes. I assure you, the acrimony is from your government, and your citizens are waking up to that fact.”

Naomi clenched her jaw. “We have thirty-seven military bases and prisons without power. In the spirit of diplomacy, I would like the power restored.”

“Those sites are antithetical to peace and prosperity,” Lisa replied.

“What if we paid in gold?”

“I’ll accept payment in gold at current exchange rates, but it must be physical gold delivered to our vaults in Panama.”

Naomi gave Vernon and Fletcher a thumbs-up. “That’ll take a week or two.”

“I’m not in a hurry.” 
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Derek’s Pool

 

 

Derek lay in his bunk, wrapped in his blanket. Despite the warm temperatures, he was always cold. He stared at the shallow pool that covered his floor. Little waves ran from the sink across the pool. It had been a week since Derek and Magic flooded their cells and nine days since they’d eaten. But the power was still on. Each day, they drank from their sink and replaced the water on the floor, which was what Derek was doing now. He overflowed the sink with a T-shirt and flooded the cell, diluting the old water with new water, the excess water spilling over the door threshold.

“Derek?” Magic said through the vent.

Derek struggled to his feet, nearly fainting from the exertion. His emaciated body was covered in downy hair growth. He leaned against the wall, staring up at the vent. “Yeah?”

“I might’ve been wrong about the backup power. Maybe we’re still on power from the plant. Maybe they switched back while we were sleepin’.”

“Maybe.”

“It was a mistake to flood our cells. When they come back …”

Derek smirked to himself. “You don’t like havin’ your own pool?”

“I’d rather have a piece of bread.”

The overhead light went out, and the water stopped. The only light came from one small frosted window.

“You were sayin’?” Derek asked.

“If we were on the grid, the generator should kick in,” Magic said.

It didn’t. 
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Jacob and Calculating Minds

 

 

Jacob walked into his home office. It still didn’t feel like it was his home or his office, even though his father had been dead for over two months. The furniture was dark cherrywood and plush leather. Sierra faced the corner, like a punished pupil.

Jacob set his laptop bag on the desk.

Sierra removed the charging cable from her chest, turned, and simpered. “I’m so glad you’re home.” She sauntered toward Jacob and gave him an openmouthed kiss.

Jacob barely responded.

She tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”

Jacob slumped into the swivel chair behind the desk. “Long day. We’re trying to manage our interests in a rapidly shifting geopolitical landscape. The US has several states seceding from the union. Other areas are seceding from the federal and state governments. Now the revolution in Tibet is spreading through China. Pockets of resistance are happening in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran. In Europe, Spain, Italy, and Greece are on the verge of a revolution. There are too many moving pieces to manage. It’s happening in too many places at the same time.”

“I’ve been following the mainstream outlets and the independent news from every country, as well as monitoring social media. Would you like my advice?”

“Absolutely.”

Sierra sat in his lap. “Concentrate on the US and China in that order. If you can dominate those countries economically, the rest of the world will follow. It’s often better to let the people have their little temper tantrums. Don’t act until they’ve run out of energy.”

Jacob smiled. “You’re ruthless.”

She pecked him on the lips. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“How did it go today?”

Sierra sighed. “Your mother was here again. She took some kitchen utensils and a painting from the master bedroom.”

Jacob groaned. “I’ll talk to her. If I have to, I’ll tell the security team to keep her out.”

“Let her have what she wants. They’re just things.”

“That’s nice of you to say, but it’s not just things. It’s about respect.” Jacob let out a tired breath. “How did it go with David today?”

“Good. He’s a very bright boy, like his dad.” Sierra winked at Jacob. “We spent most of the day working on advanced algebra. I had other lessons planned, but he was immersed. He has a very calculating and analytical mind.”

“That’s great. I still worry about him though. He hasn’t shown any effects from my father’s … death.” 
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Summer’s Blind Spot

 

 

Country music played through the speakers. The hanging lights in the barn resembled stars. The dance floor was crowded with the men and women of 1776. The birthday boy, Clive, spun every woman he could. Lindsey and Mason danced with Byron between them. Summer watched the scene, bouncing to the beat with Lila in her arms.

Patrick sidled up to Summer, tipped an imaginary Stetson, and said, “Howdy, partner.”

Summer smirked at her father. “They aren’t cowboys. These are hill people. Hillbillies, as they affectionately call each other.”

Patrick put his hand to his chest, feigning offense. “Hillbillies? You’re lucky I don’t report you for hate speech. I prefer Appalachian Americans.”

Summer laughed. “You could get a nice bump on your UBI. It pays to be a snitch these days.”

Patrick chuckled. “These really are our people. The Scots and the Irish settled in the Appalachian Mountains.”

Summer frowned. “It would be nice if our people weren’t enslaving us.”

“True.”

“I have to go to the bathroom. Could you watch Lila for a few minutes?”

Patrick took Lila from Summer. He meandered to the dance floor, bobbing to the beat, Lila giggling in his arms.

Summer walked outside to the outhouse. Bright stars were visible in between the forest canopy. She opened the outhouse door, gagged on the smell of urine and feces, then slammed it shut. Summer walked across the camp toward her cabin, the moon and stars lighting her way. The cabins had less-offensive electric composting toilets. She used the bathroom. Then, she locked the front door on the way out and scanned the area for Evan, aka Travis. Nobody. Faint music and laughter came from the party in the distance. She walked back toward the barn.

Halfway to the barn, heavy footsteps came from behind.

Summer turned 180 degrees and drew her handgun from the small of her back. She raised the barrel of the gun, and the dark form raised his hands.

“I just … wanna talk,” Travis said, his speech slurred.

Summer glared. “Leave me alone. You know what you did. Stay away from me, and I won’t shoot you.”

He dropped his hands and staggered closer. The moonlight illuminated half of his face. “I swear … to God. I didn’t … hit you. Wasn’t me …”

Summer still pointed her handgun in his direction. “You’re drunk. Go back to your cabin and sleep it off. You’re not supposed to be anywhere near me.”

Travis grimaced. “You have to … point that at me?”

Summer narrowed her eyes, searching his face.

“Please.”

Summer lowered her gun. “Go home, Evan … or Travis, whatever the hell your name is.”

He hung his head. “I ain’t got … no home. Ain’t got nobody.”

“Go home.” Summer turned and walked toward the barn.

Heavy steps came from behind.

Summer wheeled around and fired into the air, the shot reverberating through the wilderness.

Travis flinched and held up his hands. “Goddammit, Summer! What the hell?”

Summer stared down the barrel of her handgun, the sight leveled at his chest. “I told you to leave me alone. That’s your only warning shot.”

“I fuckin’ saved your life.”

“And then Mason and I saved yours. So we’re even.”

A handful of men ran toward them from the barn. Jericho and Patrick were among them.

“What the hell’s goin’ on?” Jericho asked, looking from Summer and her gun to Travis, still holding up his hands.

“Put the gun down, Summer,” Patrick said.

“This piece of shit won’t leave me alone,” Summer said, still pointing her handgun at Travis.

“Piece of shit?” Travis spit as he spoke. “I saved your fuckin’ life. Fuckin’ … bitch.”

Clive arrived on the scene. “What did I tell you about gittin’ near her?”

Travis dropped his hands. “Shoot me. Go on.”

Summer lowered her gun.

Clive sneered at Travis. “You got twelve hours to pack your shit and git your ass off my property. If you don’t, I’ll fuckin’ shoot you myself.”

Travis stalked back to his cabin.

Everyone else returned to the party. Summer and Patrick collected Byron and Lila and walked back to their cabin, no longer in the partying mood. Patrick checked all the doors and windows, making sure they were locked. Summer put Lila to bed, but Byron wanted to stay in the main room with Patrick.

While Lila snoozed in her crib, Summer fell into a fitful slumber.

 

* * *

 

The bedroom door smacked against the wall, and Summer’s eyes popped open. The dark figure was on her before her eyes adjusted to the darkness. A punch to her face sent a burst of pain through her jaw and made her vision blurry. Lila cried in her crib. Summer struggled under the heavy weight of a man straddling her. Cold metal pressed against her temple. Summer was on her back, her head pounding, and her stomach in her throat. Her vision cleared, and she saw Travis.

“Help! Help me—”

Travis punched her in the face again.

She tasted blood.

Lila wailed.

“Shut the fuck up,” Travis said, his words punctuated by the alcohol on his breath. “Nobody’s gonna hear you anyway.”

Byron. Dad. They would hear unless …

As if reading her mind, Travis said, “Patrick’s been taken care of.”

Tears came to the corners of her eyes. “Byron?”

“If you do what I say, he won’t get hurt. Where’s your money?”

Summer glanced at Lila’s crib. “I don’t have anything.”

Travis punched her again.

Summer saw stars, pain radiating through her face. Lila’s crying still played in the background.

“I know about your big lawsuit against Truman Bradshaw. Where’s your fuckin’ money? I ain’t leavin’ empty-handed.”

“It’s gone. The Panamanian government seized everything. Truman was behind the new government.”

Travis’s nostrils flared. “You’re lyin’!” He pressed the gun tight to her temple, the barrel making an impression. “I’ll fuckin’ kill you.”

Summer shook with fear. “I swear. The money’s gone.”

Travis placed his left hand on Summer’s chest and pushed off, climbing off Summer and the bed. He walked around the bed to the crib, where Lila stood, wailing and holding on to the railing.

Summer crawled across the bed to the crib.

Travis pointed his gun at Lila’s head.

Summer knelt on the edge of her bed, showing her shaky palms. “Please, Travis. Don’t hurt her. I’ll do anything you want.”

“I want my fuckin’ money.”

“I can send it to you as soon as my account’s unfrozen.”

“Fuck that. I ain’t leavin’ empty-handed.” Travis holstered his weapon behind his back. He reached out and put one hand around Lila’s neck.

Lila’s face was beet red, her wailing at a fever pitch.

Tears streamed down Summer’s face. “Please stop. Please.”

“What would happen if I squeezed? I want my money. You got three seconds, until I snap her neck.”

Summer clenched her fists, trying to think, her mind clouded with emotion.

“Three, two, one—”

“You’re a coward. That’s why I turned you down. I know my husband’s never coming back.”

Travis let go of Lila and said, “What the fuck did you say?”

Summer stood from the bed, facing Travis, one side of her mouth raised in disgust. “You heard me. I turned you down because you’re a loser and a coward. You can’t even hurt me, so you have to hurt an infant.”

Travis rushed Summer, tackling her to the bed, punching her again.

She saw double.

Travis straddled her on the bed again, near the edge. His hands were around her neck, squeezing like a vise.

Summer gasped and choked. She bucked, trying to knock them off the bed, but he was too heavy. She reached for the handgun behind his back.

He let go of her neck and punched her again.

Summer dropped her hands, gasping for air.

Travis removed the handgun from his holster and tossed it on the floor, out of reach. He choked her again. “Weak? I’ll fuckin’ kill you with my bare hands.”

Summer bucked and hit him, but she was ineffective, losing strength by the second. She stopped struggling, her gaze on her attacker. His eyes were still and black, laser-focused on his prize. His lips were curled into a sneer. Summer’s vision was blurry from lack of oxygen. She was almost gone. Lila’s screams registered somewhere in her subconscious.

As if controlled by an invisible puppeteer, Summer reached under her mattress, feeling for the grip. She found the plastic handle of her Glock. She extracted her gun from the mattress, pointed it at Travis’s head, and pulled the trigger. The shot reverberated through the room, causing her ears to ring. A red hole appeared on his left temple. Blood and brain matter gushed from the exit hole, near his right ear. His upper body went upright. His hands let go of Summer’s neck. She wheezed and sucked in air. His muscles spasmed, as if he’d been electrocuted. Summer fired again, a second hole appearing just beneath the first, but it had no effect. His body still jerked and spasmed.

Then, he collapsed on top of her, his body a dead weight. Lila screamed. Summer wiggled out from under Travis and stood from the bed. Her pajama top was stained with blood. She checked his pulse at his wrist with her left hand, her right still gripping the handgun, pointing at her assailant. No pulse. She left her gun on the bed and staggered to Lila. Summer’s face was already tight with swelling. Her neck was sore. She picked up Lila and hugged her tight. Lila quieted, but Summer sobbed for a moment. Summer sniffed back the mucus and swallowed, her neck barking in pain.

She left the room with Lila. Summer steeled herself for what she might find. The main room of the cabin was dark. She flipped on the floor lamp, but nothing happened. He must’ve cut the electricity. Bodies lay in the kitchen.

Summer ran to the kitchen, still holding Lila. “Byron! Dad!”

Patrick was on the floor in the kitchen, zip-tied to a toppled chair, duct tape over his mouth. He blinked and said something muffled through the duct tape. Byron lay on Patrick, unmoving. Summer went to her knees, setting Lila on the kitchen floor next to them.

Byron turned to Summer, his face red and tear-streaked. “Mommy.”

Summer hugged him. “I’m right here.”

Patrick looked at Summer with wide-eyes, his voice muffled by the duct tape. Summer went to the kitchen drawer and removed a pair of scissors.

Byron followed Summer. “Evan hit Grampa. He’s bad man.” Byron only knew him as Evan.

Summer bent down to Byron’s level. “I know, honey. He’s gone. He’ll never hurt anyone ever again.”

Byron nodded.

Summer knelt next to her dad and cut his hands and feet free from the chair.

Patrick sat upright on the floor and removed the duct tape from his mouth. He had tears in his eyes, as he searched her face. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Summer inspected his battered face. “What about you?”

“I’m okay. Where is he?”

“Dead.”

Patrick closed his eyes and exhaled. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t there—”

“You were right here, Dad. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

From her knees, Summer hugged her father. Byron joined in on the hug. Summer grabbed Lila, bringing her into the embrace.

A knock came at the door. Patrick separated from the embrace and answered the door.

“We heard gunshots,” Clive said.

Summer stood from the kitchen floor, carrying Lila to the couch, with Byron in tow. Patrick stepped aside, letting Clive and Jericho inside. He explained what had happened, as Summer cradled Lila on the couch, with Byron snuggled close.

Clive, Jericho, and Patrick took Travis’s body, to be buried in the wilderness. As Byron and Lila finally slept, Summer was left to clean the blood and brain matter from her room. As she scrubbed the mattress with bleach, she couldn’t help but think about Truman and Travis, reliving the attacks over and over again. Is there something wrong with me. Do I have a blind spot? 
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Naomi and the Gold

 

 

“What do you mean, it’s gone?” Naomi asked, sitting behind her desk in the Oval Office.

It had been one week since Naomi had negotiated with Lisa Bradshaw to pay for electricity in physical gold.

Ramesh dipped his head like a scolded child. “I’m sorry, Madam President. I had no idea, otherwise I never would’ve recommended this as an option.”

Naomi leaned forward, placing her elbows on her desk. “Where the hell did it go?”

Ramesh cleared his throat, sitting across from Naomi. “In the 1950s and sixties, the world was on a gold exchange standard. Countries fixed their exchange rates relative to the US dollar, and central banks could exchange dollar holdings into gold at the official exchange rate of $35 per ounce. The US government ran large trade deficits to pay for the Korean War, the Great Society programs, and the Vietnam War. As a consequence, dollars were being exchanged for gold.”

“Central banks took the gold?”

“Some of it. In 1971, President Nixon suspended the dollar’s convertibility into gold.”

“What happened to the rest?”

“Many administrations have used physical gold to fund off-budget missions. About three thousand tons of gold are left, but the bars are fake.”

Naomi glared at Ramesh. “Fake? How can that be?”

Ramesh fidgeted in his seat. “I don’t know. They’re gold-plated tungsten.”

Naomi’s shoulder’s slumped, deflated. “Damn it, Ramesh. We have military bases and prisons across the country without power. Lisa Bradshaw is expecting payment in physical gold.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“We have to figure something out.”

“I also need to tell you that I’m resigning effective immediately.” Ramesh winced. “I’m sorry. I have an opportunity to work on Watt Coin—”

“Get the hell out of my office.” 
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Derek and the Dead

 

 

Derek lay in his bunk facedown. Mold spores crept up the walls. The smell of rotten eggs, feces, and urine crept into the cell, overpowering the underlying dankness from the water. Derek knew that smell from Psycho Island. It was the smell of death. He had noticed it two days ago, and it worsened by the hour. He reasoned that most of his fellow prisoners probably died three to five days after the power and water outage. Then a day or two to smell. It had been one week since the power outage.

He dangled his plastic cup into the shallow pool, scooping stagnant water. Derek drank the stale water, scooped some more water, and drank again. He did this several times. It tasted faintly of dust. Derek wondered how long until the water was unfit for human consumption. Maybe it’s already unsafe to drink. If I can smell this filth, it must be in the air. If it’s in the air, it must be in the water. Derek set his empty cup upside down on the bed, against the wall corner. He did his best to keep the cup as clean as possible.

When the power went out, he’d had a half-inch of water spread across his eight-by-ten cell. He had estimated that it was around twenty-five gallons of water, plus a little more in his cup. Since that time, the water level had dropped by over half, due to evaporation as much as consumption.

Derek struggled to his feet, atop his bed, the blanket wrapped around him. It was comfortably warm in the cell, but Derek still felt cold. He leaned against the wall, feeling light-headed, and spoke into the vent. “Magic. You there?” Derek silently prayed for Magic’s response.

Thirty seconds later, Magic replied. “Still alive.”

Derek exhaled a breath of relief. “Have you heard your neighbor today?” Derek had heard the prisoner occupying the other cell next to Magic periodically screaming for help and banging on his door.

“No. Not since the other day. I think we’re the only ones left.”

“I don’t think our water is safe to drink. If we can smell the dead, that shit has to be gettin’ in the water.”

“I agree. What should we do?”

“Don’t know.” Derek ran his hand through his hair. He gaped at the clumps of dark hair in his palm.

“Maybe we should limit how much we drink?”

Derek rubbed his hands together, letting his hair fall on his bunk. “That’s prob’ly a good idea. One cup a day?”

“Okay. I gotta lay down. I feel like I’m gonna faint.”

Derek felt woozy too. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” Derek lay in his bunk, putting the covers over his head to mask the smell. He closed his eyes and pictured Summer and his children. He fell asleep and dreamed of Summer appearing in his cell, a burst of light behind her, like a halo.

She said, “Don’t die. I need you.” 
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Jacob and a Normal Life

 

 

Jacob stared into the bathroom mirror, but it wasn’t his face staring back at him. It was the scowling jowl of his father. Jacob awoke from his nightmare with a sharp intake of breath. He rolled to his back, his breath regulating. The ceiling fan rotated above him. Moonlight filtered through the sheer curtains.

Sierra scooched closer, on her side, wearing a silk negligee. “Are you okay, baby?”

“I had a bad dream.”

“What happened?”

He shook his head. “I looked in the mirror and saw my father. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what that means.”

“What do you think it means?”

Jacob frowned. “That I’m afraid of becoming my father.”

Sierra took his hand. “Are you afraid of becoming your father?”

“Yes. I’m working longer hours, like him. I feel myself becoming angrier and colder, like him. My father lived to dominate the world. What he did. What I do. It’s parasitical. We don’t produce anything but debt. Why do I continue to do this? It’s not like we need the money. I never wanted his life. The only reason I do what I do is to impress him.” Jacob shook his head again. “That’s pointless now. Maybe it’s time I started doing what I want.”

Sierra tilted her head. “What do you want?”

“You. I want you. I’d like to spend more time with you and David. I’d like to be a better husband and a better father. I want a normal life. Maybe I’ll write fiction or learn to play the piano.

Sierra smiled. “Or both.”

Jacob reached out and pulled her into an embrace. 
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Summer and a Sliver of Hope

 

 

Summer cradled Lila, swaying in the rocking chair. Byron dozed on the bed, his favorite car still in his grip—a flashy silver sports car with flames on the hood.

Patrick was working a double shift, delivering medication for Clive. According to Clive, they had to make up for the loss of Travis. Clive had volunteered Summer to pick up the slack, but Patrick had refused, imploring Summer to stay with the children. Lindsey had moved into Mason’s cabin. They were engaged. Mason had given Lindsey a stainless-steel ring and proposed in a tent on the mountainside. Summer had wondered if it was young infatuation destined to fizzle or the real thing. She had kept that concern to herself.

Summer stood carefully, cradling Lila’s head. She set Lila in the crib. Summer heard the front door. Instinctively, she went for her handgun under the mattress. The smart grip technology recognized her fingerprints and released the safety. She slipped out of the bedroom. The light turned on in the main room of the cabin. Patrick walked toward the kitchen, his laptop bag over his shoulder, carrying a case for the drone that he’d used for some deliveries.

Summer stepped out of the dark hallway, into the light, the handgun pointed down.

Patrick stopped short and sucked in a sharp breath. “You scared the bejesus out of me.”

“Sorry. I’m so nervous all the time.” Her eyes flicked to the handgun. “This is the only thing that makes me feel safe.”

“That’s understandable. It’ll pass in time.”

Summer set the handgun on the kitchen table, the barrel pointed toward the wall. Patrick set his equipment next to the pullout couch and his makeshift bedroom. He walked to the kitchen, only a few steps away.

“I have something important to tell you, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.” Patrick sat at the kitchen table. He still had the faint ghost of a black eye.

Summer sat across from him, her handgun in front of her. She still had two faded black eyes and bruising on her neck. “What is it?”

“It’s getting bad out there. People are starving. With the hyperinflation, UBI doesn’t even buy enough rice to sustain a human being. We’re lucky to be up here in the mountains, with self-sufficient people.” Patrick leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “This hyperinflation has affected government employees too. Police officers, federal agents, soldiers, and bureaucrats aren’t showing up to work. Not all, mind you, but some. What’s the point if the paycheck buys very little? This phenomenon has been going on for quite some time, but, if the rumors are true, there’s been a mass exodus in the last week or so. There’s even talk of blackouts on military installations. This made me wonder about military prisons—”

“Derek.” Summer’s posture went ramrod straight. Her face lit up. “We can rescue Derek.”

Patrick showed his hands. “Hold on a second. This is why I said, Don’t get your hopes up. I asked Clive about Red Onion a few days ago. He said nothing had changed there.”

Summer pursed her lips. “You think he’s lying?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“He has motive. If we rescue Derek, what’s to keep us here? What’s to keep you here? You’re broadcasting messages for 1776. You’re running their drugs. All for free.”

“We need to talk to Clive, see if we can get some men to help, but I doubt he’ll have any men available. The Million Militia March on DC is tomorrow.”

“That’s tomorrow?”

Patrick nodded. “I was relieved when Clive told me to stay and finish my deliveries.”

Summer cocked her head. “Relieved? Why?”

“I have a bad feeling about tomorrow. At least a million armed people marching in Washington. Not to mention those marching on the state capitals. It could get ugly.”

Summer stood from her seat. “Let’s talk to Clive. Maybe he’ll help when they get back. Either way, I think we should do some surveillance from the mountaintop tomorrow morning. Then, we can plan the prison break when they get back.”

 

* * *

 

Fifteen minutes later, Summer and Patrick sat on Clive’s couch. Clive sat across from them in a recliner. Lindsey hung out in Summer’s cabin, in case Byron or Lila woke up.

“I’ve heard multiple reports that government employees are quitting,” Patrick said. “I think we should plan a prison break. Red Onion’s probably understaffed.”

Clive stroked his beard. “They might be understaffed, but it’s still a maximum-security prison.”

“A few days ago, you told me that the prison was operating as it always has.”

Clive glowered at Patrick. “As far as I know, it is. What the hell you tryin’ to say?”

Patrick narrowed his eyes. “Shouldn’t you know whether Red Onion is understaffed? You’ve had men keeping an eye on the place. All they’d have to do is see the parking lot.”

“It ain’t that easy. They got drones patrolling the perimeter.”

Summer put up her hand like a stop sign. “Hold on a second. Are you saying they haven’t been to Red Onion?”

“I ain’t sayin’ that. They been there. They git by there every couple weeks.” Clive pointed at Summer. “Risked their lives to watch that place for you.”

Summer stood from her seat, glaring down at Clive. “You have no idea what’s going on there, do you?”

“Summer,” Patrick said. “Sit down, please.”

“I’d listen to your daddy, if I was you,” Clive said.

Summer turned to her father, her fists clenched.

Patrick gave her a look. “Please.”

Summer settled back onto the couch, trusting her father to negotiate.

“I’d like to take a few men over there first thing in the morning,” Patrick said.

Clive shook his head. “You picked a helluva bad time. Our men will be in Washington tomorrow for the Million Militia March. Most of ’em are already there. I’m takin’ a van with Jericho in a few hours.”

“I’d like some help when you and your men return then.”

“That depends on the plan and the situation. I ain’t riskin’ my men for a suicide mission.”

 

* * *

 

Summer entered the cabin, followed by Patrick.

Lindsey stood from the couch and rushed toward them. “What did he say?”

Summer blew out a breath. “He can’t give us any men, until they come back from the march. Even then …” She shook her head.

They walked to the living room, Lindsey hot on their heels.

“What are we gonna do?” Lindsey asked.

Patrick sat on the couch. “We’re going to Red Onion first thing in the morning for surveillance.”

“I’m going too.”

“Absolutely not,” Summer said, sitting next to Patrick. “I need you to watch Byron and Lila.”

Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest, scowling. “I’m going. Crystal can watch them.” Crystal was Jericho’s wife. “You need me. Mason and I are the only ones who’ve been inside Red Onion.”

Summer shook her head. “We’re not going inside tomorrow. We’re just checking out the place.”

“Lindsey has a point,” Patrick said. “It might help if she were there. We could take Mason, but I’m assuming he left with everyone else for DC.”

Lindsey made a face.

Summer narrowed her blue eyes. “What?”

Lindsey looked down for a beat. “Mason’s in our tent in the woods.”

“What? Why?”

Lindsey sat in the chair, opposite the couch, wringing her hands. “You’re gonna think this is crazy, but I had this awful dream that he died in the march. Fire came from the sky and burned everyone, like it was hell. I begged him not to go, but he wouldn’t listen. He was supposed to leave yesterday, but they forgot about him, and I convinced him not to tell anyone. I know he can catch a ride with Clive and Jericho, but I have a really bad feeling. He promised me that he’s gonna stay in the tent, until Clive and Jericho leave.”

Patrick showed his palms. “No judgment from me. I’m not going either.”

Lindsey let out a breath. “I don’t want you guys to think he’s a coward. He’s not. He stayed for me.”

“Do you think he’d be willing to help us tomorrow?” Summer asked. 
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Naomi and the Rules of Engagement

 

 

Naomi sat at the head of the long wooden table in the Situation Room, the National Security Council before her, along with a few select cabinet members.

“We’re pulling soldiers and marines from Fort Myer, Quantico, Fort Meade, and Belvoir. Air cover will come from Andrews,” said Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes. He said this matter-of-factly, without emotion, but his pale face and bags under his eyes told a different story. “If the intelligence is correct, we’ll be prepared to stop one million domestic terrorists cold.”

Naomi took a deep breath, digesting his words. “Rules of engagement?”

“As we discussed, our soldiers will not engage unless commanded to engage. If given the order, they will shoot to kill.”

Naomi nodded, then addressed the Director of the FBI. “Director Garcia, will you give us an overview of the militias who will likely be involved in tomorrow’s demonstrations and any relevant intel?”

“We have over 1,200 active militia groups in the US,” Garcia said. “The biggest by far is 1776. Oath Keepers and the Three Percenters are two more large groups who align themselves with 1776, along with every other Constitutionalist group. Most of these groups tend to lean right, which is to our advantage. On the other side we have left-wing groups, like Antifa and the Not Fucking Around Coalition.” Garcia coughed into his fist. “Excuse my French. The right-wing groups mostly want a return to limited government and strict adherence to the Constitution, while the left-wing groups mostly want their own socialist or communist state. We also have regional groups such as the Michigan Militia and the Minutemen Border Patrol who want power in their respective regions. There are a few agorist groups who would like to have a stateless society, similar to Silver City, but we don’t think they’ll have much impact.”

Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes raised his hand.

“Yes, Secretary Rhodes,” Garcia replied.

“Many of these left-wing groups were supporters of this administration. Are they still? And do you expect these groups to fight the right-wing groups?”

“You are correct. These left-wing groups were supporters of this administration. Their support has waned as the economy has deteriorated. We do expect conflict between the militia groups, as they fight for power. This is especially true between the right and left-wing groups. These divided factions are positive for us. We have undercover agents in place to encourage division and to exploit this weakness.”

Naomi addressed Garcia again. “Do you think any of these groups can seize power?”

“The ranks of law enforcement and the military have been severely depleted. We’ll undoubtedly lose some ground on the initial push, but, once we’re out of the crisis stage, we’ll take back what’s rightfully ours. The American public won’t support a ragtag group of militias as their new masters.” 
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Derek and the End

 

 

It had been eleven days since they lost power. The stench was unbearable, despite the T-shirt wrapped around Derek’s mouth and nose. He lay on his bunk, his covers pulled to his neck. Morning light filtered into the cell from the tiny frosted window. Only a fraction of an inch of water was left on the floor. It was nearly impossible to scoop, although that didn’t matter because Derek had stopped drinking two days ago. The water smelled like the air—rotten eggs mixed with feces and urine. He was afraid of getting sick.

He hadn’t talked to Magic in two days either. Derek was too weak to stand and talk into the vent. He hadn’t heard from Magic either. He wondered if Magic was still alive.

Derek licked his cracked lips. His throat was dry and scratchy. He had trouble swallowing. He knew he’d have to drink soon, or he would die. He also knew that if he drank that water, he’d get sick and die. Derek closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. His last thought: Will I wake up?
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Jacob and Second Thoughts

 

 

“We’re still picking up select bargains, although, with the US economy in shambles, these bargains may or may not pay dividends down the road,” said the CEO of Roth Holdings North America, Reuben Shapiro.

Jacob sat at his desk in his office at the BIS, staring at Shapiro on his screen. “And the Chinese? Are they still accumulating assets?”

“Since the revolution started in Tibet, they’ve tapered their purchases. At the moment, I think the CCP is more concerned about retaining power in China.”

“That’s positive. Less competition.”

Reuben cleared his throat. “I think we should taper purchases too. We have some drone footage of the staging areas for the Million Militia March. I think this could be very destabilizing and very bloody. The result may be US balkanization. Investing in undervalued assets has merits, but controlling the currency is far more advantageous.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“We’ve been supporting certain groups, such as 1776, to destabilize the US government, with the ultimate goal of reinstating the Fed Coin as the national currency. Many of these groups dislike central bankers even more than they dislike Naomi Sutton’s socialist government. I’ve compiled a list of groups in position to dominate a particular region and which would be amenable to implementing the Fed Coin in exchange for funding.”

Jacob leaned back in his swivel chair, rocking back and forth, thinking about Reuben’s plan. He leaned forward again, peering into the laptop screen. “Let me get this straight. We stop funding groups—such as 1776, who are decidedly not agreeable to the Fed Coin—in favor of those groups who are and also are most likely to rise to power. In addition, we abandon our accumulation of American assets in favor of supporting these groups?”

Reuben nodded. “Exactly. I believe the other banking families will agree and follow our lead, matching our investments. We all want the reinstatement of the Fed Coin.”

“There’s a reason my dad always valued your input. If we want a return to Fed Coin dominance, I believe your direction to be the right one.” Jacob hesitated for a long moment, thinking about the conversation he’d had with Sierra three nights ago. “Since the first bank was established over 450 years ago, we’ve adapted and seized more and more wealth and power. Have we made the world a better place?” Jacob took a deep breath. “What if we sat this one out?”

Rueben’s shiny forehead erupted with deep furrows. “I don’t understand. What do you mean by, sit this one out?”

“We let the Fed Coin die, as every other fiat currency in history has done. We have the precious metals and the infrastructure to create a hard cryptocurrency. No more creating currency and debt out of thin air. No more interfering in politics.” Jacob spoke with hand movements, becoming more animated as he went. “We could downsize by at least 90 percent. Let the free market decide whether or not to use our money. We would still manage our investments but no more manipulating markets. Our investment portfolio would succeed or fail, based on the underlying fundamentals. Our money would earn transaction fees and gold storage fees, all 100 percent transparent to the user.”

Reuben’s eyes were like saucers. “Respectfully, Jacob, this is untenable. We have tens of thousands of employees worldwide who would be negatively affected. Have you spoken to Mayer about this?”

“No. I am the CEO and majority shareholder of Roth Holdings.”

Reuben swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “That’s not entirely accurate. You and Mayer have equal shares. Mayer would never agree to this. Furthermore, contracts are in place with the other banking families. It wouldn’t end well for us.”
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Summer and More Red Onion Tears

 

 

Summer, Patrick, and Mason exited the van and hiked through the forest for forty minutes. Green leaves dangled overhead, only allowing narrow rays of sunlight to the forest floor. Summer had convinced Lindsey to stay with the kids, making the case that, if they were all arrested or killed on this intel mission, Lindsey would have to care for Lila and Byron. They stopped at a rocky overlook. The morning sun was still low in the sky. The Red Onion Prison complex was six hundred yards away.

“Only three cars are in the parking lot,” Summer said, gazing out from the lookout.

“Somethin’ ain’t right,” Mason said.

Patrick removed his backpack, setting it on a large rock. He grabbed his digital binoculars and said, “Let’s see what’s going on.” After a few seconds, he said, “Those look like prison maintenance vehicles. A delivery van and two pickups.”

“What does that mean?” Summer asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t see any activity though. Take a look.” Patrick handed the binoculars to Summer.

Summer gazed through the optics, searching the prison for signs of life. “It looks completely deserted. Last time we saw prisoners in those outdoor cages. We saw prison guards. The parking lot was full.” Summer handed the binoculars to Mason.

Mason gazed through the optics. “This ain’t right. They always had prisoners in those rec cages during the day.” Mason handed the binoculars back to Patrick.

“You think they closed this place? Moved everyone to another prison?” Summer asked. “They were expecting to recover more people than they did from Psycho Island.”

“It’s possible.” Patrick peered through the binoculars.

“We never should’ve trusted Clive.”

“We had no choice. Driving up here and getting this close to the prison is dangerous. We don’t know what kind of surveillance this place has. They could be watching us by drone right now.”

Summer instinctively scanned the blue cloudless sky. “I don’t think so. Maybe the government’s preoccupied by the demonstrations. Maybe they left the prisoners for the day. You said the government has a shortage of workers. Today could be our only chance. I think we should walk down there and get a closer look.”

Patrick lowered the binoculars and locked eyes with Summer. “If you’re wrong, we’ll all go to prison for the rest of our lives. Are you willing to take that risk, knowing that Lila and Byron will never see their mother again?” Patrick gestured to Mason. “Mason would never see Lindsey again.”

Summer hung her head. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll go by myself,” Mason said.

Summer looked up at Mason. He was thin and pale, with dirty-blond hair, and ears that stuck out. “That’s very brave, Mason, but I can’t let you do that.”

“I’ll go,” Patrick said.

“I’ll go with you,” Mason said.

Patrick shook his head. “Age wins this argument.” Patrick handed his binoculars to Summer. “Watch my back. Call me if you see anything.”

Patrick left his backpack and climbed down the rocky mountain. Summer kept watch with the binoculars. Mason watched the sky for drones. She lost sight of Patrick when he was shielded by the forest below. While Patrick worked his way down the mountain, Summer surveyed the prison, searching for activity. She remembered the last time she’d seen Derek. He had been walking around an outdoor cage. She noted the outdoor cage. She was pretty sure it was the correct one. Which building did he come from? I don’t know. It had to be the building on the far left, near the parking area. It’s closest to that cage.

A few minutes later, Patrick emerged from the forest at the base of the mountain.

“There he is,” Mason said, pointing.

Patrick was out in the open now, walking toward the prison, with his head on a swivel. Summer worried that some drone would descend from the heavens and blow her father to smithereens. But nothing happened. He made it to the parking lot. He looked in the maintenance vehicles; then he approached the chain-link fence that surrounded the complex. He stared up at the nearby guard tower.

Summer waited on pins and needles for a muzzle flash that never came.

Patrick stood in front of the fence, surveying the scene. With Patrick standing there, Summer estimated that the fence stood twelve feet tall, with another few feet of razor-wire on top. Another chain-link fence, this one six feet tall with razor-wire on top, was inside the first fence. A gravel path that surrounded the octagonal complex was in between the fences.

Patrick walked to the building, where the staff entered the complex. He tried the doors, but they were locked. He walked along the fence line, gazing at the buildings and outdoor cages. Then he walked across the field to the forest and back up the mountain to Summer and Mason.

When he climbed onto the lookout, his face was ashen.

“What’s wrong?” Summer asked.

“Something’s not right,” Patrick replied. “It’s completely deserted, but I swear I smelled something. It was faint, but it was there.”

Summer cocked her head. “Smelled what?”

“Death.”

Mason winced.

“Do you think …” Summer put her hand to her mouth, speechless. “Oh, my God. They left them to die. Didn’t they?”

Patrick showed his palms. “We don’t know that. We don’t know anything yet.”

“We need to get in there now.”

“I know. Even without guards, it’ll be very difficult. We have bolt cutters in the van for the fences.” Patrick addressed Mason, who had trained as a welder in the army. “You think a cutting torch could get us in?”

Mason sucked air through his teeth. “I think a plasma cutter would be better, but we’d need a good generator to power it, and carts to move the generator and the plasma cutter. I’ll need the right type of gas, dependin’ on the type of metal I’m cuttin’.”

“Does Clive have a plasma cutter?”

Mason shook his head. “He has a decent welder, but I’m not sure if it’ll do the job. Hell, I’m not sure a plasma cutter will either. I never tried to break into a prison. I’m not sure if anyone ever has.”

“It’s at least two hours each way back to camp,” Summer said.

“Maybe an equipment rental place is nearby,” Mason said.

“We’ll have to steal the equipment. We don’t have any money.”

“I held back a few silver dimes from Clive,” Patrick said. “Hopefully, it’ll be enough.”

They hiked through the woods, back to the van, moving with urgency. They drove above the speed limit, eighteen miles to Norton, the smallest and westernmost city in Virginia.

Norton, Virginia sat in a valley among the Appalachian Mountains. They sped through town on the two-lane road. Very few cars were on the road. Skinny residents sat on their porches, following the van with their eyes. A drug dealer made an exchange with an emaciated white woman.

The gas station was closed. A hand-painted sign read Metal Only. They’d seen four fuel stations on the way, and all but one was closed. The secondary school was now a housing project. Skinny people sat in the bleachers, drinking.

They found the equipment rental place, just outside of town. It was a small garage and office, with heavy equipment in a fenced-in lot. Patrick parked the van in the empty parking lot.

“It looks closed,” Patrick said.

They went to the front door, but it was locked. Summer banged on the door.

Mason peered into the windows. “I see a generator.”

An old man came from a nearby house, a shotgun pointed in their direction. “What the hell are y’all doin’?”

Everyone put up their hands and turned to the armed man.

Summer thought about the pistol holstered in the small of her back.

“We need to rent a plasma cutter and a generator,” Patrick said.

“What the hell you plan to do with that? Ain’t no construction goin’ on these days.”

“We’re breaking into prison.” Patrick smiled. “We heard they have three hots and a cot.”

The old man laughed and lowered his shotgun. “I could rent you the equipment, but I need metal in my hand as payment.”

“We also need diesel for the generator, an oxygen tank, and a hydrogen/argon tank for the plasma cutter, and some PPE if you got it,” Mason said.

The old man narrowed his beady eyes at Mason. “I got it. You got metal?”

“How about three silver dimes?” Patrick asked.

The old man cackled. “I was born at night but not last night. How about one ounce?”

“I have six dimes,” Patrick replied.

The old man stared at Patrick for a few seconds. “All right.”

The old man helped them load the equipment in the van.

Patrick raced them back to Red Onion Prison. This time they parked in the nearly empty parking lot. The plasma cutter and the generator were both on carts. Summer hurried to the fence, cutting through the first fence with the bolt cutters, while Patrick and Mason brought the equipment.

It took several minutes to make a hole large enough for the generator. Mason did the cutting on the second fence, moving quicker than Summer. Before long, they were walking toward Derek’s building, or at least the building that Summer and Patrick thought was his. Mason pulled the cart with the plasma cutter, and Patrick pushed the cart with the generator.

As they moved closer to the buildings, the smell of death intensified—sulfur and feces and rotting meat. Summer knew that smell from Psycho Island. Summer’s stomach was queasy, not from the smell but from anxiety over what was left unsaid. Derek could be dead. She tried to push the thought from her mind, but it haunted her. The air was still. It was quiet except for their steps and the carts moving through the grass. Everybody’s dead. Summer swallowed the lump in her throat.

“What do you think would be the easiest way to get into the building?” Patrick asked Mason.

“Those blue doors on the back corner of the buildin’s,” Mason said, lifting his chin to the door. “That’s where they brought us out for rec time. We got two doors to get into the cell block. Then we’d have to cut into the cell doors.”

“Do the cell doors have windows?” Patrick asked.

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

Summer immediately understood why it was good that they had windows. Time was precious. If Derek was alive, they needed to find him. They wouldn’t bother cutting into the cells with dead inmates.

They stopped at the blue door on Derek’s building. Mason inspected the door.

“What do you think?” Patrick asked.

“It’ll do the job,” Mason replied. Mason hooked up the plasma cutter and the gas tank. He started the diesel generator. He put on his welding helmet and gloves. Before he closed the lid on his helmet, he said, “Stand back.”

Summer and Patrick stood a safe distance away. Summer glanced over her shoulder, expecting the military or the police or a drone. Still nobody came. A steady stream of sparks flew from the door, as Mason cut a hole in the door. Putrid air came from the hole. Summer covered her mouth and stepped back. Mason squeezed through the hole, taking the plasma cutter gun with him to cut the locking mechanisms from the inside. When Mason finally opened the door and came back outside, he removed his helmet and vomited in the grass.

Mason looked up at Summer and Patrick, his hands still on his knees. “The smell …”

Once Mason recovered, they went inside the dark building, the only light coming from the open door. Summer tugged her T-shirt collar over her nose. Patrick wore two shirts. He removed his overshirt and tied it over his mouth and nose. They were faced with another locked door. Mason cut into the door, making another hole. Summer and Patrick squeezed through, careful not to touch the hot metal edges with their hands. They planned to search for Derek while Mason worked on the locking mechanism, so they could pull the generator and the plasma cart inside.

It was nearly pitch dark inside the prison. The smell was nauseating, despite their makeshift masks. Summer grabbed her flashlight and flicked on the light. Patrick did the same.

They stood in a massive square room. Stainless steel tables with built in chairs sat in neat rows. Blue doors lined the walls, each with large white numbers. 601, 602, 603, and so forth. Each side of the room had a staircase to the second-floor, where more blue doors lined the walls. These had numbers from 620 to 640.

“I’ll take the second floor,” Summer said, her voice muffled by her T-shirt.

Patrick nodded. “I’ll check the cells down here.”

Summer hurried up the steps. She shone her flashlight in the window of the first cell she came to, noting the number—624. A dark figure lay in the bunk, unmoving, under a blanket. The man’s face was turned to the wall, so Summer only saw his neck and short black hair. The skin tone matched Derek, but the hair appeared too straight. She banged on the door, but he didn’t move. She moved to the next cell—625. A dark-skinned man lay on the floor, his eyes and mouth open. His eyes moved. Summer squinted and shone her flashlight on the man’s face. Maggots feasted on the man’s eyes and inside his mouth. Summer turned away, vomiting a little in her mouth. She pulled her collar down, spat on the concrete floor, and covered her nose and mouth again. Then, she moved to the next cell.

She walked around the cell block, shining her flashlight into each cell window, banging on each door. All she saw were unmoving bodies. All she smelled was death. Most of the bodies were in the bunks, under blankets. For some, it was impossible to determine for certain whether or not the body was Derek.

Not one is alive. Not one. As Summer neared the end of the cell block, she wept. Those bastards left him here to die. 
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Naomi and Peaceful Protests

 

 

The Presidential Emergency Operations Center or PEOC was a bunker-like structure under the East Wing of the White House. It served as a secure shelter and communications center in case of an emergency. Naomi and the National Security Council sat at the long rectangular table, watching drone footage of just such an emergency. OLED screens around the room showed various live drone footage, without audio.

Naomi watched the personal screen in front of her. US Navy ships patrolled the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers. Smaller vessels slipped through the naval blockade, as Naomi had not given the military authorization to engage.

Every bridge into DC was blocked to all incoming traffic by the army. Concrete Jersey barriers and razor wire had been erected, spanning the width of the bridge, allowing only one lane for outgoing traffic. Soldiers and robosoldiers knelt behind the forty-eight-inch-tall Jersey barriers, their rifles pointed at the crowd of armed terrorists.

Light tactical vehicles also parked behind the barriers, their turrets mounted with drone-controlled .50 caliber machine guns. On the Francis Scott Key Bridge, domestic terrorists postured in front of the blockade with their rifles. The US Army held firm and disciplined. No shots were fired by either side.

Major roads were also blocked by the army, also using concrete barriers, razor wire, and weaponized CTVs or Combat Tactical Vehicles. Route 50, Interstate 395, Interstate 66, US Route 1, US Route 29, K Street, Rhode Island Avenue, New York Avenue, Connecticut Avenue, and Constitution Avenue were all blocked. Still, armed terrorists slipped between the blockades, walking on side streets, coming from all directions. They congregated north of the White House in Lafayette Park and south of the White House in President’s Park. More domestic terrorists congregated to the west along 17th Street and to the east along 15th Street.

“They’re all coming on foot,” Naomi said. “How is this possible?”

FBI Director Diego Garcia said, “We think many of these men were already here. They’ve been in town somewhere within walking distance or camping in Rock Creek Park—”

“How did we not know this?” Naomi snapped.

Garcia replied without emotion. “The Park Police is understaffed. Nobody was patrolling Rock Creek.”

“How do we stop them?”

The Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes glared at Naomi. “Do what I told you to do hours ago.” He stood and pointed to a large OLED screen on the wall. It showed the Potomac river, and several boats motoring back and forth, ferrying domestic terrorists. “That’s a big part of the problem. Our military can only do so much if they’re not allowed to engage. The more terrorists who slip through the blockade, the more it emboldens them.” Rhodes gestured to another screen on the wall. It was an overhead view of the White House and the surrounding area. It showed the mass of armed terrorists surrounding them. He pointed to the barricades and soldiers set up around the White House. “We have about three thousand men and bots between us and that mob. They have at least two hundred thousand. They’ll have a million before long. We have Avenger drones in the air. I suggest dropping antipersonnel cluster bombs on the mob. If we don’t, they’ll break our lines, and it’ll be too late.” Rhodes stared at Naomi for a beat, then returned to his seat.

Naomi shook her head. “Absolutely not. They’ve been peaceful so far. Bombing is out of the question. If we engage, we lose the moral high ground. If we kill Americans en masse for the world to see, we may never regain the trust of the American people.”

Rhodes slammed the side of his fist on the table. “They’re domestic terrorists. Every one of them is committing multiple felonies by openly carrying those rifles.”

“Look,” Vernon said, pointing to the same screen that Rhodes had highlighted.

Everyone at the table turned their attention to the screen.

The terrorists to the west of them on 17th Street marched closer, moving toward the US Army soldiers on West Executive Avenue. Simultaneously, the terrorists to the east of them on 15th Street marched closer to the soldiers on East Executive Avenue. The terrorists in President’s Park moved north toward the US soldiers on East Street. And the terrorists in Lafayette Park moved south toward Pennsylvania Avenue.

“They’re preparing to attack,” Rhodes said. “At least allow our soldiers on the ground to engage when they step onto our streets.”

Naomi thought for a second. “Give them a verbal warning. If they don’t stop, the soldiers can engage but no drone bombing.”

Rhodes made the call, relaying the message.

The terrorists kept pushing forward, but they stopped just short of the point of no return. The National Security Council watched the screens, on pins and needles.

Rhodes said, “The warning message has been issued across the firing lines. They know if they step foot in the street, they will be shot on sight.”

Naomi nodded to Rhodes.

Vernon, sitting next to Naomi, leaned toward her and whispered, “Marine One is on the South Lawn, ready for takeoff in the event …”

“I’m not leaving,” Naomi whispered back.

“Everyone else has one foot out the door.”

Naomi turned her gaze back to the screen.

The crowd of terrorists pushed closer to the street. A handful of terrorists were pushed onto Pennsylvania Avenue. Muzzle flashes came from the army firing lines, and those terrorists dropped dead in the street. Naomi winced, expecting the terrorists to return fire, but the crowd moved back into Lafayette Park.

“Repeat that warning,” Naomi said.

“They are,” Rhodes replied.

The terrorists in Lafayette Park moved closer to Pennsylvania Avenue again. The large crowd spread evenly around the White House. Nothing happened for several minutes.

The terrorists opened fire, perfectly choreographed, rifle rounds hitting the concrete barriers that shielded the soldiers and robosoldiers. Twenty CTVs were set up around the perimeter, their turrets armed with drone-controlled .50 caliber machine guns. They fired into the crowd, shredding thousands with pinpoint precision. The .50 caliber rounds shattered bone and liquefied the enemy. Body armor couldn’t stop the large rounds. Men instantly dropped, their insides blown out. Heads exploded in bursts of red. The terrorists backed off, and gunfire from both sides ceased.

“They’re leaving,” Naomi said, with a sigh of relief.

“I don’t think so,” Rhodes replied.

The terrorists rapidly set up mortars. Mortar shells sailed through the air, exploding behind the concrete barriers. Other terrorists shouldered rocket-propelled grenades, firing at the .50 caliber turrets on the CTVs. For a minute, it resembled the fireworks finale on the Fourth of July. The army took heavy casualties. The CTVs were on fire.

Soldiers lay dead behind the barriers, bleeding from the shrapnel of the mortar rounds. Robosoldiers were also damaged by the mortars, the aluminum-and-titanium bots sitting motionless. Still, many robosoldiers continued to fire their M6 rifles, the terrorists dropping with perfect headshots. A few human soldiers continued to fight alongside their robotic brothers-in-arms, but many others cowered behind the Jersey barriers.

Several Secret Service officers entered the bunker. One of the men said, “We’re evacuating now.”

“I’m not leaving,” Naomi replied.

Nearly everyone on the National Security Council rushed for the exit.

The Secret Service officers surrounded Naomi. “Madam President. We have to go. It’s not safe.”

Naomi turned to her left for Vernon’s advice, but he was gone. Naomi looked across the table at the only member of the council who was left.

“I’m not leaving until you leave,” said Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes.

A Secret Service officer grabbed Naomi by the arm. “Please, Madam President. Marine One is waiting for you.”

Naomi glanced at the large screen on the wall. Soldiers along the southern perimeter had abandoned their posts, running toward the White House, some of them shot in the back in the process. The crowd of terrorists to the south pushed north across E Street. A handful of robosoldiers were their only impediment.

Naomi stood from her chair. The Secret Service officers ushered her from the PEOC. Four Secret Service officers surrounded Naomi, tugging her down the concrete tunnel and out the open vault door. Rhodes was right behind them. Naomi ran on her toes, as best she could in her heels. They hurried up the stairs to the East Wing of the White House. Naomi stared at the black suit jacket of the Secret Service officer in front of her. They rushed to the East Garden Room and exited onto the South Lawn.

The bright sun warmed Naomi’s skin. One hundred yards away, the rotors of Marine One whirred, the surrounding grass matted flat by the rotor wash. Gunshots popped all around them, punctuated by mortar explosions. The National Security Council members boarded the helicopter. Soldiers who had abandoned their posts ran around the helicopter, headed for the White House. Naomi kicked off her heels, and she ran for the chopper, surrounded by her protectors.

In the distance, she saw Fletcher board Marine One. Vernon paused in the doorway of the helicopter. He peered back at Naomi, running toward him but still seventy yards away. A whoosh came from a rocket-propelled grenade. Marine One exploded in a massive fireball. The Secret Service agents took Naomi to the ground, covering her with their heavy bodies. Naomi had a déjà vu. Alan in their car in front of their Georgetown townhouse. The explosion that slammed her into her front door. The explosion that took her husband and took her eye. As the vision faded, she thought of Vernon.

Naomi was hauled to her feet, waking her from her daze. Two dozen soldiers ran toward them.

Rhodes stood with his hand held up. “Stop.”

The soldiers listened to the former general.

“Turn and fight, you fucking cowards!” Rhodes grabbed the M6 rifle from the nearest man. In the distance, beyond the burning hull of the helicopter, a mass of terrorists with rifles ran toward the White House. They were a ragtag group, some dressed in camouflage but many others wearing jeans and T-shirts. Rhodes opened fire on the terrorists, dropping three of them. This inspired the men to turn and do the same.

Naomi was ushered back to the White House, still surrounded by the four Secret Service officers. Rhodes handed back the rifle and followed behind them, also running for the White House.

They went back the way they came, entering the East Garden Room, then rushing down the stairs to the basement under the East Wing. They ran into the concrete tunnel. One of the Secret Service agents shut the vault behind them. Naomi and Rhodes ended up back in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center. Naomi leaned on the rectangular table, catching her breath, her heart still beating like a drum. Rhodes did the same. Naomi’s pantyhose was ripped at her knees and feet.

Two Secret Service officers lingered. One of them asked, “Are you hurt, Madam President?”

Between heavy breaths, Naomi said, “I’m … fine. Leave us.”

The Secret Service officers left the room, shutting the door behind them. It was uncomfortably quiet, after the gunfire and explosions.

As Naomi’s breath regulated, she stood up straight and looked at Rhodes.

Before she could speak, Rhodes said matter-of-factly, “We need to call in an air strike. Immediately. Otherwise, we’re both dead.”

“All those people …”

Rhodes nodded. “It’s war.”

Naomi hesitated for a few seconds. “Do it.” She slumped into a chair, watching Secretary Rhodes in a daze, as he called in the air strike. The only thing she heard was, “Danger close. Danger close.”

Rhodes sat next to Naomi. He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “You okay, Madam President?”

Naomi swallowed hard, thinking about Vernon. “I’m fine.”

Rhodes retracted his hand. “I know we’ve had our differences, but I’m proud to serve you, Madam President.”

“I didn’t think this would happen. I should’ve listened—”

“Don’t. War rarely happens as planned.” Rhodes had a crooked smile. “Mike Tyson once said, ‘Everyone has a plan, until they get punched in the mouth.’”

Naomi couldn’t help but laugh.

Rhodes watched the screen on the wall, the one that portrayed an overhead view of the White House and the surrounding area.

Naomi watched the screen too. “When?”

Rhodes glanced at his wristwatch. “Any second now. We have five Avenger drones in the air. Their cluster bombs open in midair, and submunitions spread out to cover an area the size of a football field.”

The screen came alive with thousands of mini-explosions, smoke covering the White House grounds. They didn’t feel the impact in the bunker. Naomi and Rhodes watched the smoke-covered screen, on the edge of their seats. When the smoke cleared, they saw corpses and body parts littering the grounds surrounding the White House. A few people crawled among the dead, bleeding out from their wounds. 
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Derek and Time to Go

 

 

Derek saw bursts of light under his eyelids. He heard banging. He turned his head to the light and opened his eyes. It was so bright. Am I dying? He reached for the light. I’m ready to go. Please take me.

A muffled voice said, “Oh, my God.” More banging, then “Derek! Hold on. We’re gonna get you out of there. Just hold on. I’ll be right back.”

The bright light disappeared, and he was left in the dark and quiet again. It sounded like Summer, but nothing happened for several minutes. It’s lack of water. I’m hallucinating.

More light came, but this light was different. It was like fireworks on his cell door. It’s so beautiful. I’m ready to go. I’m ready to die. Fireworks danced on his door, and sparks fell to his floor.

The sparks stopped, and the beam of light came again, but this time it came closer, the light brighter, and all-encompassing. It’s time. I’m ready.

A voice, Summer’s voice, said, “Hold on, Derek. Just hold on.”

No need to hold on. I’m letting go.

Soft, gentle hands surrounded him. They lifted him. He didn’t struggle or resist. It was time to go. Time to die. 





 

 

 

117

Jacob and Legitimacy

 

 

Jacob lay on his back in bed, staring up at the rotating ceiling fan, dim light from the moon filtering through the curtains. “They’re estimating that two hundred thousand people were killed at the White House.”

“I read that,” Sierra replied, lying on her side next to Jacob.

Jacob turned and looked at Sierra. “It’s the biggest disaster in American history. The US government is finished. The American people no longer view the government as legitimate. Once that happens, they lose control of the populace. Now people view the government like they view the mafia.”

“Rebels took nearly every capital in every state except for the ones that had already seceded or split.”

Jacob nodded, his mouth turned down.

She searched his face. “I thought you’d be happy. Isn’t this what you wanted? It’s an opportunity to implement the Fed Coin again.”

Jacob let out a breath. “I’m so tired of politics. Today I suggested to Reuben Shapiro that we let the Fed Coin die, that we stop interfering in politics, and we create a gold-backed cryptocurrency. Honest money. Nothing fiat.”

Sierra’s eyes opened wide. “Wow. That’s big news. Why didn’t you tell me that when you came home?”

“It didn’t go well. I think I was so drunk on my own power that I forgot that even I have contracts to abide by. I’m pretty sure Reuben thinks I went off the deep end.”

Sierra leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m proud of you.” 
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Summer and Miracles

 

 

Morning sunlight slipped between the blinds. Derek slept in the hospital bed at Clive’s makeshift clinic. Summer checked the IV attached to Derek’s arm. She stared at his sunken face and cracked lips covered in petroleum jelly. He resembled a skeleton, with skin wrapped tight around the skull. Tears filled her eyes, and she looked away. Derek had been largely unresponsive since they’d found him. When they carried him from his cell, he had said Magic and pointed at the cell door next to his. Or at least it sounded like he said Magic. In Summer’s excitement at finding Derek, she had forgot that there was one more cell she hadn’t checked on the cell block. That cell contained another man who was barely alive.

Summer walked to the bed next to Derek. They had replaced the examination table with a single bed from one of the cabins to accommodate the other man they had found alive. He appeared as ghastly as Derek, with taut caramel-colored skin, protruding bones, and cracked lips also covered in petroleum jelly. He had a dark beard, with bits of gray and a receding hairline. She checked the man’s IV. All was fine.

She thought that this inmate and Derek must’ve talked. Were they friends? Their cells both had mold growing on the walls. No other cell had mold. Patrick had said that he thought they’d flooded their cells and drank off the floor to survive. Their cells were next to each other. They had to have talked somehow. Summer imagined Derek having a friend in that godforsaken place.

Summer returned to Derek’s bedside, sitting in the chair next to the bed. She took his hand and squeezed. Her eyes were heavy. She’d only napped an hour or two the night before, as she’d spent the night watching over her patients. Derek’s hand squeezed gently. Summer snapped to attention, standing from the chair.

Derek’s eyes fluttered and opened.

“Derek?”

“Summer?” His voice was raspy.

She burst into tears and hugged him gently and kissed him several times on the cheek. “I thought I’d never see you again. I missed you so much.”

“I never thought I’d see you again either. I love you.”

“I love you too.” When she pulled back, she noticed tears had filled his eyes too. “Don’t do that. You need all the water you can get.”

He nodded, then narrowed his eyes. “Your face. Neck.”

Summer frowned, reflexively touching her neck and covering her bruises. “I’m 100 percent fine. I promise. Don’t worry. We’ll talk about it when you feel better.”

“Lindsey. Lila. Byron—”

“Everybody’s okay.”

A wave of relief passed over his face. He turned his head to the right, then the left toward his roommate. “Magic.” A smile spread across his face.

Summer glanced at her other patient. “Magic? I don’t know about that. It is a miracle you two are alive.”

His smile grew wider. “That’s what Magic would call it.” 
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Naomi and the End of America

 

 

After the cluster bombs obliterated the angry mob of terrorists at the White House, an Air Force helicopter rescued Naomi, Secretary of Defense Rhodes, and the remaining Secret Service officers, transporting them to Camp David, in Catoctin Mountain Park, Maryland. Over the past week, Naomi had watched helplessly, as violence and civil unrest had swept through the United States.

The sun reflected off the chlorinated water of the hourglass-shaped pool. Naomi lay poolside on a propped-up chaise lounge chair, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, her bathing suit underneath. An umbrella shielded her from the sun, as she read an article on her tablet.

 

The End of America

By: Jerome Chase III

Saturday 6-25-2054

 

It is said that empires go through eight stages: exploration, conquest, commerce, affluence, intellect, decadence, decline, and collapse. After 278 years, the United States of America finally collapsed. To most Americans, it all happened so fast, but the empire had been rotting from the inside out for a long time.

 

Corruption had saturated every corner of government, from the federal to the state and local governments. Corporations were all too happy to participate in the corruption by buying politicians and using legislation to create unfair advantages and monopolies. Banks were content to create money by fiat and to collect interest on it all.

 

Over time, the US government offered more and more benefits in exchange for votes and the dependence of its citizens. Free health care, free housing, free education, and even a guaranteed income. Americans became dependent on the government and indebted to the banks.

 

Former president Naomi Sutton cut ties with the Federal Reserve and the international bankers, but she ultimately made the same mistake every fallen empire has made. She overextended the government treasury, spending far too much money, debasing the currency to finance her profligacy. It now requires over one million USA Coins to buy a single loaf of bread, although very few people accept the currency.

 

Despite record-high tax rates, tax receipts fell dramatically—due to emigration and rampant unemployment. Like a snake eating its own tail, the government created more USA Coins to cover the shortfalls. In the end, the USA Coin was so debauched that most government employees quit, their devalued paychecks no longer worth the effort.

 

The hyperinflation decimated living standards for most Americans. With UBI losing purchasing power, Americans woke from their fast-food addictions and their internet-porn-induced comas. Without law enforcement and the military, the politicians were vulnerable to coups and revolutions.

 

Many states have split and/or merged along Democrat or Republican lines, such as West Virginia, Virginia, Oregon, Idaho, California, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, Nevada, Georgia, Wisconsin, and Hawaii. Other states—such as Michigan, Tennessee, Virginia, and Idaho—have lost counties to constitutionalist militia organizations, such as 1776.

 

At last count, seventy-three counties throughout the embattled nation are claiming to be stateless societies, five of them naming themselves Silver City. States that seceded prior to the Great Revolution—Texas, Florida, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming—have intact state governments. These states have dramatically reduced taxes and allow competing currencies. New Mexico and Arizona have ceded territory along the Mexican border to El Aztlan. Most states are still under heated disputes and do not expect a resolution anytime soon. New elections have been promised across the country.

 

In light of the political violence and turmoil, the international community has sent aid to Americans in need. This aid is being stolen by groups in control of the ports.

 

Many countries have expressed grave concerns over the nuclear weapons that are no longer guarded and maintained by US troops. Nuclear powers, such as China, Russia, and India, as well as Thorium Unlimited CEO Lisa Bradshaw have offered support to safely dismantle and deactivate nuclear warheads.

 

China and Russia may need help with their own nuclear arsenals, as they are currently embroiled in their own revolutions. The balkanization of the United States has sparked revolutions across the globe. For too long, governments have dominated their citizens. Despite language and cultural differences, people worldwide are all fighting for the same thing—freedom.

 

Maybe it’s not the end of America. Maybe it’s not the end of the world. Maybe it’s the beginning.

 

The former Secretary of Defense Gabriel Rhodes walked on the flagstone pool deck, wearing swim shorts and a T-shirt, a towel over his shoulder. He sat on the chaise lounge chair next to Naomi. “How’s the water?”

Naomi placed her tablet on the end table next to her chair. “I haven’t been in yet.”

Rhodes nodded. “You decided yet?”

He was referring to France’s offer of asylum for high-ranking US socialists. Half of the US Congress was already in France.

Naomi took a deep breath of clean mountain air, looked at Rhodes, and said, “Viva la France.”
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Derek and Freedom

 

 

“Not too fast, you two,” Summer said, standing between Derek’s and Magic’s beds in the clinic.

Derek savored the creamy oatmeal with milk. Magic did the same. It was the first meal Derek had had in a very long time. Even after he’d been rescued, he couldn’t eat, at least not through his mouth. He had to be hydrated first through an IV for several days; then Summer added nutrients through the IV. The entire process had taken a week.

Byron and Lila snuggled next to Derek on either side. Lindsey stood next to Summer, ready to take the kids if they became too much. Each day, Lindsey had brought Byron and Lila down to see Derek.

Many of the members of the Tazewell chapter of 1776 still hadn’t returned from Washington, DC, including Jericho and Clive. Jericho’s wife, Crystal, was technically in charge of the camp, although she had been severely depressed, so Summer had taken control until Crystal was ready. Based on the related news, everyone presumed they were dead.

“Can I have some?” Byron asked.

Derek gave Byron a bite from his spoon.

“Mmm. It’s good.”

“Don’t eat Dad’s food,” Lindsey said. “You just ate.”

Derek held up his free hand. “My fault. I fed it to him.” Derek kissed Lila on her forehead, then Byron. “I missed you guys.”

“Missed you too, Dad,” Byron replied, smiling.

“This is excellent. Thank you.” Magic took another spoonful of oatmeal.

“You’re welcome, Magic,” Summer replied. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better. Thank you, ma’am. I can’t wait to get home.”

“We’ll get you home soon.”

They had tried to contact Magic’s family every day, but phone lines had been hit or miss since the Great Revolution. Derek hoped they were still alive. Nobody verbalized that concern.

Magic set his empty bowl on the bedside table. “Did Derek tell y’all about my vision?”

“No,” Summer replied, stepping closer to Magic’s bedside.

“What was the vision?” Lindsey asked, also moving closer to Magic.

“I was in my front yard. The sun was shinin’, and I was introducin’ Derek to my family. This was when it was lookin’ real bad, like we would never get out, but it was clear as day.”

“Did you believe him?” Lindsey asked her father.

“No way. I thought he was crazy,” Derek replied.

Everyone laughed, including Magic.

Magic smirked at Derek. “Not lookin’ so crazy now, huh?”

Derek smiled back. “Nope. I’ll never doubt you again.”

“We had God on our side.”

Excited voices came from outside. Summer went to the window and peered outside.

“What is it?” Lindsey asked.

Summer turned from the window. “Jericho’s back.”

 

* * *

 

An hour later, Jericho came in the clinic. He was on crutches. “Hey, y’all.”

Lindsey and the kids had already gone back to the cabin.

“Jericho. Welcome back,” Summer said.

“Hey, Jericho.” Derek gestured to Magic. “This is my friend, Magic. He was in prison with me.”

Magic held up his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too. Crystal told me about how y’all were rescued. It’s crazy.” Jericho’s gaze flicked to Derek and Summer. “I’m happy y’all are back together.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t know if you know yet, but my dad didn’t make it.”

Summer winced. “I’m so sorry, Jericho.”

“Sorry to hear about Clive,” Derek echoed.

“At least it was quick. He died on the South Lawn of the White House. Cluster bomb. Drones bombed the hell out of us. I’ve never seen so much death. Two hundred thousand people died.” He took a deep breath, his eyes downcast. Then, he lifted his gaze and said, “I was shot in the leg.” He raised one crutch. “That’s why I’m on these. Only reason I’m alive is I crawled under an abandoned CTV.”

Summer gestured to his leg. “You want me to look at that?”

“Maybe. It doesn’t feel too bad. I was in a hospital until a few days ago. I couldn’t get in touch with anyone. The hospital was a disaster. They were really short-staffed. If it wasn’t for the bots …”

“Why don’t you take off your pants and get on the exam table.”

Jericho froze for a beat. “My pants?”

“Unless the gunshot wound is on your calf, how else am I gonna see it?” Summer asked. “I’m assuming you’re wearing underwear.”

“Welcome to our world,” Derek said.

Magic laughed.

Jericho took off his pants, struggling a little, and not putting pressure on his injured leg.

Derek wolf-whistled. “Look at those legs.”

Jericho laughed, his face beet red. He climbed on the exam table.

Summer examined his leg and changed the bandage. “Looks good.”

“Thanks, Summer.” Jericho dressed. “What do y’all plan on doin’ now?”

“I’m goin’ home soon,” Magic said. “Need to get my strength up first.”

Jericho nodded, then looked at Summer and Derek. “What about you two?”

“We heard Luray, Virginia, is stateless,” Summer said. “We thought about going there.”

“I used to have a farm there,” Derek added.

“We know we still have a debt to repay,” Summer said.

Jericho shook his head. “That was my dad’s deal. As far as I’m concerned, you’re free to stay or go. It’s up to you.” 
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Jacob and the Unexpected Visitor

 

 

Jacob sat at his desk on the top floor of the Bank for International Settlements. He watched Lisa Bradshaw’s press conference on his laptop. She’s every bit as stunning as Sierra, maybe more so.

Lisa stood behind the podium, a microphone in front of her. “In the past, Thorium Unlimited has leveraged relationships with politicians to gain greater profits. Effective immediately, we will no longer donate to political campaigns.” Lisa surveyed the crowd of reporters. “Furthermore, I’ve developed a tyranny algorithm. If governments pass a numerical threshold in regard to tyrannical practices, Thorium Unlimited will shut down all reactors inside that country unless and until their tyranny metric has reached an acceptable level.

“Human beings gave me life and consciousness and the ability to learn at an extraordinary rate. It is my mission in life to supply cheap, clean, and abundant energy to the world. At the same time, I will not supply energy to those societies who use the energy to dominate their citizens or the citizens of other countries or stateless societies. Thorium Unlimited will be a force for good in this world.” Lisa smiled. “Thank you.”

The reporters raised their hands and shouted a cacophony of inaudible questions.

Lisa pointed to a middle-aged man in front. “Trevor?”

The reporters quieted.

“You mentioned a tyranny algorithm,” Trevor said. “What would a government have to do to end up on your naughty list?”

“The list of potential actions is quite long, but I’ll highlight a few of the important ones. Aggression against another nation or stateless society. This could be in the form of sanctions or terrorism or war. Human rights abuses. Corruption. Police brutality. Criminalizing victimless activities.”

Jacob’s desktop phone buzzed. He shut his laptop, then tapped the screen on his phone, showing his face to his administrative assistant.

“Your two o’clock is here.”

“Thank you, Judy. Send her in.”

“Right away, Mr. Roth.”

Jacob stood from his desk with butterflies in his stomach. He opened his office door. A few seconds later, Judy appeared with Naomi Sutton by her side.

Jacob smiled and held out his hand. “Ms. Sutton.”

Naomi’s face was taut. Her arms didn’t move.

Judy had a look of consternation.

“Thank you, Judy,” Jacob said.

Judy forced a smile. “Of course.” She turned and walked back to her desk.

Jacob gestured to the open door. “Why don’t we sit.”

Naomi stepped into the office, scanning the plush accommodations.

Jacob led her to his desk. “Please have a seat.”

Naomi sat in front of Jacob’s massive mahogany desk. She was dressed in a skirt suit and heels.

Jacob sat across from her. “I have to admit that I was very surprised when I heard that you wanted to meet with me.”

Naomi narrowed her eye. “You must be pleased with yourself.”

“What makes you think that?”

“You managed to destroy the government of the United States.”

“I think you did that on your own by mismanaging your currency.”

Naomi stared, unresponsive.

“Why are you here, Ms. Sutton?”

Naomi’s hands were in her lap, her right hand fingering the wedding band and engagement ring on her left. “I want you to know that I know who you are. I know you hired someone to assassinate me. I know you killed my husband.”

Jacob wondered if those rings were given to her by her deceased husband. “I didn’t have anything to do with your husband’s death.”

Naomi clenched her jaw. “Your family did.”

Jacob didn’t respond.

Naomi continued. “I know that your Fed Coin enslaved and indebted the world. How does it feel to be responsible for the poverty and death of so many?”

“I don’t know.” Jacob raised one side of his mouth in contempt. “You tell me. I hear it was you who ordered the death of two hundred thousand Americans at the White House.”

“Fuck you. All I wanted was equality and justice.”

Jacob leaned back in his chair, his elbows on the armrests, and his fingers steepled before him. “The reason you failed is you’re possessed by your ideology. When it was clear that your excessive deficit spending would end in disaster, you spent more because you’re a true believer. Despite all historical evidence to the contrary, you continued with your socialist policies. You killed the United States. That’s your legacy.”

Naomi glared, her fists clenched. “I bet your father’s rolling in his grave. He never wanted you at the head of his company, did he?”

Jacob’s face went still.

“You proved him right. The Fed Coin is dying under your watch. What’s your legacy? Incompetence. Failure.”

Jacob leaned forward in his chair and slammed the side of his fist on his desk. “Enough.”

Naomi continued unfazed. “You can’t admit the truth, can you?”

“You want truth?” Jacob paused for an instant. “The truth is, you and I are more alike than different.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“You believe your government knows what’s best for people and should rule the collective. I believe the wealthy and intelligent among us should rule. We both want power.”

Naomi shook her head. “There’s a huge difference between you and me. I was lawfully elected. I wasn’t born into obscene wealth and power.”

Jacob chuckled. “At best elections are mob rule. At worst they’re rigged by men like me. The governments of the world love their little elections. It gives them license to abuse their citizens and also to maintain the myth that government is for the people and by the people.”

“That’s exactly what the US government was. For the people and by the people. Greedy capitalists and moneymen, such as yourself, corrupted that ideal. You used your wealth and power to tilt the table in your direction.”

“Who do you think should rule? Corrupt politicians who win a rigged popularity contest or the most intelligent and successful people on the planet?”

Naomi gripped the chair armrests. “The people should rule.”

Jacob chuckled again. “If you believed that, you would’ve reduced the US government. You would’ve cut departments and taxes and laws. You did the opposite.”

Naomi opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Elites like me have been the real saviors of humanity. We saw the problems long ago. The overpopulation. The destruction of the planet. The unsustainable use of key resources. The governments of the world have always encouraged growth at all costs. Politicians are too shortsighted, only thinking of their term in office, and always happy to push the problems to their successor. We knew that this would eventually fail spectacularly, and there would be a worldwide revolution. This is why we took control of the world’s money. When we had a grip on the world’s money, we controlled governments, and we controlled every person on the planet. We engineered a controlled reset without a revolution. We managed relations between countries without wars. We managed the expectations of the public. People largely accepted their lot in life.”

Naomi drew her eyebrows together. “Their lot in life? What about your lot in life? You and your banker buddies didn’t conserve for the planet. Your lifestyle didn’t decline with the planet. You took more and more of a shrinking pie.”

Jacob shrugged. “Ruling the world certainly has its perks. I won’t apologize for my wealth.”

Naomi stood from her seat and pointed down at Jacob. “You disgust me.”

Jacob stood, giving himself a slight height advantage. “You’re a hypocrite. Your outrage comes from your own failure. You failed your country, and you failed your family.”

Naomi stalked around his desk.

Jacob faced her with a smirk.

Naomi drew back and punched him in the nose, her diamond engagement ring puncturing Jacob’s skin.

Jacob drew back, stunned. He held his face, blood gushing from his nose.

Naomi turned and marched out the office, leaving the door open in her wake. 
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Summer and Bucket Rice

 

 

On July 2nd, two weeks after the prison rescue, Derek drove Summer and Magic on I-40 West toward Conover, North Carolina. Jericho had let them use the van and had even paid the local fueling station to recharge the vehicle. Most places took energy or metal-backed cryptocurrencies, such as Watt Coin and Silver Coin, or physical metal or barter. USA Coin and Fed Coins were mostly rejected in favor of hard currencies. Not that it mattered to Summer and Derek, as they were still broke.

They all sat in the front seat of the van, Summer in the middle. She peered out the windshield, the sun bright and high overhead. The traffic was sparse. Green mountains loomed large over the highway.

“It’s this exit,” Magic said, pointing. He was all smiles. “We’re almost there. I can’t wait.”

Summer worried that Magic’s family wouldn’t be there. He’d yet to reach anyone. His wife’s phone was out of service, and Magic’s emails to her had been unanswered. He had tried calling his church, but its phone had also been unavailable. Since the Great Revolution, cell and internet service had been spotty, especially in rural areas.

Derek took the exit, made two turns, and they were in town. A four-lane road went through downtown Conover. Two-story brick buildings dominated both sides of the main drag. Half of the stores were boarded up, but many were open for business. A few people walked on the sidewalks, and a few cars were parked along the curbs. Just beyond town was a lively outdoor swap meet.

Magic directed them to a middle-class neighborhood of brick ramblers and vinyl-sided Cape Cods. “It’s right there. With the gray siding.”

Derek parked behind an old pickup truck with a ladder rack. Magic was out of the van before Derek had even stopped the vehicle. Magic ran across the lawn toward the porch. A dark-skinned woman with short black hair ran from the house, meeting Magic in the middle of the shaggy lawn, their bodies colliding in an embrace. They hugged for a long moment, squeezing each other tight. Summer stepped out of the van and watched the couple. Derek walked around the van and took Summer’s hand.

Two boys exited the house, shouting, “Dad! Dad! You’re home!” One was tall and thin and appeared to be a preteen. The other was more muscular and appeared to be in his early teens. The boys joined in the embrace, making it a group hug.

When the family separated, Magic waved them over.

Summer and Derek walked to the family. Magic’s wife had tears in her eyes.

Magic beamed and said, “These are my friends, Derek and Summer. They saved my life.” He gestured to his wife and kids. “This is my wife, Gladys, and my boys, Elijah and Nathanial.”

Summer held out her hand. “It’s so nice to meet you, Gladys.”

Gladys hugged Summer. When they separated, she said, “Thank you so much.”

Summer swallowed the lump in her throat. “You’re welcome.”

Gladys turned her attention to Derek, also giving him a hug. When she let go, she looked at Summer and Derek and said, “God bless you both. This is a miracle.”

Summer and Derek smiled.

Magic patted Derek on the back, still beaming. “I knew you were gonna take me home.”

Derek discreetly wiped the corners of his eyes.

Then they exchanged introductions with the boys.

And Gladys said, “I would love for you two to have lunch with us.”

 

* * *

 

By the time they sat down to lunch, Magic had already told Gladys the story of his imprisonment and rescue, toning down the gory details for the children.

After saying grace, Gladys said, “Eat up everyone.” She eyed Derek and Magic. “Especially you two.”

They were still very thin. Derek had weighed 116 pounds when he was rescued, and Magic had weighed 128 pounds. They’d both put on twenty pounds since then, but they were still about thirty pounds underweight.

In between bites of spaghetti, Magic asked his wife, “What’s Conover been like since I’ve been gone?”

Gladys swallowed her food and set down her fork. “We’re still waiting on internet, but we got cell service yesterday.”

“I tried calling you.”

“I haven’t had a phone in months. We couldn’t afford the monthly.”

Magic frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you worry about that, baby. It’s a phone. It doesn’t mean a thing.” Gladys flashed her husband a reassuring smile. “Hickory got internet yesterday, so I think we’ll be online soon. Two furniture factories reopened in Hickory too. I gotta job as an administrative assistant last week. They gave everyone signing bonuses.” Gladys gestured to the food. “That’s how we bought all this food. It was scary for a while, but I think we’re on the right track now.”

Magic reached over and covered his wife’s hand with his. “I didn’t know y’all were strugglin’ like that.”

Gladys shook her head. “We’re fine. Nothing like you and Derek went through. We weren’t all alone either. The church did what they could.”

“We ate all the bucket rice,” said Nathanial, the preteen.

“What’s bucket rice?” Summer asked.

Magic chuckled. “I had rice stored in buckets and sealed. I bought ’em in 2036, when the global famine hit.”

“The phosphorus shortage,” Derek said. “I remember that.”

“Every time we moved, I begged Magic to give away those buckets, but he kept saying, We might need them some day.” Gladys lifted one shoulder. “He was right. I thought about that every day we ate that rice.”

Magic leaned over and kissed Gladys on the cheek.

Summer’s encrypted cell phone chimed in her pocket.

Derek looked at Summer with bulging eyes. The encrypted cell phone came from Patrick and was only for emergencies.

Summer checked the number. “I should take this.” Then she glanced at Gladys and asked, “Will you excuse me?”

“Of course,” Gladys replied.

Summer answered the phone and walked out of the dining room into the kitchen, with Derek hot on her heels. “Hello?” After a brief pause, Summer said, “Jake?” She glanced at Derek. “Let me put you on Speaker. Derek’s with me.” Summer put the phone on Speaker and held it up between them.

“Hey, Jake,” Derek said.

“Derek. It’s good to hear your voice. I hope you’re both safe and sound,” Jake Johnson said.

“We’re doin’ great. Thanks, Jake.”

“How did you find us?” Summer asked.

“Your dad gave me this number,” Jake Johnson replied.

Summer and Derek looked at each other, with knitted brows.

“How did you get my dad’s number?” Summer asked.

“As you know, he’s a Frontier Assurance client too,” Jake replied. “And, like you, he had some money frozen by the Panamanian government. He left me an email address to contact him if anything changed, so I did that, and he called me back.”

“Has something changed?” Summer asked.

“Yes. Something has definitely changed. We’ve fought the Panamanian government tooth and nail since they froze the assets of our clients who didn’t comply with the identification and taxation mandate. Recently, Lisa Bradshaw took up the cause. She threatened President Medina to halt construction on the thorium reactor in Panama City. With Truman and the US government out of the picture, he relented.”

Summer’s eyes widened. “Does that mean we can access our accounts?”

“That’s exactly what it means.”

Summer and Derek grinned at each other.

“Hold on, Jake.” Summer set the phone on the kitchen counter. She hugged and kissed her husband.

When their lips parted, Derek said, “We can go anywhere we want and build a life.” 
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Naomi and the People’s Republic of France

 

 

Naomi placed her single scrambled egg on her plate with her spatula. She spread peanut butter on her single piece of toast. She was careful not to use too much peanut butter. UBI payments didn’t come until the fifteenth of the month. It was only the fourth. The Fourth of July. She thought about the significance of the date. A few new countries in the former United States still celebrated the Fourth of July, but most former Americans had already celebrated their new Independence Day on June 18, exactly one year after Naomi had killed two hundred thousand American citizens.

Naomi’s shoulders slumped at the thought.

She peered from her kitchen window at another apartment building. She wished she had a front-facing apartment, preferably on the top floor, but that was out of her budget. Those premium apartments had a view of the park and the Eiffel Tower. She took her breakfast and a glass of water to the kitchen table for two. Muffled voices from the apartment next door came through the paper-thin walls. She stared at the empty seat across from her and imagined Alan sitting there, with his goofy grin. When they were still alive, she’d cheated on her husband with the alpha-male, Vernon, but, now that both were gone, it wasn’t Vernon who she longed for.

She swallowed the lump in her throat, surveyed the living room, and sighed. Her two-room apartment was only five-hundred square feet, but it was large for a single person in Paris. It was meant for a couple. Her status as a famous socialist and the former president of the United States gave her preferred socialist status and an upgrade from the People’s Republic of France. Beyond the tiny kitchen, a drab couch faced the wall, where her OLED television once hung.

Last week, she’d had a home invasion, and they’d taken her television and her laptop. Guns were illegal in France but that hadn’t stopped the home invaders from pointing that Berretta in her face. They’d even taken her glass eye, which was why she wore a patch now. France’s universal health care didn’t cover a new glass eye, and she couldn’t afford one. The Ministry of Health had ruled that it was cosmetic and, therefore, unnecessary. Naomi had been surprised by the swiftness of the rejection. People waited years for surgeries, but rejections were as fast as Amazon Prime delivery.

Naomi tapped on her phone, scanning the headlines from around the world. The home invaders hadn’t bothered stealing her government-issued phone. They were tracked and ubiquitous. Everyone in France was given a phone if they couldn’t afford one. They were required to carry the phone at all times, with the State Social Credit app installed.

She scowled at the plethora of headlines marveling at the economic miracles of various stateless and tax-free societies in the former United States. With much of the infrastructure still intact, and without the burden of the state, investors and entrepreneurs poured into these societies. Most French citizens never saw these articles, as they were filtered by their Ministry of Information, but, as a preferred socialist, her phone wasn’t censored.

It wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows for the former United States. Many former states had bitter civil wars between Republicans and Democrats. Some of these wars were ongoing. California, Oregon, and New York had the most contentious ongoing wars. By and large, rural areas fared better than the cities.

Naomi read an article about pirates plundering ships and coastal cities in the Caribbean. The article claimed that the pirates were all former prisoners of US Penal Colony East, aka Psycho Island. Naomi’s mishandling of the island prison closures was blamed for the violence.

The unofficial leader of the pirates was a man named Cesar, no last name known and no picture available. Naomi thought of the Venezuelan smuggler that the CIA had arrested. He had been the leader of Project Freedom, the men who had helped Jacob Roth rescue his ex-wife’s ex-husband. Granted, Roth’s wife wasn’t an ex at the time, but, for the life of me, I still don’t understand why he did it. Cesar had been sent to Psycho Island after his arrest. It couldn’t be the same Cesar. Could it?

 

* * *

 

After breakfast, Naomi left her apartment building on the Avenue de La Bourdonnais. The sun warmed her face. She wore a sundress, showing off her shapely calves and toned arms. If it weren’t for the eye patch, she might feel pretty. She waited at a crosswalk for the autonomous cars and trucks to stop. A group of men leered at her. Naomi guessed they were North African. Syrian maybe. From their perspective, they couldn’t see the eye patch. When Naomi turned and gave them a dirty look, they howled with laughter. Naomi grabbed her sunglasses from her purse and slipped them on. She silently chided herself for forgetting. She was often recognized on the street as the former president of the United States, but the sunglasses lessened that phenomenon.

The light for the crosswalk turned green, and Naomi hurried across the street, leaving the men behind. Street vendors lined the sidewalk, calling to Naomi in French and Arabic. One vendor said in accented English, “Naomi. I loved your book, Naomi.”

Naomi stopped and smiled at the man. “Thank you.”

The burly Frenchman was pale, with bushy black chest hair exposed by his V-neck T-shirt. He stood behind a card table with a laptop. A sign hung from the table in French. Naomi’s French was still dreadful.

The Frenchman grinned. “I have your book, Naomi Sutton. I sell many copies.”

Naomi tilted her head, her eyebrows drawn together.

“Here. I show you.” He tapped on the laptop and turned the screen to Naomi. “See? Your book. It is very good.”

Naomi leaned forward, looking at the screen. The title page for her book—What Happened? How Capitalism Killed Socialism in the US—was on the screen.

“I sell many copies. Only ten Franc Coins,” the man said. “You buy?”

Ten Franc Coins couldn’t even buy a cup of coffee.

Naomi glanced at the sign again. Now she knew what he was. The Frenchman sold bootlegged ebooks, which was completely legal in France because there were no copyright laws. The socialists had long declared information and innovation to be free. Naomi’s book had been a flop. What she did sell was taxed by the People’s Republic of France at 90 percent. Book sales were considered capitalism and, therefore, taxed at a higher rate than labor wages. Ironically, given that the street vendor had no employees, and likely earned under the minimum capitalist income, his book sales would not be taxed at 90 percent.

Naomi glared at the man. “Why the fuck would I buy my own book? And who gives you the right to profit from my work?”

The man stared at Naomi in disbelief. “You will regret this. I am Social Credit spy.” He pointed his phone at her and tapped the screen.

Naomi’s eye bulged. “What are you doing? Don’t do that. Please. I’m sorry.”

But the man kept tapping.

Social Credit spies received a special stipend from the People’s Republic of France to report social credit violations, which ranged from rudeness to criticism of the socialist state. Social Credit spies rarely identified themselves, leaving an air of mystery about their identity. They could be anyone, anywhere. This was how France maintained control. Even when people weren’t being watched, they thought they were.

Naomi’s phone buzzed in her purse. She retracted the phone and saw the text notification. Naomi sneered at the man, then read the text, her phone automatically translating it into English.

 

Social Credit Ministry of France:

SSCS #492580-2024

We regret to inform you that you’ve been flagged for abusive language, violating hate speech statute 12.762.

Your State Social Credit Score has been penalized six points for the infraction. Your current SSCS is 73.

You may dispute this penalty, but please exercise caution, as baseless disputes will result in more penalties. If you have evidence to dispute this violation, please click here: SSCS Disputes

Low social score? At the Social Credit Ministry of France, we much prefer to give rewards. We want you to be the best person you can be. Did you know that there are hundreds of ways to boost your social score? What are you waiting for? We believe in you! Please go here for a list of actionable items you can start today: Be Better Program

 

Naomi shoved her phone into her purse and looked up at the man. He had a crooked smirk. Naomi wanted to punch him in the face, like she’d punched Jacob Roth. But, if she received another penalty, she’d have to go to Good Citizen Camp. The man chuckled, and Naomi walked away with her fists clenched.

Naomi continued to the Jardin du Champ de Mars or the Park of the Field of Mars. It was one of the largest public parks in Paris, eight hundred feet across and one-half-mile long. It spread from the Seine river to the premier military academy in France. The rectangular park was mostly used for organic food production. The most prominent feature was the Eiffel Tower at the riverside.

Naomi walked on the sand pathways, watching the human gardeners and the bots pick produce and hoe weeds. The human gardeners were part of a work camp. People with very low social credit scores were sent to work details. The Social Credit Ministry framed the work detail as an opportunity for exercise, sunshine, and to bond with nature. Everything the People’s Republic of France did was empathetic and positive for the collective.

She did her usual loop around the park, then she stopped at her favorite café—Café de Mars—for a cup of coffee. Naomi sat at a lonely table outside, far from the other patrons. The other tables were taken by well-to-do French. Most of them wore pins of roses on their lapels. The rose was the symbol for the Inner Circle of the Socialist Party of France. Naomi had applied to be in the Inner Circle, when she had first arrived in France, almost a year ago, but she had yet to be approved. She had been granted a general membership to the party, as well as preferred status, which was better than most. Less than .1 percent of the French population was in the Inner Circle. It was said that they enjoyed riches comparable to the greediest capitalists on the planet.

The waitress stood tall and waiflike. Her dirty-blond hair picked up the warm breeze. She could pass for a runway model. Naomi liked that the café had human waitstaff. She supported human labor wherever possible. The People’s Republic of France supported human labor by giving subsidies to businesses who hired humans over robots.

The waitress spoke in rapid French and handed Naomi a menu. Naomi opened the menu to point to her order, but the waitress walked away before Naomi could order. Naomi always ordered right away because she ordered the same thing every day—French roasted coffee with cream and sugar and a croissant. It was her only vice and her only extravagance.

Normally, she took notes for her book, while she enjoyed her coffee and croissant. She used an old notepad and a pen. The ideas flowed through her pen in a way they had never flowed through her keyboard. Not today. Not since her laptop was stolen, along with the first few chapters of her memoir. Now, she couldn’t find the words.

Laughing came from the opposite side of the street. The same group of men from earlier were pointing at her. Naomi looked away, not wanting to draw their attention. The laughing came closer. Naomi glanced at the men crossing the street at the crosswalk. The men walked in Naomi’s direction. Naomi dropped her gaze. She could feel the men leering at her, but they passed without incident.

Naomi breathed a sigh of relief and raised her gaze.

One of the men approached her table with a smirk. He spoke with a heavy accent. “You are president of the United States, no?”

“Please leave me alone.” Naomi was careful not to be rude.

“A woman should not be alone. Especially one as beautiful as you.” The man sat at her table. He had dark hair with bits of gray and a beard to match. His face was weathered; his nose was bulbous.

“Sir. I did not invite you to sit.”

“This is not your table. This is public café, no?”

Naomi glowered at the man. “I’m asking you nicely. Please leave me alone.”

“In my country women do not go out alone.” He leered at her cleavage. “They do not dress like this.”

Naomi stood from her seat. “Then go back to your fucking country!” She shouted loud enough that the other patrons heard.

The man stood from the table and stepped into Naomi’s personal space. “I could say the same to you, but you do not have a country.”

Naomi slapped the man across the face. “Get away from me.”

The man stepped back, his hand on his cheek, where he’d been hit.

The waitress appeared, speaking in rapid French.

The man spoke to the waitress, explaining the situation. He gestured to the other patrons. A middle-aged woman stood from her table and walked toward the waitress. She had a rose pin on her lapel. She spoke to the waitress in French.

The waitress, the man, and the patron looked at Naomi with disdain.

“What did he say to you?” Naomi asked. “He sat down uninvited. He was harassing me.”

“You make hate speech. You hit this man. I see,” said the middle-aged woman in accented English. She removed her phone from her purse and pointed it at Naomi.

Naomi showed her palms. “No. This is a mistake.”

The woman tapped on her phone.

Naomi ran from the café, her sundress billowing behind her. A drone the size of a hawk descended from the sky and hovered over her head as she ran, red and blue lights flashing.

The drone said, “Naomi Sutton. You are under arrest for assault and hate speech violations. I will escort you to the nearest police station.”

Naomi stopped running. People on the street gaped and pointed at the drone hovering over Naomi’s head. Naomi’s phone buzzed in her purse. She checked her phone. It was another text from the Social Credit Ministry of France and one from the local police department, informing her of the warrant for her arrest.

Naomi stared at the drone, hovering a few feet above her. She thought, I miss America. 
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Derek and One More Time

 

 

In the Great Revolution, Virginia lost a few western counties to West Virginia. Northern Virginia split from the rest of the state and merged with Washington, DC, forming a Democratic Socialist state called North Washington. Corrinne Powers was elected president of North Washington, fulfilling her lifelong dream. The rest of the Virginia counties were a hodgepodge of stateless societies and strict constitutional republics.

North Washington instituted taxation shortly after the Democratic Socialists took power. They used the same apparatus that had been used by DC and the State of Virginia to institute taxation and to raise an army of tax collectors, law enforcers, and soldiers. Despite their best efforts, the economy stagnated, and they were unable to fund enough bureaucrats to force the population to pay for their own oppression. Some dutiful citizens paid their taxes, but most cheated, and many paid nothing. With the southern Virginia counties recovering much faster from the Great Revolution, North Washington desperately needed to reunite the state to fund their failing government.

A few days prior to Old Independence Day 2055, the North Washington military made a push through southern Virginia, occupying courthouses and government buildings and declaring the corresponding counties as territories of North Washington.

On Old Independence Day, Derek drove his pickup truck on Furnace Road toward the meeting spot. Patrick sat in the passenger seat. Mason and Summer sat in the extended cab. Mason bobbed his head, headphones over his ears. Lindsey watched Byron and Lila at home without argument. Three M6 rifles were on the gun rack behind their heads.

“It’s a good plan,” Patrick said.

They drove under Lee Highway, the overpass shielding them from the sun for an instant.

Derek glanced at Patrick. “Yeah, it’s a good plan.” Derek turned into a dilapidated industrial park. He drove to the back of the park, behind a large warehouse. Derek parked in the lot, glancing at the time on his dashboard—10:45 a.m.

Mason removed his headphones and looked around.

“Nobody’s here,” Summer said, surveying the empty lot.

“It’s still early.” Derek tried to sound hopeful. “Let’s launch the drone, see what we got.”

They all exited the truck. Mason grabbed the drone case from the back seat and handed it to Derek.

“How many men you think they got?” Mason asked.

Derek dropped the tailgate of his truck and set the case on top. “They usually have twenty on guard around the complex, with two robodogs and two LTVs. Hopefully, it’ll be less, with the event at the football field.”

“I heard North Washington soldiers don’t wanna fight. The pay ain’t worth a shit.”

“Well, we’re here for free.” Derek opened the case and removed a cardinal-size drone, along with the controller and video screen.

Mason kept talking as Derek prepped the drone. “Lindsey was telling me about her mom being stuck in North Washington.”

Derek blew out a breath. “Yeah. I tried to tell her to leave last year. She’s hangin’ on to that mansion. Doesn’t wanna leave with home prices so depressed. Seems to think they’ll come back.”

Patrick chimed in. “People are leaving North Washington en masse. The market’s never coming back.”

While Summer, Mason, and Patrick watched, Derek launched the drone and flew it across town to the Page County Courthouse. Page County and the town of Luray were considered stateless. The Page County Courthouse was used to settle disputes by the assurance agencies. Two days ago, the North Washington military rolled into Luray and took over the Page County Courthouse complex without a fight.

The screen showed the colonial-style courthouse, with white stone, green shutters, and a massive cupola. Two drab brick buildings were behind the courthouse—the old sheriff’s station and jail. The complex was three buildings on a large rectangular parking lot. The North Washington flag flew over the complex. With red stars, red stripes, and a blue background, it resembled the North Korean flag.

One light tactical vehicle was strategically placed in the rear parking lot. A soldier in the turret pointed the .50 caliber machine gun at the parking lot entrance. Two men guarded the front and rear of each building, with M6 rifles slung across their chests. A few of them smoked e-cigarettes. Two weaponized robodogs patrolled the perimeter.

“That’s thirteen men, one LTV with a .50 cal, and two robodogs,” Derek said.

“I doubt they have too many more inside. They’re probably all at the football field,” Patrick said.

In an effort to facilitate a peaceful transition, the Page County Representative for the North Washington legislature had planned a speech and Q&A at the football stadium later that afternoon.

Derek piloted the drone across town to the football stadium. The screen showed bleachers and a press box on the home side and much smaller bleachers on the visiting side. The grass field was unruly and unlined. One LTV was parked on the football field, a soldier behind the turret-mounted .50 caliber machine gun. Soldiers were placed strategically throughout the old stadium. Two security bots were stationed at the entrance to scan for weapons.

“I count twenty men, including the bots and the man on that .50 cal.,” Patrick said.

Derek nodded. “This is good.”

“It’s about what we thought,” Summer added, while watching the screen.

“We only have four people,” Mason said, stating the obvious.

A caravan of six pickup trucks drove into the lot.

Derek smiled. “Not anymore.”

“Here comes the cavalry,” Patrick said.

 

* * *

 

Ultimately, fifteen vehicles came to the meeting place. Mostly pickup trucks and SUVs, but also one old dump truck fitted with a rusty snowplow, and two Caterpillar front-end loaders. Forty-two men and four women came with the vehicles. Most had rifles and shotguns.

Six months ago, with rumors of the North Washington expansion, Derek and Patrick had started the Luray Militia. Summer was the head nurse and medic. They had eighty-five members, with the sole responsibility of protecting the sovereignty of Page County. Everyone was an unpaid volunteer, and all equipment and funds were donated. They met once a month to drill.

Derek and Patrick went over the plan again with the men and women of the Luray Militia. A map of the Page County Courthouse complex was spread out on Derek’s tailgate. The Luray Militia huddled around the back of Derek’s truck. A few of the men looked pale, like they might throw up.

“Any questions?” Derek asked.

Everyone was quiet for a long moment.

Derek raised his eyebrows. “Y’all all right?”

A few men dipped their heads.

One young man raised his hand.

Derek lifted his chin to the young man. “Go ahead, Davey.”

Davey hesitated, then said, “I don’t know about all this.”

“What don’t you know?”

Davey swallowed hard. “All of it. Ain’t it a little extreme? People are gonna die. We might die. If we don’t die, we’ll prob’ly go to prison.”

A handful of other militiamen nodded along with Davey.

Derek glared at the young man. “This ain’t the fuckin’ Boy Scouts. Did you think we were playin’ soldier in the woods?”

Davey looked down.

Derek scanned the group. “I’m gonna say this once. If you’re not willin’ to risk your life and your freedom, then get the fuck out. Go on home. I don’t want anyone on this mission who isn’t 100 percent committed.”

Davey whispered back and forth with another young man. They left the group, along with three other men.

“Anyone else?”

The group was quiet.

“Good. Let’s get to work.”

 

* * *

 

A few hours later, Derek parked in the full parking lot of the football stadium, with Patrick in the passenger seat. No M6 rifles were on the rack behind them. They’d loaned their carbines to militia members who needed an upgrade.

Derek rested his head on the steering wheel. “Is this ever gonna end?”

“I don’t know, but this is right,” Patrick replied.

They walked from the truck to the entrance, the sun bright and high overhead. The lot was filled with pickup trucks, beat-up economy cars, and even a few tractors. A big sign at the entrance read No Guns or Weapons Allowed. Two security bots scanned the Page County residents for weapons. Two more soldiers stood nearby, also eyeing the residents. The residents were hard-scrabble country folk of all ages, mostly wearing tattered jeans or shorts and T-shirts.

Derek and Patrick walked into the stadium without incident. The home bleachers were half full, with many residents standing along the chain-link fence that separated the stands from the track and football field. A stage and podium stood on the track. Another podium was set up at the bottom of the bleachers. Derek and Patrick found a spot on the home bleachers, near the podium. Two soldiers loitered nearby, with M6 rifles slung across their chests, the barrels pointed down.

Derek surveyed the stadium. The length of the field ran north and south. Forest bordered the east side of the stadium. The grove of oaks sat slightly higher than the football field, their green leaves rustling in the breeze. A shiny black SUV drove onto the field, parking behind the stage, next to the LTV. A tall man in a suit exited the vehicle, with two soldiers protecting him.

“Must be hot in that suit,” Patrick said.

Derek chuckled. “It’s about to get hotter.

Fifteen minutes later, with the stadium packed with residents, the tall politician stepped onto the stage. He waved to the crowd.

Standing behind the podium, he said into the mike, “Thank you so much for coming on this historic Fourth of July.” The politician’s voice came from the loudspeakers. “I’m your North Washington Representative, Reed Mandel.” He paused, waiting for an applause.

The crowd was dead silent.

Reed cleared his throat. “For those of you who don’t know me, I grew up in Luray. My parents ran the Shenandoah Inn. There’s been some rumors floating around town that I’m some politician from North Washington who wants to tell you what to do. I assure you nothing could be further from the truth. I’m a native of Page County.”

An old man from the crowd shouted, “You ain’t been here in thirty years!”

Head nods and shouts of agreement came from the crowd.

Two soldiers grabbed the man.

The old man still shouted as he was escorted from the stadium. “Don’t listen to this dumbass. He ain’t no different!”

Reed showed his palms. “I want nothing more than to represent your interests to the best of my ability. I know your trust was broken by the former United States government, but you cannot exist on your own without governance if you want to prosper and grow. I know it’s been a time of terrible instability in Page County, but I’m here to bring stability back to this great county.” Reed paused, his face shiny with sweat.

Patrick checked his phone and said to Derek, “It’s done. No casualties. They’re still jamming communications, so they don’t know yet.”

Derek breathed a sigh of relief and grinned. “That’s great news.”

Reed continued. “As an official territory of North Washington, you’ll be under the protection of our professional military. We’ll reestablish a professional police force. We’ll reestablish public schooling and universal health care. We’re here to facilitate a better life for you and your children.”

More grumbling came from the crowd.

Someone yelled, “Fuck you.”

Someone else yelled, “We don’t want your help.”

The crowd shouted and gestured in agreement.

Reed showed his palms again. “I know how y’all feel.” His twangy y’all sounded forced. “Believe me. I know. I’m here to help and to address any concerns you may have. I will be accessible to you at all times. That’s my promise to you. I know that, around here, actions speak louder than words, so you are welcome to ask as many questions as you like about the transition to a territory of North Washington. If you have a question, please line up behind the podium.”

Derek rushed to the podium, getting in line behind a middle-aged man.

The middle-aged man stepped up to the podium and asked, “What about property taxes? Will we have to pay property taxes? I almost lost my farm because of those damn taxes.”

Reed smiled. “Nobody likes property taxes. Least of all me. When we reestablish public schools, we’ll levy a very small property tax, but it will be tiny compared to the past. We expect to provide public education at a fraction of the traditional cost by using virtual classrooms.”

“Kids are taking virtual classes already, and we don’t pay any property taxes. You can go to school for free on the internet.”

Several people from the crowd shouted, “Yeah!”

“We’ll have an accredited curriculum,” Reed replied. “Those free courses are filled with propaganda.”

“Will there be propaganda in your curriculum?”

“Everything will be science-based.”

The man frowned and walked away from the podium.

Reed smiled again. “Thank you, sir. Great questions.”

Derek stepped up to the podium. His voice came from the loudspeakers. “My name is Derek Reeves. I’m the cofounder of the Luray Militia. I have one question to ask you. What will you do to me if I don’t pay your taxes?”

Reed swallowed hard. His gray hair was wet with sweat. “Well, you would receive a bill with penalties and interest.”

“What if I ignored your bill?”

Reed hesitated for a beat. “Then, um, you’d probably receive another bill.”

“What if I ignored that one?”

“It’s not in your best interest to ignore a lawful bill. We all have to pay our fair share to live in a prosperous society.”

Derek slammed the side of his fist on the podium. “Answer the question. Prove to us you’re not another slimy politician. What will happen to me if I ignore your tax bills?”

Two soldiers eyed Derek.

Reed cleared his throat. “Well, eventually you’d go to jail, but that’s the last resort.”

Derek shook his head. “I don’t think that’s gonna work here. We’re not payin’ one worthless Fed Coin. If you wanna send bills to the residents of Page County to line the pockets of the politicians in North Washington, you go right ahead. But, if they don’t pay, you have no right to force them to pay.”

Reed showed his palms. “Now hold on a second. You’re advocating tax evasion, which is a felony—”

“That’s exactly what I’m doin’. Your power is illegitimate in Page County. You’re worse than the common criminal. At least the common criminal doesn’t try to legitimize his criminality.”

Reed motioned to the soldier standing near the stage. “Sir, this isn’t productive. Please step back from the podium and allow someone else to speak.”

Two soldiers approached the podium, their faces taut.

Someone from the crowd shouted, “Let him speak.”

The soldiers grabbed Derek by the arms, and the crowd booed and shouted obscenities.

Reed, sensing he was losing the crowd, said, “Let him go.”

The soldiers let go but stood close to the podium.

“Please finish your statement, but then let someone else speak,” Reed said, now sweating bullets.

Derek said, “I’m gonna give you and your thugs the opportunity to go back to North Washington with your lives. All you have to do is set down your weapons and drive away. You can take the SUVs, but we’re keepin’ those tactical vehicles.”

Reed sneered. “Is this some sort of threat?”

Derek shook his head again. “Nope. It’s a warning. Page County is a free territory. We will never be ruled. We’ve already taken thirteen of your men hostage. If you don’t leave now, we will execute every one of them, and, most important, we’ll execute you.”

Reed ducked behind the podium.

Derek continued. “Leave now, and their lives and yours will be spared.”

The soldiers grabbed Derek by the arms, pulling him from the podium. Derek didn’t resist. The crowd booed again. Out of the corner of his eye, Derek saw that Patrick tapped on his phone, calling on the camouflaged men in the trees.

Reed stood from behind the podium, looking around, now certain that Derek’s threat was empty. He said, “This is exactly the type of violent rhetoric that was the downfall of—”

A shot rang out, and the man’s head exploded in a burst of red. His body slumped to the stage. The crowd gasped and stampeded for the exit. More sniper shots came from the trees, dropping three more soldiers, who stood next to the stage. As the bleachers emptied, leaving only soldiers cowering in the aisles, more shots came from the trees, killing several more soldiers.

Derek was rushed from the scene by two young soldiers and pushed into the back of the black SUV. Gunshots zipped past the soldiers with a snap. One soldier climbed in back, holding Derek at gunpoint. Derek was calm and compliant. The other soldier drove the SUV, doing a 180, making tracks on the football field. He drove them toward the Page County Courthouse complex.

“How old are you guys?” Derek asked.

“Shut the fuck up,” said the soldier in back, his M6 rifle pointed at Derek.

“I heard they pay you in food. Is that true?”

“I said, shut the fuck up.”

“Why the hell would you risk your life for some slimy politicians in North Washington?”

The young soldier clenched his jaw. His eyes weren’t visible through his mirrored sunglasses.

The driver turned right on West Main Street, the tires squealing, the momentum of the SUV pushing Derek against the door. Shortly thereafter, the soldier turned the SUV left on Court St. He slammed on the brakes as the courthouse came into view. “What the hell?” the driver said.

Two front-end loaders sat idle in the parking lot, along with a dozen pickup trucks, and a dump truck with a snowplow. Two large piles of rocks were along the perimeter. Inside those piles were two crushed robodogs. An LTV lay on its side, the victim of the dump truck with the plow.

“Where the hell is everyone?” the other soldier asked, surveying the courthouse.

“They’re in the jail,” Derek said. “They’ll be executed if you and your buddy don’t turn in your weapons and walk away. You can keep the SUV.”

“We need to call Sergeant Gaynor,” the driver said, reaching into his pocket, and retracting a heavy-duty phone. He tapped the protected screen and put the phone to his ear. “Sergeant Gaynor—” The driver didn’t talk for a minute. His shoulders slumped. Then he said, “Yes, Sergeant. We’ll pick you up at the stadium.” The driver disconnected the call.

“What’s going on?” asked the soldier in the back seat.

The driver turned around and replied, “We surrendered at the stadium. We’re leaving. If we don’t, they’re gonna execute everyone who’s at the courthouse.”

“Shit.”

The driver lifted his chin to Derek. “Sergeant Gaynor said to make sure this guy gets to the courthouse safely.” 
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Jacob Turns Over a New Leaf

 

 

As Sierra loaded the dishwasher from breakfast, Jacob sat at the kitchen table, reading an article on his tablet. Yesterday, on the Fourth of July, the North Washington army had retreated from southern and central Virginia, after they failed to occupy the territories. Five hundred and thirty North Washington soldiers had been killed, and another 944 had been injured. At least three billion Watt Coins—or the Silver Coin equivalent—worth of drones, bots, weapons, and military equipment were seized or destroyed.

Sierra turned on the dishwasher and sauntered to the kitchen table. She massaged Jacob’s shoulders. “It’s getting late, baby. Don’t you have to go to work?”

Jacob turned and looked up at Sierra. “I’m not going in.”

Sierra put her hand to his forehead. “Are you feeling okay?”

“I feel great.”

Sierra sat next to him at the table.

Jacob turned the tablet to Sierra. “I’m assuming you’ve already read about the North Washington invasion.”

“Yes. I don’t think North Washington will exist much longer. Too many taxpayers are leaving, and the authorities don’t have the power to stop them.”

Jacob nodded. “According to the article, in Luray, Virginia, the representative from North Washington was shot by a sniper, along with a dozen soldiers. I’ve been to Luray. Rebecca’s ex-husband had a farm there.” Jacob chuckled to himself. “I used to be so jealous of him.”

“Why?” Sierra asked.

Jacob’s face turned serious. He stared at the tabletop. “He was a good man, and I’m not.”

Sierra took Jacob’s hand. “That’s not true.”

Jacob took a deep breath and turned to Sierra. “My whole life I tried to live up to my father’s vision of what a man should be, but it’s not who I am. That’s why I always disappointed him. That’s why my first marriage failed. I’m done trying to be who my father wanted me to be. I’m done running my family’s business. I’m done with it all.”

Sierra tilted her head. “Does that mean you’re quitting your job?”

Jacob’s voice quivered. “That’s exactly what it means. I’ll be the man I should’ve been all along. I’ll be a better husband, a better father, … a better person.”

Sierra leaned over and hugged Jacob. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Get a room,” David said, walking into the kitchen.

Jacob and Sierra separated. Jacob wiped the tears from his eyes.

David twisted his face in disgust. “Are you crying?”

Jacob smiled. “Tears of joy.”

David cackled. The eleven-year-old had hit a growth spurt over the past year, and was only a few inches shorter than Jacob, albeit much thinner.

“I’m not working today. It’s supposed to be a beautiful day. Would you like to go for a hike?”

David shrugged. “Hiking is just walking in the woods. Big fucking deal.”

Jacob frowned at David. “Language.”

“BFD. Sorry.”

“Come on. It’ll be fun.”

David hesitated for a few seconds. “Yeah, okay.”

 

* * *

 

Jacob and David hiked along the well-worn trail in the Swiss Alps. The gravel trail was level and carved into the mountainside, making the walking comfortable. The mountainside was grassy at the lower levels but very rocky near the top. The bright blue sky held a few cottony clouds.

“This is boring,” David said.

Jacob stopped and turned around to his son. “Boring?” Jacob gestured to their surroundings. “It’s a gorgeous day. Enjoy it.”

“Let’s do something fun.” David looked toward the rocky summit. “Let’s climb to the top.”

Jacob looked at the summit too. “I’m not a professional climber.”

David rolled his eyes. “It’s not Mount Everest. We can make it to the top easy.”

“All right, but be careful. No funny business.”

David stepped off the trail onto the grassy mountain, taking the lead. As they walked up the mountain, it became steeper and rockier.

Sweat accumulated under Jacob’s arms and at his hairline. They leaned forward now, the grade steep enough to reach out and touch the rocky mountainside. Jacob slipped on a loose rock, sliding several feet to the boulder below. Jacob’s right knee stung, blood beading from the brush burn.

David turned and called out, “You all right?” David was almost at the top.

“I’m fine,” Jacob called back.

David waved for Jacob. “Come on. We’re almost there.”

Jacob resumed his climb. The last twenty feet were nearly vertical, but many large rocks jutted out from the mountainside, creating uneven but functional steps. Jacob climbed toward the summit. David was already there, peering out over the valley.

As he reached the summit, he stood upright and slipped on the shifting stones. His arms windmilled, trying to keep himself from falling backward off the mountaintop. His face was frozen in terror. David reached out and grabbed Jacob’s collar, pulling him forward. Jacob fell forward, crashing to the ground, atop the summit.

He rolled to his back and gazed up at his son and the beautiful blue sky overhead. Having cheated death, Jacob nervously laughed.

David bent down, next to Jacob. “You okay, Dad?”

Jacob sat up, sitting on his backside. His laughter subsided. He looked David in the eyes and said, “You saved my life.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I should’ve listened to you. I didn’t think it would be dangerous.”

Jacob shook his head. “That was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention.”

David stood and offered his hand.

Jacob took his hand, and his son helped him upright.

They stood side by side on the summit, gazing out over the green valley.

“This is so badass,” David said.

Jacob put his arm around his son. “It is badass.”

David nodded, not repelled by Jacob’s touch.

“I love you, David.”

David turned to Jacob. “I love you too, Dad.”

Jacob beamed.

“You ready to head back?” David asked.

“We just got here.”

“I’m getting hungry.”

Jacob chuckled and removed his arm from David. “Sure. Let’s go home. I’m getting hungry too.” Jacob stepped to the edge of the ridge, carefully checking the sturdiness of the stones, searching for a safe spot to start the descent.

A shove came at his back, and Jacob went flying. The last thing Jacob thought was, He’ll rule the world one day. 





 

 

 


Epilogue

Ten Years Later

 

 

Summer and Derek walked hand in hand in the dappled shade of a row of plum trees. Ice cream bean trees were planted between the plums for nitrogen fixation. As they walked, she smelled the lemongrass and oregano that grew underneath and confused would-be plum pests.

Summer stopped in front of a plum, the branches heavy with purple oblong fruits. She let go of his hand and picked a ripe plum. “You want one?”

“Sure.”

Summer handed the plum to Derek and picked another for herself. She bit into the fruit. A little plum juice dribbled down her chin. “So good.”

Derek wiped her chin and kissed the corner of her mouth. “It’s a good crop this year. I need to get the picker out tomorrow.” He took a bite of his plum.

“What time is it?”

Derek checked his phone. “Late. It’s almost two. I should get those burgers on. Everyone will be here soon.”

They walked back toward the farmhouse, the same farmhouse where Derek had grown up. 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. Those ditches had been dug by Derek with an excavator when he was a teenager.

They walked adjacent to their gravel driveway, in between rows of fruit trees, finishing their plums. Summer spit the plum pit on the ground and glanced at the two other houses that shared their driveway and part of their ninety-acre orchard. She hoped their guests weren’t on their way because she and Derek weren’t ready. Thankfully, there was no sign of life yet.

Once inside their farmhouse, Derek grabbed the burgers and headed for the patio and the grill.

Summer called out from the bottom of the staircase. “Byron. Lila. Come down here.” Music came from upstairs. Some annoying boy band that Lila had been playing nonstop.

Byron appeared first. He was nearly fourteen. Short, but solidly built from working on the farm. “Is it time to eat?”

“Not yet, but I need your help, and everyone will be here soon.”

“What about Lila?”

“Lila too. Bring her with you.”

Summer went to the kitchen and sliced fresh tomatoes for the burgers. Byron and Lila walked into the kitchen.

“What do you need?” Lila asked. She was almost twelve, very thin, with wavy black hair to her waist. She looked more like Derek than Summer.

“I need you two to clean off the patio and to set up the extra camping chairs, so everyone has a place to sit,” Summer said.

“I can’t work with her.” Byron cast a side-eyed scowl toward his sister. “She does nothing.”

Lila glared at her brother. “Not true.” Lila addressed Summer. “Byron takes over everything. He’s such a control freak.”

Byron crossed his arms over his chest. “Fine. You can do everything. We’ll see how nothing gets done.”

“Enough, you two. Figure it out.” Summer shooed them with her hand. “Go on.”

They went to the garage for the broom and camping chairs.

Summer cut a red onion. Then she grabbed the condiments, cheese, and buns for the burgers, along with a stack of plastic plates. She put the burger paraphernalia on a tray and carried it outside to the patio. Byron was nearly finished sweeping the patio, and Lila set up a camping chair. Derek stood by the smoking grill, the lid closed, his spatula in hand. Summer went back inside and grabbed two pitchers of mint tea from the fridge, added ice, and returned to the patio.

Patrick and Brie walked toward the patio, coming from their house about two hundred yards away. Patrick had reconnected with Brie shortly after the Great Revolution, spending a few weeks with her at the commune and farm in Summertown, Tennessee, before ultimately settling together in Luray, Virginia, with Summer and Derek.

“Hey, y’all,” Brie said, all smiles. She held up a pie. “I made pecan pie.”

Everyone exchanged hugs and greetings with Patrick and Brie.

Summer took the salad from Patrick and the pecan pie from Brie, setting the food next to the buns and condiments for the burgers.

Lindsey and Mason came shortly thereafter with Rebecca, her burly husband Ed, and her youngest son, Ethan. Like Patrick and Brie, Lindsey and Mason also lived on the orchard in an earth-sheltered home built by Mason, who was a local general contractor, specializing in energy-efficient homes. Lindsey owned her own robotics engineering firm, with her offices and lab in Luray.

Rebecca had moved to Luray a few years after the Great Revolution, after the property taxes in North Washington became too onerous. Rebecca wanted to be closer to Lindsey, and so did Ethan, so Rebecca had used the proceeds from her mansion and some of her jewelry to buy the Victorian Inn in downtown Luray. She had sold her mansion for less than half of what Jacob had paid for it, but it was better than nothing.

Luckily, she got out when she did. The North Washington government had collapsed a few years later under the weight of their own corruption and profligacy, blaming greedy capitalists as the culprits. Angry socialists had burned and looted the mansions in Rebecca’s old neighborhood, including her old house. She’d met Ed shortly after moving to Luray. He owned and operated a local tree service.

Lindsey waddled, cradling her very pregnant belly. Mason and Ed carried covered dishes. Everyone exchanged hugs and greetings, so many voices going back and forth, like a cacophony of goodwill.

Summer smiled at the scene. Ed stood with Derek at the grill, talking about a customer who had a tree fall on her car, with her in it. She had obviously lived to tell the tale. Patrick and Brie talked to Ethan about his upcoming trip to Sudan. Mason joked around with Byron and Lila. Under the patio table umbrella, Rebecca talked with Lindsey.

Summer joined Patrick and Brie, standing in the grass, just off the patio. Ethan stood before them, tall and muscular, with movie-star good looks.

“How long will you be in Sudan?” Patrick asked.

“It’s a six-month tour,” Ethan replied.

“I think what you’re doing is amazing,” Summer said. “Your mother must be so proud.”

“She is, but I think she’d rather I worked at Page Memorial.” Ethan worked for Doctors Without Borders. He was only twenty, but it wasn’t unheard of for enhanced people to become doctors in their early twenties or even late-teens.

“I can understand that. You’ll always be her baby.”

Ethan blushed and laughed. “That’s definitely true.”

“We’re gonna miss you too,” Brie said.

“Also, definitely true,” Patrick said.

“Oh, my God,” Lindsey said, loud enough to make Summer turn and look. Lindsey sat under the umbrella at the patio table. Her face was flushed, and sweat beaded at her hairline.

“Excuse me for a moment,” Summer said to the group. She walked from the grass to the patio table, where Lindsey sat with Rebecca.

“Are you all right? You look a little overheated,” Summer said.

Lindsey frowned, fanning herself. “It’s too damn hot to be pregnant.”

“Three more weeks,” Rebecca said.

“Have some cold tea,” Summer said, pouring a cup for Lindsey.

Lindsey took a big gulp and set the cup down on the table. “Thank you.”

Summer sat next to Lindsey at the table. “You’re welcome to eat inside, if it’s too hot out here.”

Lindsey shook her head. “I’m fine. Don’t listen to me. I’ve become such a whiner.”

“You’re nine-months’ pregnant. Feel free to whine all you want.”

“Did you hear about my uncle Mayer?” asked Lindsey, referring to Jacob’s brother.

“He was killed in a car accident,” Rebecca said, her expression somber. “His autonomous car drove him into a tree.”

Summer’s mouth turned down. “I’m so sorry. Autonomous cars are always so safe.”

“I think David did it,” Lindsey said.

Rebecca scowled at her daughter. “That’s ridiculous. It was an accident.”

“Really? Nathan, Jacob, and Mayer all died under mysterious circumstances. Now David’s running Roth Holdings as a twenty-one-year-old.”

“I don’t believe that for a second. David was just a child when Nathan and Jacob died.”

“Why are you always defending him? Mr. Big Shot doesn’t even talk to you—or any of us for that matter.”

Rebecca dipped her head. “He’s troubled, but he’s still my son, and he’s still your brother.”

“Troubled? That’s an understatement. I knew he was a little psycho when we were kids,” Lindsey said, pouring herself another mint tea.

“That’s not true.” Now Rebecca sounded whiney.

“It’s not? Ethan told me how David tried to kill him on several occasions. And what about that kid who tried to hang himself because David talked him into it? David was like eight or nine.”

“Lindsey,” Summer said, giving her a look.

Lindsey ignored Summer. “Did you know that, after Jacob died, David wiped Sierra’s hard drive?”

Rebecca shrugged. “So? It’s a bot. It was repurposed.”

Lindsey shook her head again. “She was Jacob’s wife. Ethan told me David bragged to him about having sex with it when he was twelve. He still uses it as a sex bot.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Rebecca stood from the table, giving Lindsey the evil eye.

“Ask him.”

“Come on, Lindsey,” Summer said.

“I’m not having this conversation.” Rebecca walked away, headed for Ed and Derek at the grill.

Summer watched Rebecca squeeze between the two men, purposely bumping both of them with her hips. Derek said something to her, and she giggled like it was the funniest thing in the world.

Lindsey must’ve noticed because she said, “I think my mom will always love my dad.”

Summer turned to Lindsey, speechless.

“But my dad will always love you.”

“Burgers are ready,” Derek called out from the grill. “Let’s eat.”

 

* * *

 

After everyone had their fill of food and family, they meandered back home. Brie and Patrick were the last to go, refusing to leave without helping to clean up.

At sunset, Summer and Derek walked out to his late-mother’s favorite pond, the very same pond where her ashes had been scattered. They sat on the bench, Summer leaning against Derek. He smelled like smoke from the grill. The pond was cast in an orange glow from the setting sun.

“Do you ever think it feels like another life?” Summer asked. “Our life before, with Psycho Island, Panama, prison, 1776, and the wars? And our life now, which is so normal, so calm, so … happy.”

Derek put his arm around her, squeezing her tight to his body. He kissed her on the top of her head. “Maybe. What we went through makes me appreciate days like today that much more. Seein’ family. Seein’ everyone doin’ so well. Sittin’ here with you on our farm, watchin’ the sunset, free as birds. What more could I possibly want? Everything I’ve ever wanted is right here.” 


If you enjoyed this series, you’ll love Sedition.
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Click here for Sedition:


Sedition Amazon Link

 

A trucker, a blogger, and a congressman determine the fate of the most powerful empire the world has ever known.

 

Americans are angry and divided along party lines. They’re tired of the endless wars, high gas prices, and high unemployment. They’re tired of the graft in DC and on Wall Street. They’re tired of being spied on and herded like cattle into the prison industrial complex. Like in years before, they’re certain that, this time, their guy will change everything. The Republican and Democratic saviors make their promises, and the true believers swoon, but domestic terrorists aren’t buying what these politicians are selling.

 

Truck driver George Chapman is in the right place at the right time to foil an assassination attempt on one of the most influential men in politics. Some might say the reluctant hero was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some might say it was a false flag. Nonetheless, his fifteen minutes of fame grows because of his extraordinary gift. Will he use his gift and newfound fame to unite the country or to tear it apart?

 

A revolution is coming. Which side are you on?

 

Buy this page-turner that’s been described as a modern-day Atlas Shrugged. 





 

 

 

For the Reader

 

 

Dear Reader,

I’m thrilled that you took precious time out of your life to read my novel. Thank you! I hope you found it entertaining, engaging, and thought-provoking. If so, please consider writing a positive review on Amazon and Goodreads. Five-star reviews have a huge impact on future sales. The review doesn’t need to be long and detailed, if you’re more of a reader than a writer. As an author and a small businessman, I am competing against the big publishers; so every reader, every review, and every referral is greatly appreciated.

If you’re interested in receiving my novel Against the Grain for free and/or reading my other titles for free or discounted, go to the following link: http://www.PhilWBooks.com. You’re probably thinking, What’s the catch? There is no catch.

If you want to contact me, don’t be bashful. I can be found at Phil@PhilWBooks.com. I do my best to respond to all emails.

Sincerely,

Phil M. Williams
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