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The Kress family had come to the nearest tower complex from their farm which provided many foodstuffs to the complex. Once every quarter Stanley Kress would make the trip to meet with his customers, the food conglomerates; to address current supply problems, future needs, and sometimes slow payment. The farm was completely automated and business as usual continued while the family was away.

The tower complexes were like old Earth cities but much more compact. There were no suburbs or exurbs surrounding the complexes. They were a huge agglomeration of humanity and technology. With millions of residents, each complex was an overwhelming challenge to manage efficiently. So far only artificial intelligence had been successful at such management. But those years were over and human government was finding difficulty in replacing them.

“Okay,” said Stanley Kress to his wife Betty. “I'm going down to the corporate offices to see what has happened with the orders.”

“And our payments,” said his wife.

“Of course honey.”

“I'm going to take the kids to the museum. You want to meet us at Drago's for a late lunch?”

“Sure honey, about two?” he said as he kissed her.

“Right,” she said.

Drago's was across from Westside City Park. Betty and the kids had finished the museum a bit early and were enjoying the park. She had sent a message to Stanley that they were waiting for him there.

She was watching the kids play when just beyond she saw a crowd gathering. Soon it became clear to her that what at first had seemed like happenstance was obviously a planned gathering, maybe organically organized. Many in the crowd were carrying signs and a few were erecting a mobile platform. Before long a couple of loudspeakers had been installed and someone was approaching the platform.

Once the person had mounted the platform he began speaking. Betty could easily hear him.

“Fellow citizens. We are here to protest! The government wants us to be docile and follow orders but we are here to protest! Orders they say, orders that will lead to our death, I say! It is, and has always been our right to protest! To protest the government's inept handling of this crisis. Ever since they dismissed the AIs from the complex we have been at risk of privation, starvation and worse.

“It is our right not to starve, it is our right not to wait until we are dying from hunger, not to wait until we can't protest! It is our right to tell the government that we want a change! A change for the better! And if they can't do it we will do it ourselves!”

The crowd had been following his every word and exploded into applause and cheering.

Just before the speaker could begin again the sound of sirens could be heard approaching. Before long the crowd could be seen falling back as if being herded. Butterfly bombs appeared above them. The weapons were small insect shaped flying canisters that dipped and dove like a butterfly to avoid any defense against them. Once reaching the desired location they showered the area with a mild nano-agent that caused the victim to lose control of leg and arm muscles. The agent was targeted to deliver only to those muscle groups and the effect would wear off within a few minutes.

The herd of people was now running directly toward Betty and her children with the butterflies following. Betty became alarmed as it appeared that the crowd would make it to them. She jumped up and ran toward her children yelling for them to come to her. The kids were confused, one started crying. Almost to her children, Betty became overwhelmed with the rushing crowd and before she could turn she heard the noise above her, a butterfly bomb had dropped its load. Betty went down with the rest of the people in her area falling across another woman. She heard bones cracking. And there they both lay, neither able to move as the police closed in.

Stanley was a little late. Standing in front of Drago's he looked across the street to the park where he was supposed to meet Betty and the kids. He could see police drones above the play area and people rushing to leave this side of the park. Something was happening.

Stanley rushed across the street without bothering to use the crosswalk. Arriving in the park he ran to the area set aside for the children's play equipment. The area was almost empty now. Seeing a policeman a few yards beyond he called out.

“I'm looking for my wife and children!”

The policeman began walking toward him. Stanley moved to meet the man. As he was coming up to the officer, Stanley was about to ask about his family again when the cop held his arm out and sprayed something in his face. Stanley went down but not out. He was looking from face to face without comprehension of what had happened as the officers carried him from the field and into one of their vehicles. They roughly tossed him in back. He felt other arms grasp him and drag him across the floor. Then he passed out.

Stanley awoke in a darkened room. It seemed to be late in the night. His head hurt but his arms seemed to be working again because he automatically rubbed his aching skull. Eventually, he sat up and looked around. He seemed to be in a good-sized room with many others. At first, he thought that maybe his wife and children would be in there with him. But he eventually realized that only adult males shared the room with him.

Stanley wondered what time it was but found that his AI assistant had been taken from him. He had no way of knowing how long he sat there, maybe an hour, maybe more when a guard came to the barred door window and called out his name. Stanley, who hadn't noticed the window, got up, shaking a bit, and answered. The guard motioned for him to come to the door.

Standing in front of the door Stanley noticed the barred window had disappeared and then the door recessed into the wall. The guard warned him to not make any sudden moves or he would spray him again. He was taken to a small room with a table and seated on one side by the guard who then retired.

The virtual avatars appeared and began talking.

“You are Stanley Kress?” said the male avatar.

“That is correct.”

“And you reside at 1487 National Highway, Atkinson Territory?” said the female avatar.
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