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5 p.m., Sept. 10, 2010, Portland Heights — “So Matthews,” a 17-year-old soccer goalkeeper said in the locker room showers after practice, “How did a rich kid like you get those scars on your shoulder?”

Ryan Matthews was 15; he’d moved up to varsity this fall because he was quick on his feet. He was tall, and getting taller, and he’d recently discovered the weight room and what it could do for a guy’s shoulders and abs. Coach had him at wing, because of his speed and agility. He was cool with that.

But he was a bit intimidated by his older, worldlier teammates. Truth was his adoptive parents kept him isolated from kids his own age. But then his parents were older. Most of their friends had grandkids his age. But they’d agreed to let him play soccer when he started high school, and he loved it.

He knew more about the Portland Symphony than he did about, well, most of the stuff his teammates talked about. He lived in Portland Heights, famed for its wealthy families and magnificent views. It was nowhere near as interesting as what his teammates talked about: things on the waterfront, bars in Old Town, how to get a fake ID, and girls. Ryan was considering how he could get included in these things, and how he could do them without his parents knowing about it. But now, he looked at Gabe Lopez in surprise. He didn’t expect the attention of the team’s star player and goalkeeper.

“Car accident when I was a kid,” he answered, glancing toward the thin white lines on his shoulder. 

There were some snickers, and Gabe openly laughed. “Just say none of your business, man,” he said. “But don’t lie about it. Those are scars from a knife. Car accident — my ass!” He laughed some more.

Ryan looked at the scars again; his parents had told him they were the result of a car accident. He met the eyes of one of his neighbors Timothy Louden II — they’d gone to Ainsworth Middle School together. He looked sympathetic, but he glanced away and didn’t say anything. He was a redhead with fair skin, and he would probably never be much taller than he was now at 5-foot-9. He was wiry and played wing as well — he was pretty good. But he didn’t do anything ever that called attention to himself, as if he knew if he did, he’d get harassed. He blushed so nicely, Ryan thought, remembering the teasing the kid had endured throughout their adolescent school years.

Ryan looked back at the scars on his shoulder. He tried to visualize how a car accident would leave parallel lines across a child’s shoulder. He couldn’t. 

He tried to remember a car accident, and no surprise, he couldn’t do that either. He had a hard time recalling memories of his early childhood. 

Knife scars. How the hell did he end up with knife scars on his shoulder? He didn’t really doubt Gabe. Gabe seemed the type who would know things — things Ryan wanted to know. He thought of the other scars on his body. And evidence of healed broken bones that showed up on the X-rays his doctor had taken when he’d first turned out for soccer. He didn’t know what caused those either. And car accident suddenly didn’t seem like much of an answer.
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[image: ]




9:30 p.m., Thursday, Dec. 2, 2021 — Ryan Matthews was beat. He had to do better about pacing his days when he had class at Reed College. He thought he had enough energy to drive across the bridge and home to Portland Heights. Maybe.

He almost made it. His phone rang, and he hesitated. He looked at the caller ID, it was Will Bristol. As faculty advisor to Eyewitness News, he had to take the call from his editor-in-chief, especially this close to deadline for the nightly newscast. 

“We need you,” Will said simply. “Can you come?”

“I’m just blocks away,” Ryan said, as he turned off of Salmon and headed toward the EWN building. “What’s wrong?”

“They took President McShane to the hospital,” Will said quietly. “They think it’s Covid.”

Ryan dropped his phone and pulled over. He rested his head against the steering wheel and fought back nausea. I cannot lose him, he thought.

“Ryan? Ryan!” his phone squawked.

He took a deep breath and let it out. Act as if, he thought. His mantra. He grimaced.

“I’m here,” he said calmly. “What do you need?”

“I don’t know how to cover this,” Will said.

“Sure you do,” Ryan said. “What are the stories? Make the list. You aren’t going to get much for tonight. A short two lines in the closing. Thoughts and prayers kind of thing. Then assign the stories from the list.”

“We can do that,” Will said with relief. “Are you coming in?”

“No, you’ve got it,” Ryan said. “Do you know what hospital?”

“OHSU.”

Ryan made all the right comments, reassuring Will, hiding his impatience. He finally got Will off the phone, and called his wife. “They just took McShane to OHSU,” he said. “Covid, they think.”

“He’s vaccinated!” Teresa protested. 

“And if it does its thing, he’ll have a mild case,” Ryan said, more to reassure himself than her. “Are you OK? Do you mind if I go up there?”

“Go,” she ordered, and it eased something inside him to hear it. “I will text Abigail my support and tell her that you’re headed up there.”

“Beloved,” he said gratefully, and he circled around and turned onto Broadway to head up the hill to OHSU.

He knew his way around here now. Wasn’t that a sad commentary on how bad things had gotten? He found the nurses’ station, asked after Andrew McShane, and was his wife waiting somewhere? 

Are you family, they asked, and he said yes. They nodded and sent him onward, deeper into the hospital. Look confident, he thought. It helped to be tall with broad shoulders and a practiced smile. He caught his reflection in a frosted glass door: saw the dark brown hair and close-cropped dark beard. He rolled his eyes. Once he’d thought his looks were useful because they got him all the sex and attention he wanted. Now he thought they had caused him more grief than pleasure. He straightened his shoulders, projected confidence. Act as if — it was his mantra.  Sometimes he thought he had been doing that his whole life. 

He saw Abigail McShane in a small waiting room. She looked tiny and old, huddled there, her arms wrapped around herself. She was alone. He’d been right to come. He swallowed.

“Abigail,” he said gently, and she looked up and then she was in his arms. He held her tightly, as she sobbed against his chest.

“Tell me,” he ordered. 

She choked back the tears and sucked in enough air so she could speak. “He didn’t feel good, complained dinner needed more salt, that it was tasteless. That alarmed me, and I took his temperature. It was high, so I put him in the car and brought him here. He barely protested! They admitted him right away, but they won’t tell me anything. Ryan!”

“Hush,” he said. “He’s strong, he’s been vaccinated, he will be OK.” Dear God, let that be the truth. 

She nodded, her head tucked against his chest. He rubbed her back, soothing her as if she was a child. Or one of his students. He would act as if he believed it, and that would give her the courage to act as if she believed him. And they would get through this.

He was still holding her while she worked to hold it together when the doctor walked down the hallway. “Doctor?” he said. He kept Abigail pressed against him.

“He’ll be OK,” the doctor said simply. “Vaccines saves lives.”

Ryan drew a shuddering breath, and he felt Abigail do the same. She pulled back from him and stood tall to look at the doctor. “Can I see him?” she said.

The doctor hesitated. “You can’t go in his room,” he warned. “Don’t want you to get it.”

She smiled at him. “I suspect that ship has sailed hasn’t it? I mean if I’m going to get it?”

“Let me have the nurse give you a test,” he said. He looked at Ryan with a raised eyebrow. 

“I’m family,” Ryan said easily. “I haven’t seen him in a week or so. But I have two children at home under age four. If you want to give me a test, I would appreciate it.”

Both of them were negative, the nurse announced. “But you need to take your temperature regularly,” she cautioned them. Another test in a week. Stand in the doorway, don’t get closer than six feet. Keep your masks on. Both of them nodded obediently. 

Ryan had been hesitant to see him, although he wouldn’t have admitted it out loud. He needed McShane to be strong. But he couldn’t let Abigail face it alone either. So, he sucked it up, and they followed the nurse down the hallway. 

McShane was sitting up in bed with a pissed off expression on his face. Ryan and Abigail grinned at each other. The only sign of a problem was the oxygen tube. 

“Good,” he said, when the two of them opened his door. He softened a bit when he looked at his wife. “I’m going to be just fine, love,” he said.

“I know,” she said firmly. “I’ve already talked to the doctor. So, you just focus on getting well and coming home.”

He nodded. “Go home,” he said. “You can’t even sit by my bedside. Take care of your own health. Did you get a test?”

She nodded. “I’m good.” She looked at Ryan. “What he means is he wants to talk shop.” She grinned. She kissed Ryan lightly on the cheek. “So, he can watch,” she murmured, and he laughed. Back in the day, they’d done a whole lot more than a kiss on the cheek while McShane watched. He forced himself to stay still and let her go.

Abigail McShane took a deep breath and let it out, and she stood just a bit straighter. “I love you,” she said to her husband. “You get well, you hear me?”

“I hear you,” he said. “And we will have words about you issuing orders.” 

She laughed, and McShane’s face softened. “I love you too,” he said. “Go home.”

Ryan watched their tenderness with each other with a half-smile. They’d been married nearly 40 years. And you can have that with Teresa if you don’t fuck it up, he told himself. The siren in his head laughed and called to him. He closed his eyes briefly, opening them when Abigail patted his arm.

He smiled at her. I will not let these people down, he told the siren, who only laughed at him. With one last pat on his arm, Abigail walked down the hall to go home to that big empty house.

Then McShane looked at Ryan. “I do need to talk shop for a bit,” he said. Ryan rolled his eyes. Because of course he did. 

And then he thought about it. Holy shit, he most certainly did. Provost George Raines was second in command — he was an interim seat warmer and an idiot. VP for Student Affairs Steve Planck was smarter, but also an interim appointment. “VP for Finance?” Ryan asked.

McShane shook his head. “Faculty won’t go for it,” he said. 

McShane looked tired now. He’d been faking it for Abigail, Ryan realized. 

“If this were the flu, would you have to delegate to someone?” Ryan asked.

“No, but it’s not the flu, and the doctor thinks I’ll be here a week,” he said. “Word is going to get out.” He looked at Ryan. “How did you hear?”

“Will called,” he said slowly. “I don’t know how he heard. But it was on tonight’s newscast. Just a brief mention.”

McShane closed his eyes. “Well, there goes that option,” he said tiredly. “I need you to call the BoT president. Have him give Steve Planck signature authority. God knows we cannot have that ass of a provost capable of doing anything. I won’t have a university to get back to if he’s in charge for even one minute.”

Ryan considered that. “I can do that,” he said. “But it’s Thursday. Can we just ride it out until Monday?”

“Maybe,” he said, then hesitated. “Foggy. Sorry. But if I’m not in the office on Monday morning at 8 a.m. George Raines will be.”

Ryan chewed on his lip. “You got a phone number for the Board of Trustees president?”

The doctor cleared his throat. “He needs to rest,” he said from behind Ryan. “Not do business.”

“I can delegate,” McShane growled. “Or I can brood. You decide.”

Ryan snorted, and he turned to meet the doctor’s eyes. He shrugged. “Truth,” he said. “Give me five minutes, and he’ll rest easier. And I’ll have my to-do list.”

“Five minutes,” the doctor agreed, and walked on down the hall. He was dragging too, Ryan thought, as he watched him go. He turned back to McShane. 

“Never mind, I’ll find him. And I’ll call Carol Braun. She can run things as she always does,” Ryan teased. McShane snorted. “And I’ll tell her to lock things down. Nothing happens in that office until Monday at the earliest.”

“Ryan,” he began. “I know this is above your paygrade, but Raines cannot be given power. He’ll destroy the university in a week. And at your paygrade? He’s likely to start with EWN.”

Ryan thought about that. “What is it you say? Rome is burning and they’re looking for ways they can steal pencils from the kids?”

McShane nodded. “There’s a proposal to do exactly that,” he said.

I’ll just bet there is, Ryan thought sourly.

“OK, BoT president, Carol, heads up to Steve Planck, what else?”

“You might want to check on how Will knew,” McShane said, his eyes closed.

Good point. “All right. Sleep. Get well. Carol and I will barricade the fort until you get back.”

“And one other thing?” McShane said, his eyes still closed. “Don’t make someone laugh when they are on oxygen?”

Ryan snickered. He turned to go. “Sir?” he said. “Does Abigail have anyone to stay with her? Rochelle maybe? Or do you want me to have her come stay with Teresa and me?”

There was a pause. “Ask her,” McShane said. “You’re right. Alone might not be good.”

Ryan saw the doctor headed his way and went to meet him. “How is he really?” Ryan ask quietly. “Now that his wife has gone home?”

The doctor hesitated. “He’s going to be fine,” he said. “But even these breakthrough cases aren’t anything to fool around with. We need to keep him stress-free.”

Ryan laughed without amusement. “Doctor, do you know who he is? What he does?”

The doctor shrugged. “I do,” he said. “The virus? It doesn’t matter to the virus. It will chew him up and spit him out as fast as it would a janitor. If he’s stressed? Faster.”

Ryan nodded. “Understood.”

He walked rapidly out of the building and considered what order to do things. First Abigail, he decided. She needed to have someone with her. Their oldest granddaughter attended PSU — surely, she could come out and stay with her for a few days?

“I’m fine, Ryan, truly,” Abigail said when he called. “But you’re right, having Rochelle come out is a good idea. Did he give you a to-do list?”

“Of course, he did,” Ryan said, exaggerating to make her laugh. “Abigail? Call Rochelle. Call Teresa or me if you need anything. OK? You could still come down with it, too, you know. Any idea where he got it?”

“He was at an alumni dinner Monday night,” she said. “Best guess. I didn’t go thankfully.”

He had to do a bit of research to find Carol Braun’s home phone. 

“How is he?” she asked anxiously before he could even tell her.

“How did the word get out?” he asked her. He could almost hear her thinking about it. “I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “OHSU called me. There’s a list.... But others? And that is interesting, isn’t it? He seemed fine when he left for the day.”

“Troubling,” Ryan said slowly. Maybe it wasn’t important. 

He briefed her on what McShane had said. “Do you have Pete Donovan’s phone number?”

She gave it to him. “He wants Steve to step up?” 

“Do you have reservations?” Ryan asked her.

“Noooo,” she said slowly. “He’s right, it can’t be Raines. And he’s also right that the Faculty Senate probably won’t accept Zayd either, even for a week. Steve has a PhD and that will matter to the faculty.”

“Carol, if there is something you know about Steve, that he shouldn’t do this, you need to tell me,” he said firmly. 

“He’s ambitious,” she said finally. “They all are though, aren’t they?”

Ryan laughed. “Yes, they are. That Cabinet is a room full of vipers.”

“Yes,” she said simply. “Which is why I worry about how the word got out.”

“Someone else is sick,” Ryan said, feeling the rightness of it. “Who else was at the alumni dinner Monday evening? Abigail McShane seemed to think it had to have happened there.”

“I’ll look into that,” she promised. “But you’d better call Steve before you call Pete Donovan.”

Shit, shit, shit.

He did. He had to let it ring for a long time while he paced in the parking lot of the hospital. They had a communications blanket over the hospital, and he’d spent more time than he liked to think about making calls from the parking lot instead.

“Hello?” a woman’s voice answered. 

Ryan paused. “This is Ryan Matthews calling for Steve Planck,” he said courteously. “Is he there?”

“This is Sarah, Ryan,” the woman said. “We’ve met, I think. At the art gallery last spring most recently.” There was a smile to her voice.

He laughed. “I did see you there,” he admitted. That had been fun — most certainly it had been memorable. “It’s important, Sarah. I need to talk to Steve.”

She sighed. “He’s up at OHSU,” she said quietly. “We admitted him this afternoon. Breakthrough Covid.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said, projecting as much sincerity and sympathy as he could. “I’m up here at OHSU myself. President McShane was admitted two hours ago.”

There was silence, and then she gave him a room number. “I’ll keep you posted,” he promised her.

“Thank you.”

Ryan called Carol Braun back. “You were right,” he said. “Now what?”

“I don’t know, Ryan,” she said seriously. “Have you called Pete Donovan yet?” 

“I don’t know what to tell him!” Ryan said, worried and growing more so as he thought of all the things this could trigger — all the things that could go wrong. “This is way above my paygrade, Carol. I don’t want to go back to President McShane. The doctor was very clear, he’s not to be stressed.”

“Maybe you need to channel the same Ryan Matthews who staged a fire drill last summer,” Carol Braun said, and he heard both the humor and the worry. It calmed him. Last summer, he’d staged a cyberattack during the Task Force on Innovation meeting. With any luck it would be the last task force McShane forced him to manage.

“I’ll keep you posted this time,” he promised. His one regret about his ‘fire drill’ was that he had frightened Carol.

She laughed. “You do that.”

Ryan put away his phone and went to find the room number Sarah Planck had given him.

For a brief moment he wondered if this was McShane’s revenge on him for the fire drill. A bit too elaborate to be a hoax, he acknowledged. He found the room number by just acting as if he knew where he was going and had a right to be there. People were too busy to worry about him. And that scared him too.

He tapped on the doorframe as he opened the door, and Steve Planck opened his eyes and looked at him. “What are you doing here?” he rasped out. He too had an oxygen tube. He didn’t look happy.

“I called to tell you that McShane wants you to be acting president while he’s in the hospital with Covid, and your wife tells me you’re here too. You blew it, my friend,” he said conversationally. “You could have put acting university president on your resume, and instead you’re up here, too.”

He grunted. “Not funny,” he said, but he smiled. “McShane’s got it too? The alumni dinner?”

“That’s what his wife thinks, yes,” Ryan said. “I take it you were there.”

“Me and most of the cabinet,” he said sourly. “So, what? You’re doing contact tracing on foot these days?”

“McShane’s concerned that Raines not be acting president for even an hour,” Ryan said, turning serious. “And it’s more likely to be a week. And yes, he gave me a to-do list that included calling the BoT president and telling him to put you in as acting president.”

Planck lay back in his bed. “You’re on your own on this one, Ryan,” he said tiredly. “Doc says I’m here through Saturday at least. I might be able to stagger in on Monday.”

“Any suggestions for who gets to be acting president now?” Ryan asked.

Planck just breathed for a while. Then he slowly smiled. “You know what I always thought would be enlightening? Turn the university over to student government for a day.”

Ryan gaped at him. Then he started laughing. “A presidential proclamation?”

“Or a BoT one,” he agreed. “Now get out of here. If you’re going to run a shadow government in eight hours, you can’t be exposed to Covid.”

“Get well, my friend,” Ryan said softly.

“Oh, I will,” he said. “I’m too curious to know why you were designated McShane’s errand boy for this.”

“Curiosity never hurt anyone. Just ask the EWN staff.”

Ryan considered whether he should go back to McShane with this or not, and decided not. Blood pressure meds, he muttered, and went back out in the parking lot. He called Carol Braun back. She listened to Planck’s proposal and started laughing. “OK,” she said. “I’ll organize the office managers. Who will be serving as president? Will?”

Ryan laughed. “No, I’m thinking Cinder.” 

Carol laughed again. “Tell her I’ll see her at 8 a.m. then. Should Elizabeth expect someone too?” Elizabeth was the executive assistant to the provost.

“Yes,” he said. “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.”

He called the Board of Trustees president next to update him. “I don’t know if you remember me,” he began.

“Ryan, no one who has ever had you cover them for a news story is going to forget you,” Pete Donovan said. Ryan laughed. He’d covered the Board of Trustees more than three years ago when he was just an EWN reporter himself. “Why are you calling me this late in the day? It can’t be good.”

Ryan explained. “Do I need to elaborate on why President McShane does not want the interim provost to step in?” he asked.

“No,” Pete Donovan said. “He keeps me well briefed, thankfully. So who does he have in mind? The interim VP for Student Affairs instead?”

“Well yes, that was his plan,” Ryan said. “Except Steve Planck has a bed right down the hall. Apparently, someone at the alumni dinner Monday night was contagious. Doesn’t Alumni Affairs learn?”

“Guess not,” Donovan said after a pause. A year ago Alumni Affairs had pressured the then university president to allow the basketball team to compete in a Thanksgiving tournament and set off a city-wide Covid spike. And sucked the BoT into it too, Ryan recalled a bit late. Tough. People died. A lot of people.

“Do we have any Cabinet left? And why am I hearing this from you?”

“I was there as Mrs. McShane’s escort,” Ryan said. “Old family friend. Not related to my job at all. And I got drafted.” He added the last with just a touch of the sourness he actually felt.

Donovan laughed. “No good deed, hey?” 

“That’s sooo true,” Ryan agreed. “So Dr. Planck had an idea,” he said, then explained the plan.

“Can you pull that off? It’s after midnight,” Donovan said after an even lengthier pause. 

“Carol Braun is organizing the executive secretaries as we speak,” he said. “Getting the students aboard? I can do that. I need a proclamation from you declaring tomorrow — today — as Students in Control Day.” He frowned. Did that scan? SIC Day? Well, that was appropriate at least.

“What’s McShane’s favorite saying? Let’s see what happens?” Donovan asked. “What do you need?”

“An email to all cabinet heads authorizing it, and informing them they should turn their offices over to their student counterparts upon their arrival in the morning. Fancy it up?”

Donovan was laughing. “Have you told McShane this plan? Or is this another fire drill?”

“The doctor says it’s important that President McShane be protected from stress,” Ryan said, after laughing with him. “This is something Steve Planck and I cooked up.”

“All right,” he said. “Watch your email. I’ll send a draft to you first. But if Carol Braun is organizing it, we’re good.”

Ryan was sitting in his car now instead of pacing. It was going to be a long night.

He called Corey Washington, knowing he’d be at EWN still doing all of his systems management tasks. “You know how we’ve woken you up by letting the phone ring until you finally answer?” he asked with no preamble.

“Yes,” Corey said. “And I don’t find it as funny as you all do either.”

Ryan laughed. “Well, here’s your chance for revenge,” he said. “I need a Zoom meeting with Cinder, Will, Blair, and Miguel, for starters. Wake them up now.”

“Cinder?” Corey asked.

“Her most of all,” Ryan said. And he grinned. Cinder was going to freak out.
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Chapter 2
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1 a.m. Friday, Dec.3, 2021, Goose Hollow apartments — Cinder had just gotten to sleep when her phone rang — and rang and rang — demanding she wake up. She reached for it, knocked it off the bedside table, and sighed. Deal with it in the morning, she thought, sinking back into sleep.

The phone continued to ring. 

Damn it. She got out of bed, turned on the light and picked up the phone. She frowned.

Corey Washington? Who was... oh, yeah, EWN. Why was he calling her at 1 a.m. in the morning? And apparently he had every intention of continuing to call her until she answered. How rude.

Well, he was cute, with his red-tipped braids, and shy smile. And she coveted that zippered-out black leather jacket he wore. OK. So she’d answer the damn phone. It had better be worth it.

“What?” she demanded.

“Sorry, Cinder,” Corey said. He didn’t sound like it. He sounded like he was amused. Her eyes narrowed. “Ryan needs a Zoom meeting with you and a bunch of EWN staff right away. Can you join us?”

“Send me the link,” she said with a sigh. 

“Live in 10,” he replied.

Ryan Matthews. There was a name that made all kinds of emotions roil around inside her. She wondered what he was up to now. She’d known him forever — they’d gone to middle school together, for goddess’ sake. And high school. But they’d gone their separate ways then. He got into some serious shit, the rumors said.

And well, she guessed she had too.

After she and her birth family parted ways, she’d hear gossip about him. About the nightlife parties, the drugs and alcohol. But they didn’t cross paths. Her world of the night — and the drugs and alcohol — were a whole different strata than his: the gutters, not the penthouses.

Then last spring, they’d crossed paths again, here at PSU. She’d gotten adopted by the EWN staff, and apparently that included Ryan Matthews as their advisor. And evidently hers now too.

But at 1 a.m. in the morning? Her phone pinged, and she clicked on the link in the text. Your moderator will be with you momentarily, Zoom informed her.

Hell, probably most of the people who would be in the meeting were probably in this same building — an apartment building owned by Ryan’s trust fund. Zoom was more convenient. She didn’t even need to get out of bed for it. 

She reconsidered that. She got up went to the bathroom, looked in the mirror and tidied her hair. She liked having her hair in a mohawk, liked it flame red for the symbolism, but it wasn’t something you wanted others to see in a Zoom window without a bit of fixing. It gave new meaning to bed head. 

She wasn’t sure about a sleep T that said ‘So Deal With It’ on it either, but she couldn’t think of something better — and clean. She needed to do laundry.

She took her phone into the kitchen of her small studio apartment, and poured herself a glass of water. She glanced longingly at the coffee pot but thought better of it. If she drank coffee now, she’d never get back to sleep. 

She hoped this Zoom meeting wouldn’t be very long. If it was, they could pause while she made coffee. Or they could continue it by themselves. Night owls, the whole lot of them.

She actually liked the people she’d met at EWN or she would have just told Corey no, shut the phone in the bathroom, and gone back to sleep. But they’d been there for her when her peers in student government weren’t. And the more she hung out with them, the more she liked them. They accepted her. No questions asked.

Well that wasn’t quite right. There were endless questions from that bunch. She guessed that was to be expected from journalists. But they didn’t judge her. Didn’t question her life choices. And when she’d been one of those who was the focus of that hateful art gallery exhibit, they’d treated her as one of their own.

Corey Washington and Robert Smithson had even posed with her in front of the computerized photo of her head on a nude androgynous body. She still wondered if Corey had realized what position he'd assumed in that tableaux. Robert had known — and enjoyed it. She laughed now, remembering his grin as he’d gone down on one knee before her as she stretched up, just as the body in the photo did. 

She glanced at the Zoom window on her phone. Still waiting.

Carrie Johnson had been right when she’d nagged Cinder into coming to EWN to meet the staff. Carrie and her partner Chris had been at the party to celebrate Cinder’s election as president of the Student Senate. It had been one hell of a party. And then reality sunk in and she began to panic. Carrie said go to EWN. Talk to Will and Ryan.

So she sucked it up and did it.

Last spring term, Cinder had been outraged that the candidate for student-body president was charged with kidnapping and drugging a fellow student — the EWN editor no less — and still was on the ballot and unchallenged. She’d marched into the office of the Associate Vice President for Student Development and demanded something be done.

Steve Planck had been blunt. William Johnson was innocent until proven guilty, and he’d already tried to get the VP for Student Affairs to allow him to intervene. And Benjamin Davis had said no. It was just a prank. The EWN staff were continuing their attack on students in student government, Davis had said. Planck had looked grim at that. They both knew it had been a pretty nasty ‘prank.’

“So, I’ll run against him,” Cinder said, appalled as soon as the words were out of her mouth. But she’d been drugged before. Drugged and raped, although she didn’t plan on telling Dr. Planck that. “Or I’ll find someone who will,” she amended. 

And Planck had explained the slate concept. She’d have to find someone to be president, vice president, secretary and treasurer. She had 24 hours to get it done, before the deadline, and then run a campaign against the establishment’s picks.

“So you’re just going to let this happen?” she demanded. “Let him become student body president for the next year? You know the Judicial Code Committee isn’t going to do anything to those bastards. They’re his buddies.”

Planck had studied her for a moment. Long enough that she got uncomfortable under his gaze. “Run for president of the Student Senate,” he said at last. “You can build a power base there to challenge him and his friends. To curtail his activities.”

She’d thought that over. She was president of the Homeless Students Association, and therefore a member of the Senate which was a useless organization as far as she was concerned. They did nothing but hand out small amounts of money to students who wanted to travel to conferences or bring in a speaker. They met once a month and practiced parliamentary procedure skills. But was that all it had to be? From what Dr. Planck had said — and hadn’t said — she thought possibly it could be more.

So she researched it. Went back in the minutes and read them. Studied the charter, the bylaws, and all the documents. And holy goddess, the Student Senate could be a powerhouse for change — if it wanted to be. If it had the right leader.

And so while she was still too angry to have any sense, she’d filed for the position. She knew practically everyone involved in student government, and it wasn’t hard to put together a campaign and win. 

But she had no clue what do next. And totally blitzed out of her mind at her celebration party she’d told Carrie so. Carrie had giggled — she had a good giggle — and told her to come meet the EWN editors the next afternoon. “They’ll know what comes next,” she said. “And if they don’t? Our advisor, Ryan Matthews, always has ideas. Not necessarily good ideas. But ideas.”

Her attention caught at his name, she’d agreed to do it. Was it the same Ryan Matthews of her childhood? That Ryan Matthews? Faculty advisor to student media? That she had to check out. 

Besides, she had a few things she wanted to say to the EWN editors. The disaster in student government was in part their fault. Why the hell didn’t they cover that shit?

And so yeah, somehow, she’d gotten adopted by EWN, and by Ryan Matthews — who indeed turned out to be that Ryan Matthews. And now she was waiting for a fucking Zoom meeting at 1:15 a.m. on a Friday morning.

She should review the errors of her ways if this was where they led.

“And we’re live,” Corey said. “Ryan? You’re up.”

So Ryan explained. Even as concise as he was — and he was still fundamentally a reporter — it took a bit of explaining. 

McShane had Covid, a mild case, thank the goddess, but nevertheless, he was probably out for a week. And everyone seemed to agree the provost should not become acting president. But Planck also had Covid — same alumni dinner apparently — so Ryan and Steve Planck had cooked up a scheme to turn the campus over to students to run for the day.

He called it SIC Day, Students in Control Day, because of course Ryan couldn’t help but embed a joke in what was really a serious situation. 

And then he dropped the bomb.

“Cinder? You need to be the university president for the day.”

“Ryan, don’t be ridiculous! I can’t do that!” Cinder protested. Holy goddess, she was wide awake now.

Ryan just grinned. He had Donovan’s proclamation and was reading it out loud to everyone.

When Cinder finally ran out of air to protest any further, Ryan said seriously, “Cinder, you’re the only one who can. Think about it. Student government is in complete disarray except for you and the Student Senate. The judicial code committee hasn’t been reconstructed yet. The exec branch? The elected president has been convicted of assault — of me — and he’s been expelled. The VP is still facing charges. So, no one there can do it. You’ve got to step up. Carol Braun — you know her — she’s expecting you at 8 a.m. She’ll see to it that you do just fine.”

“Have Will do it!” she protested, a last-ditch chance to get out of this hair-brained scheme. She carried her phone to the kitchen counter and started coffee. She could already see she was going to get stuck doing this, over all of her objections. She was appalled. 

She was going to need coffee, strong coffee and lots of it.

“Me!” Will yelped. “No way.”

Ryan was shaking his head. “EWN can’t. They can take over University Advancement. That makes sense. But not the other offices. Cinder, if you don’t, this falls apart, and Raines is acting president in...” he glanced at the clock in the corner of his phone, “...six hours.”

Cinder was silent. She had to agree that George Raines as acting president for a week would be a disaster. The man was an idiot.

She sighed. She was so going to regret this. “All right,” she said slowly. “Carol Braun is on board?” She had high respect for that woman.

“She is,” Ryan promised. “So who do we put into the other offices?”

Cinder considered that. “Rather than individuals, what if we turned each office over to a club? I need Bianca on this,” she muttered. 

“On it,” Corey said. 

“We could give the provost office over to Black Student Union, for instance. If Raines protests, they would just occupy the office. They’ve been itching to do something about that bastard for weeks. I’m not sure why, to be honest. Elizabeth is OK with this?”

“Haven’t heard back, but Carol’s organizing that part of it,” Ryan said.

“And maybe give Student Affairs to MEChA; LBGTQIA could take Student Services,” she continued, mostly thinking out loud. She took a sip of her coffee and sighed with pleasure. Even at 2 a.m. good coffee should be savored. “Who can do finance? Student Fee Committee?”

“Can’t be them, can it? Or did they get rid of the member who is charged with kidnapping me?” Will asked. “Ryan are you serious about us taking on University Advancement? And still cover this?”

“Yes,” he said. “Why not?”

“Bianca is live,” Corey cut in. “I’ve brought her up to speed. I’m bringing Cage in too. Seems like he ought to do University Advancement. Can we order an investigation into Alumni Affairs’ bias against Covid protections?”

Cinder was only paying half attention to the discussion. She’d started a side-chat in the comment window with Bianca. Bianca Parks was senior EWN news anchor and their most wired-in reporter. They could sort out who to send where — wasn’t many people on campus they didn’t know between the two of them.

“You can do whatever you want,” Ryan said absently. “Within the law and reason,” he added hastily. Everyone laughed, and Cinder had to agree. Telling that to EWN staff was lighter fluid on an already burning fire.

“Then I want chair of Computer Sciences,” Corey said grimly. And Cinder thought maybe she’d lost control of this — if she’d ever had it. Was anyone in control? Given this was EWN, probably not.

She sighed. She’d better start mapping this out or they’d never remember who was going to run what. What exactly could they get done in a day? Well, they could ask the people she was planning to put in charge of offices.

But why was Corey going after his own department? She frowned.
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Chapter 3
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3:30 a.m., Friday, Dec. 3, OHSU parking lot — Wait, Ryan thought alarmed. Were they going down that far on the org chart? Maybe they shouldn’t — or he could just roll with it. And one of the voices in his head laughed.

Bianca returned to the Zoom conversation. “OK, Corey? Can you wake these people up? Please, sweetie?” Bianca sent him a list of numbers. “And if we’re going down to department levels? We’re going to need more students.”

“Each college has an advisory board,” Cinder said. “They’re part of Student Senate. We can send them to their respective colleges.”

“Departments do too,” Ryan interjected. “But make sure we’ve got admin covered, before we go down to that level.”

“And Ryan?” Cinder said. Ryan looked at the smile on her face warily. “I’m appointing you as special advisor to the president for the day. You need to be in my office at 8 a.m.”

“Me?” Ryan said startled. Then he thought about it. Of course, he wanted to be in on this — to be able to watch it all? Hell yes! And where better? “Yes, President Cinder.”

Cinder nodded, and then she grinned. “That sounds all kinds of wrong.”

Ryan laughed. Cinder only used one name — legally — after a rift with her birth family. Ryan had known her back when they were both teens. Before both of them rejected their birth families. He smiled at her, and she smiled back.
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