
  
    [image: Models and Citizens]
  



    
        
          Models and Citizens

        

        
        
          Reality Gradient, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Andrew Sweet

        

        
          Published by Hesperia Publishing, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MODELS AND CITIZENS

    

    
      First edition. April 9, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Andrew Sweet.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224272976

    

    
    
      Written by Andrew Sweet.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Andrew Sweet

	    

      
	    
          
	      Reality Gradient

          
        
          
	          Models and Citizens

          
        
          
	          Bodhi Rising

          
        
          
	          Libera: Goddess of Worlds

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Virtual Wars

          
        
          
	          Evasion and Defiance

          
        
          
	          Solitude and Retaliation

          
        
          
	          Inertia and Momentum

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Witch of the Isle

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Andrew Sweet’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Models and Citizens

      
        REALITY GRADIENT

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        ANDREW SWEET

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Andrew Sweet Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ORPHAN PROGRAM

      A declining birth rate over the previous thirty years had impacted the global economy disastrously. Economists realized too late that year-over-year growth atrophied without an actual growing population. The global response had been to heavily promote childbirth. Each nation attempted to out-breed the others, although no one said this out loud. In the United States, this led to a period of don’t-ask, don’t-tell adoption and abandonment. The Childhood Investment for Lost Descendants (ChILD) legislation enacted by Congress on May 5, 2150 as a national imperative included the Orphan Program. Any unwanted child could be dropped at an orphanage, to a commitment of half of a percent of total GDP. Negotiations with most private grade schools, boarding schools, and colleges to create a school-to-enterprise pipeline, which propelled many abandoned children toward becoming captains of industry.

      The plan worked to some degree. The birth rate in the United States began to stop its decline. But there was the unintentional side effect that many poverty stricken families began to abandon their children into the Orphan Program as the general social welfare programs in America continued to be choked for funds during the economic squeeze.

      THE MADISON RULE

      By 2153, global industry innovated its way to another solution. First in China, and eventually in other countries, cloning began to take hold. Children were created in factories, and from there, streamed directly into similar orphan programs in many countries. The birth rate finally increased in Germany, England, then Russia. China’s birth rate soared above the rest. All eyes were on the United States, whose religious fundamentalist background had crippled what little existed of their cloning infrastructure. Predominantly northern states adopted cloning programs, which combined with the orphanage programs, added to the positive birth rate, making cloning competitive.

      After a multi-year climate destruction event known as Equilibrium split the nation into two halves, creating a desert from most of the mid-west, even the fundamentalist southern states eyed cloning as a recovery strategy. Breakthroughs in League City created a ‘Silicon Valley’ of cloning in Texas. The Cloning Revolution was in full swing.

      In 2157, Regious Madison, proposed a law in Louisiana that if clones were created by a company there, then they were the property of that company, and not actual United States citizens, having not been born, but manufactured. Once proposed, a national discussion emerged, and the national opinion on cloning soured. The term ‘clone’ was used in such a negative way, that those proponents of cloning shifted to calling clones ‘models’ instead. In February of the same year, cloning companies began marking their clones with bar-codes on the inside of their wrists, a practice that became widely adopted.

      The industry, faced with the prospect of becoming obsolete in a society which had begun to resent clones generally, supported the Madison Rule in Congress in February of 2164, where it passed both houses with an overwhelming majority vote.

      Once the status of clones became enforced by law, the industry expanded. Instead of depending on government compensation for helping resolve the population crisis, clones were purchased for manual labor, and high-risk work, the result being that though the population did rise faster in the United States, the majority of the rise was in what equated to slave labor, which overall drove down wages for everyone else, leading to high unemployment everywhere else.

      This fueled the re-branding of several hate organizations, swinging from supporting racial superiority to supporting birthright superiority. One of these organizations was HPM, or the Human Pride Movement, which took the extreme stance that cloning was anathema to God and as such, cloning should be stopped completely.
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      TUESDAY MAY 17, 2185

      Harper concentrated on the crash of the waves as she pushed back in her magnetic-suspension rocker, nudging the ground with the tips of her toes. Straight, black hair, inherited from her mother, fell across her bare shoulders. She closed her hazel eyes and focused on the sound of her breathing, then counted with the waves. Each one relaxed her more and more. Thick, wet air blanketed her skin. She eased into serenity.

      "Harper's just outside, Matthew."

      Loud, harsh whispers interrupted her meditation. Her eyes opened to the sound.

      "I know, Aayushi. Dammit, this is important.”

      "What do you want? I'm sorry? Absolutely not.”

      "I expected you to be faithful."

      "I expected you not to hit Harper or me. And be sober every once in a while. I guess we're both disappointed."

      Harper’s micro-mood stabilizer implant struggled to reign in her spiking emotions. Her heart accelerated, fighting back against the increase of melatonin. The moist air formed into a dank cocoon around her as her body sweat mingled with the humidity. She existed in a sealed balloon, and each breath reduced her limited, precious oxygen. The stabilizer notched up, making her a detached observer as her heart now slowed. The world around her became brighter and happier-looking. An artificial spike in endorphins took the edge off, but she wanted her edge. The stabilizer flipped into emergency mode and the artificial high overpowered her ability to concentrate until her mother's voice punched through.

      "You're never here, Matthew. When you are here, you're drunk and violent. I've been waiting for thirty years on you.”

      "I own a restaurant. I gotta go talk to people, keep them entertained, keep paying on this house somehow."

      "You own a dive. And the 'people' you talk to there aren't people, Matthew. They're HPM."

      The mention of HPM caught Harper’s attention. The Human Pride Movement tortured and killed models. The group had more weapons stockpiled than the Texas Rangers. She’d seen them at his bar, with their three-bar tattoos. Even through the haze she could envision the drunken patron telling her how they indicate “God, blood, and country - and no damn clones”.

      “They're not wrong, Aayushi. We're being replaced!"

      "You only think that when you're drinking, Matt. How many have you had? It's not even noon yet."

      "Don't you dare change the subject! How could you cheat on me with one of those shills?”

      “Models, Matthew, not shills.”

      Harper visualized her mother flipping her head back and forth with her perpetual black ponytail following the laws of the pendulum. Her mother. Cheating. The idea was laughable. Still, she would have congratulated the woman if she’d gotten the news in confidence.

      "How could you cheat with one of ...them?!"

      Harper heard the raw hurt in her father's voice. She couldn't stop smiling, still on her endorphin ride, but the goodness had gone out of it. The summer would be another prolonged running battle. She couldn't remember why she had expected an idyllic summer break before she started on her doctorate, or work, or whatever her future held. The spike ebbed just enough for her to understand how sad that idea was. Voices rose again and cut through her concentration.

      "One of them? Listen to yourself. He's around, and you're not."

      "I'll show you, bitch."

      Harper's smile vanished. The stabilizer couldn't keep up. With willpower that she didn't realize she could muster, she forced herself to focus on the situation. Endorphins fought against her, telling her that everything was fine, and she should relax. She struggled to maintain focus and with slow, deliberate thoughts. Harper mustered up the hope that her mother could resolve the situation soon. Harper recognized the wavering in his voice as the tone he took on just before violence erupted.

      With all of her conscious effort, she stopped the rocker and held her breath, working up the nerve to intervene. Each noise that escaped through the walls caused an involuntary seizing in her chest.

      "What are you going to do? Shoot him? You don't even know where he lives."

      "I'll find him. He'll come into Jarro sooner or later, and I'll be there."

      There was a good chance the argument would wind down now that he talked about Jarro. Once he got the idea in his head, he'd be on his way there a few minutes later to get plastered drunk. Then one of them, she or her mother, would go get him. The unmistakable high-pitched whine of his proton rifle charging told her that this wasn’t going to end that way. Harper sprang from the chair, stumbling as the friction-less seat slid backward faster than she'd anticipated.

      She ran to the back door and the voices get louder as she approached. Harper swung the heavy door open, and her eyes fell to her father. He stood with his back to her beside the living room couch. Her mother stood just beyond him, eyes wide with terror.

      "Matthew, calm down and put that thing away. Think – your daughter - “

      "How could you do this?! How could you cheat on me with one of them? I'm going to find him, and I'm going to kill him. You'll see – “

      Harper made eye contact with her mother, though her father's back prevented her from seeing where the gun pointed. Her mother’s frantic eyes shot wider. The woman shook her head violently side-to-side and mouthed the words 'go' without sound.

      Harper heard the whispering sound of a proton rifle discharge. Then the air pressure changed a millisecond before a sharp retort shook the entire house. A hole appeared in the right side of her mother's face. Her mother looked stunned for half a second before she slumped forward to the floor, knocking the weapon from her father's hands as she fell. Harper tried to scream, but the most she could muster was a wheezy gargling noise as her stabilizer stopped working altogether. A panic attack closed off her airways.

      Her father turned toward Harper when she made the sound. He didn't seem to see her as he picked the gun up from where it lay on the floor and placed the barrel under his chin. She clasped her hands over her mouth as he charged it again. As he pulled the trigger, he seemed to recognize her, and tears welled up and streamed from the corners of his eyes. Recognition wasn't enough to change his mind. One more bang, and he collapsed into a pile on the floor in front of her.

      Silence.

      Harper stood in the porch doorway, unable to move any part of her body. She felt a sunburn forming on the back of her neck. A warm breeze kissed her skin, encouraging her to relax. The sun primed her Vitamin-D pumps. Her mind flashed the images again and again. First, her mother's recognition of her, followed by that sickening look of surprise. Then the hopeless, tormented stare from her father. Two lives gone in less than a minute.

      By the time the police arrived, her neck was on fire, and she struggled not to pass out. An officer in the League City Police Department's dark-blue uniform walked across the living room toward her, side-stepping the bodies. His curly black hair and healthy, confident smile reminded her of a classroom assistant who had asked her on a date once. That boy was built like a linebacker, whereas the officer had the build of a soccer player. He seemed nice.

      He waved his hand in front of her face and mouthed what looked like her name. He stepped so close that she could smell his aftershave lotion. The man seemed to be yelling something she could not quite make out. The tenseness of her body dissipated enough for her to take a step backward away from the advancing officer, which stopped his screaming and made him smile instead. So she took another step and then another. The man turned her by the shoulders to face the porch where the wooden staircase led to the sandy beach. They circled the house to where several police cars and an ambulance huddled together. In silence, Harper ascended into the back of the ambulance. It seemed like something she should do. When she finished, the policeman stopped moving his mouth, so she guessed she'd done the right thing.

      Sometime later, a paramedic slopped sunscreen and aloe onto her burned neck and muttered something else she couldn't understand. She heard words, but they wouldn't reconcile themselves into concepts. Harper laid her body down on a mat in the center of the van and closed her eyes.
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      FRIDAY, MAY 20, 2185

      Ordell Bentley watched the Houston Aegis play against the Seattle AirCrawlers. Rain materialized above the display area and fell in thin streaks of static flickers, as four mechs and three drones on each team formed up at opposite ends of the field. Forward drones on both teams seemed confused and lost whenever the hovering goal hoop came close enough for them to score. For Houston, a combination of the rain and cold temperatures kept the team from scoring. Southern drones, optimized for the hot, dry climate, often failed in the dense rain. Seattle drones, heavier and slower because of the weatherproofing, performed better. Mechs labored in combat below the air dance, occasionally taking pot-shots at the opposing team’s drones.

      Ordell strained to make out the truck-sized mechs, reduced to the size of sheet rock anchors, as they moved across the flat surface. Their holograms collided and then distorted on impact, only to flicker back into focus a moment later in another position. The dancing images brought to mind the only in-person Zephyr game he'd ever experienced - barely a year ago.

      A photograph on the mantle captured that game. He looked up at the flickering image positioned on the mantel, which showed him grinning as a drone zipped by in the background. Beside that was another picture of him and the dark-haired woman who had accompanied him, back when she was still too nervous to be called his girlfriend. He stared at the picture, tracing the lines of her face in his mind. Ordell always found it difficult to believe that such a wonderful woman could be his. Of course, like everything else a model possessed, she couldn't be entirely his.

      Her lips were the shade of the Rose Red glossy external paint - a color he’d used to restore pseudo-Victorian homes outside of League City.  Like the homes, her down-turned eyes were haunted by an air of sadness and loss in their beauty.

      The game faded into the background. Ordell reached out for the picture and his hands closed on the frame. The bar code tattooed across his wrist brought a grimace to his face as his bushy brows furrowed up. His teeth clenched shut in the reflection suspended above her warm smile. Ordell let go of the frame and turned away from the mantle, bumping the table. On impact, the dilapidated holovision skipped channels from sports to news.

      "...babies. We have to have more babies. That's the only way to make sure that we don't go completely extinct."

      A familiar voice expounded on procreation's benefits in the usual way. Ordell glanced back towards the holovision to see Gregory Ramsey's head rotate in a circle. The man’s mouth never stopped moving.

      "The only way to keep natural-born citizens in control of this country is to out-produce. You have the most critical role. Have babies, lots of them. One point three million clones are produced every year to meet demand, and it's only going to increase. You think those clones won't take your jobs? You think the sterilization works?

      "Look, I don't hate clones. Clones work for me in my home. That doesn't mean that I want more clones in America than God-fearing Americans. And why should I be ashamed of that?"

      A panning effect swiped Gregory's floating head from view and replaced it with the head of a woman. She stared forward with piercing blue eyes beneath close-cropped blonde hair.

      "Mr. Ramsey, what would you say to professional women like me, who don't have any desire for children?”

      “You must know my answer to that. I would say that maybe it's time you started thinking about the decline of humanity. There's no reason you can't be successful and do your part to keep humans from going extinct. Look at the Orphanage Program. Professional women can pop out babies too. As long as they're natural-born, the federal government will take care of them, no questions asked. Nine months and back to your life. It's just that simple."

      Ordell couldn't see what the anchor thought of that, as the camera had panned back over to Mr. Ramsey and stayed there until he answered the next question. Ordell suspected that he could have guessed what kinds of faces the fiery news host made off-camera though.

      "Lots of people - the majority - disagree with you. Women generally don't like your recommendation to 'have more babies' to solve an economic problem. Do you have any new ideas?"

      “Well, in the meantime, why don't we add some teeth to the Madison rule? Where are the penalties for companies who fail to sterilize their clones, or mark them properly? What about the Sanctuary States, which don't report escaped clones at all to the federal government? What about the 'underground railroad'? It's past time we do something about the terrorists who fail to take the law seriously. And frankly, maybe the law doesn't go far enough."

      "I think you're referring to the 'Freedom Underground’. A political organization. Why are you so obsessed with them?”

      "It's time to call them what they are, Janet. Terrorists, plain and simple. They steal from God-Fearing Americans and funnel clones to Sanctuary States. What happens after that? Nobody knows. I tell you what I think, they're organizing, and before long, everyone will be telling me how smart I was to see this coming."

      The woman's head came back on, with a look on her face that betrayed her contempt for the man before she seemed to realize that the cameras were on her, and plastered back on her thin smile.

      "Thank you, Mr. Ramsey. We'll call you back if that happens."

      "Mark my words, Janet. But it's been a pleasure to be on your show."

      Only after Gregory finished did Ordell realize that he'd been unable to turn his head away for the entire interview. This man could capture the attention of the very people upon whom he heaped hate. What must he be doing to those "God-fearing Americans" he talked about? Frustration mounted in him as he considered just how little control he had of his life, while people like Gregory Ramsey kept trying to take more.

      Lights flashed through his window as a car pulled into his apartment complex. He peeked out between the curtain and a corner of the window to see who pulled up.

      The parking lot appeared mostly the same as it had the day before. On its far edge sat the only volantrae he'd ever seen in Tribeca. Like everything else in the community, it lacked major pieces. A tan cover hid the model name and distorted its shape so he couldn't tell what make or model it was. He could tell it used to be self-piloting by the slight bump up in the center of the hood, which operated its sensors. He doubted it would ever fly again though.

      A long black luxury car with chrome on everything that would take it marred the "scenic” view. It looked expensive by a ten thousand dollar chrome job. He could tell that it couldn't fly like the Falcon it imitated. It lacked the necessary boosters, and the volantrae with distributed ion engines didn’t come with wheels.

      When Mark Ruby stepped free of the car, his red hair popping out against a backdrop of gray twilight, Ordell knew who the he was there for.

      Even as he rationalized that Mark's presence might have been unrelated to his own, his body tensed up to run. When an angry looking friend emerged from the vehicle as well, Ordell knew they weren’t there for the famous Second Avenue prostitutes. May and Juliet, purveyors of the oldest profession, would be lonely tonight. Both of these men were HPM sympathizers, and both of them were friends of Matthew Rawls, who happened to be married to the woman in his photograph.

      "Come out here, shill!"

      Mark positioned himself center in front of Ordell's apartment door, removing all doubt. Ordell pulled away from the velvet orange print curtain and ducked down to hide his silhouette. As heavy as it was, it still permitted a surprising amount of light through.

      He fled to the back of the house, stopping only to pick up his go-bag. When Ordell pulled the bag up from its hiding place, he felt his shirt snag on an old wound. He reached up to his chest and touched a scar hiding under his shirt. He would not becoming a red line on someone's expense account.

      Black duffel bag in hand, he needed only to make his exit. The best thing about his apartment was that it backed to a paved alleyway, and then to the trees. The second best was that it was on the first floor. All he had to do to escape was pop out the useless Climate Control unit and crawl through the opening. If he had the time to put it back, it would look like he hadn't even been at home. He could do it in about five minutes altogether - time Ordell suspected he didn’t have.

      He shoved the machine out with a loud crash and dove through. As he did, his foot caught on the window ledge, and he swung head-first downward toward the ground. He got an immediate mouthful of gravel and, judging by the pain and metallic taste in his mouth, lost a tooth or two. He had also skinned both palms in the process. Blood dripped from open wounds to the ground at his feet, but he ignored it and looked instead toward his car.

      But there was no car there. An excellent place to hide a car, the alley behind the hotel was a lousy place to keep an eye on one. He cursed under his breath.

      On foot, he re-evaluated his escape plan. To the east lay the beach. He could follow the sand around to the main road if he wanted. The road was drier. Once there, he only had to make it down the country road to Seven-Corners, where he would find himself with a small chance of blending back into anonymity. But men of hate were not the same as men of ignorance. Mark would notice his absence and the missing climate control unit. They would block the lone country road leaving the infected wound of a community. To the west, there lay the possibility he might not come back out with every piece of himself intact. The blossoming swampland had all of the real swamp accommodations, including cotton-mouth snakes and alligators.

      Ordell loosened gravel wedged between his teeth and his gums. He spit out a mouthful into a bloody splash on the pavement. With his tongue, he confirmed that the dive had cost him a tooth, but at least it was in the back where nobody would notice. Half of the bar code tattoo on his wrist no longer existed. He'd often wondered how hard it would be to get rid of that tattoo – apparently not very hard if he didn't mind the pain and did it quickly. It steadily throbbed now, though.

      There was no more time to inventory the damage he'd unwittingly imposed on himself. He gathered up his black bag, spit out another mouth-full of blood, and headed into the nascent swamp, the decision made.
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      FRIDAY, MAY 20, 2185

      The thin hospital gown rubbed against her bare shoulders every time she moved. Even the simple act of breathing created pain where the papery cloth shifted over her skin. Clicks and beeps from various machines confirmed that her hearing was restored. Harper swallowed when a faint scraping noise sounded nearby, yet her eyes refused to open. Someone else was in the room with her. She remained as still as possible while she listened intently. The sound continued with starts and stops; each time slightly closer than the last. Her heart pounded as she lay shrouded in darkness.

      "Hi, Harper," said a distant, masculine voice.

      Her eyelids finally parted, revealing a hazy sea of greens no more useful to her perception than the preceding black. Harper bolted upright and swung her legs around toward the sound, straining to make out anything at all within the writhing mass of shapes. An opaque turquoise blob materialized before her. Harper held her breath, unsure whether to trust the voice as real among her spurious hallucinations. The man's voice again penetrated the acoustic ensemble surrounding her.

      "Harper, can you hear me?"

      Thick overtones, dense and deep, caused her imagination to fill in what her eyes could not. Her mental image of the man strongly resembled the hero from the cover of a romance novel she'd finished only a few days prior. She pulled the thin bedsheet up to cover her exposed knees, nodded and stared at the wall behind him without making eye contact.

      "Good. I'm Doctor William Jefferson. How do you feel?"

      Slightly less nervous at the testament that he was a doctor, Harper shrugged as nonchalantly as she could. The crackling, swooshing sound a proton rifle charge interrupted her movement. A thunderous clap of discharging power followed and she tensed her body for the inevitable impact of the proton beam. Then, as quickly as the new sounds dominated her consciousness, they faded away, only to be replaced by her father's voice.

      "Not with one of them!"

      Images poured through her mind faster than she could interpret them. Each supplanted the one before it with frightening rapidity. The blue and white flame-shaped release of the proton rifle faded, leaving behind her mother's damaged face. After the flash, Harper stood alone, and the surreal scene evaporated into a hospital room where an older man with kind eyes stared, fixated on her well-being. She felt dampness on her cheeks where rivulets of tears had formed.

      "I'm f-fine."

      "You can talk to me, Harper. I'm a social worker and your assigned psychologist. Whatever you say to me is privileged," the man told her.

      "I'm still fine," she protested meekly.

      "You've been through a lot. Do you remember anything? I was told--"

      The man paused for a few seconds as she heard fingers slide across the smooth surface of a pinamu as he searched for something.

      "--that you don't remember anything from yesterday?"

      She wished with all of her heart that that was still true. But as she sat only half-listening, her mind busily collated her mental flashes into cohesive memories.

      "Didn't."

      "What was that?"

      "I didn't remember. I do now. Some."

      "What do you remember?"

      Still not entirely sure what was real or not from her memories, she slowly regained confidence as more time passed. Harper told the man about the series of images she had seen, and that she now believed they were memories reforming.

      As she awaited his response, she took the man in with her restored vision. White hair sprouted from his head and reached skyward, framing a narrow face with deep, inset brown eyes visible through thick eyeglass lenses. A hot pink tie contrasted against a checkered shirt beneath a smoking jacket with elbow patches. Everything about the man supported his social worker demeanor, down to worn shoes and argyle socks.

      "What do you think?" she asked.

      "Oh," he stammered, pushing his glasses back up on his face quickly before collapsing his hand back down to his lap. Then he choked out a cough before he continued.

      "Uh… you had quite a bad experience, Harper," he told her without making eye contact. "A bad experience which may be causing some dissociation. You'll remember more with time."

      He rose to his feet. The man's glasses slid further down his nose, but this time he didn’t correct them. He gazed intensely at Harper over the tops instead.

      "Do you have anyone you'd like me to call for you?"

      She answered his unexpected question honestly by swinging her head slowly from side to side. Her eyes welled up again.

      "Here," he told her, advancing in her direction with hand outstretched. Before she could think about it, her hand had left her side to intercept the flat data-coin, about an inch in diameter, which he pushed toward her.

      "It's someone who can help if you decide you need it."

      "Th-thank you," she said, wrapping her hand around the object so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

      "Call anytime. You are important. You matter."

      The sound of his footsteps faded as he departed. She breathed a deep sigh of relief when the door clicked into place behind him, then lowered the coin down onto the arm of her bed.

      The door swung back open automatically a few seconds later to admit a robot that resembled a hovering end table. Upon its back was a glass of orange juice and something that may have been eggs and toast at one time but had degenerated into a crispy pile of browns. The bot settled beside the bed and, once stable, raised the 'meal' to Harper's level. She could only stomach the orange juice, which she drained in a single draught before placing the empty glass back on the tray.

      "I'm finished," she told the bot, which then flashed a green light acknowledging her before it lifted back off and returned the way it had approached.

      She took the next few moments to examine the room with her now functioning eyes. A host of machines loomed around her bed on the opposite side from her legs. As she looked more closely, she could see that they were interconnected parts of a single humming wall of vibrating electronics. She followed the wall upward and discovered that it curved over the top of the bed, so high that she hadn't noticed before. The wall and ceiling wrapped around the bunk, complete with an awning that looked as though it could connect with the floor for privacy. The crowded space reminded her vaguely of her dorm room from college, down to the faux privacy provided by temporary partitioning.

      Three light raps interrupted her observations. Without a pause, the door swung open to admit a man with a thin brown mustache who would only have come up to her nose at standing height. He scampered to replace the social worker on the narrow orange seat made of molded plastic.

      "Detective Jasper," he said, without looking at her directly. She gleaned it was an introduction, even though his mannerisms were agnostic as to whether he was Detective Jasper, or if he expected her to be. She absently placed the cylindrical communicator on the bed beside her as she waited for the man to elaborate on his presence. The officer's brown eyes paused at the communicator before finally swinging towards her face. Still, he said nothing as he stared unblinking at her.

      "Somebody was already here," she whispered to him guiltily, not sure why she felt that she had to explain.

      "I can see that. How long have you associated with Friends of Humanity?" He nodded his forehead toward the data-coin on the table. She hadn’t noticed the symbol stamped on the face looked - a lowercase 'h' with an extended left leg. Harper visualized the 'h' transforming into an 'f' for Friends of Humanity.

      "The psychologist left that."

      He let out an exaggerated sigh and paused for a long time as air slowly hissed through his lips and nasal passages, reminding Harper of a deflating inner-tube.

      "Well, I guess there's no kind way to do this."

      The officer paused again and shifted uncomfortably. As he did, his worn brown suit revealed a small hole near his ankle. It was clear he didn't make a lot of money enforcing the law.

      "Your father was a member of a radical group called the Human Pride Movement. Did you know that?"

      She assumed that he already knew the answer to the question before he'd asked it, so she didn't lie. HPM frequented her father's pub since she could remember. He'd sold to them the same as he'd sold to the police and the local politicians, at first. Over time, as Equilibrium approached and the oceans rose and grasslands shriveled, the police had stopped coming, then the politicians, so that eventually the only people to frequent her father's bar were HPM. It didn’t surprise her that he’d become a member. She didn’t know, but nodded anyway.

      "Did you know that Friends of Humanity is a charitable foundation that funnels money into HPM?"

      Harper pulled the robe tighter around herself as the room temperature dropped precipitously. Icy shivers reverberated through her body and her breath stopped. Neurons fired as she connected the concepts in her mind – HPM was keeping an eye on her.

      “That data-coin you have is one of theirs. And — well, Friends of Humanity are paying for his funeral. Do you know anything about that?"

      Silently, she indicated that she didn't have any idea. The man's response was to pull out a data-coin of his own, dirty and bent as though he'd worn the thing through a car accident. He leaned his face very close to hers and stared directly into her welling eyes.

      "Don't call them. Don't accept them as visitors. If you see them again, call me."

      He patted his chest to show her his communicator affixed there outside his coat jacket lapel. She accepted the data-coin from his hand and lay it next to the other.

      "He said he was a doctor..."

      "He may have been a doctor, but not your doctor. Or…."

      The man paused thoughtfully and reached for a pinamu screen hanging from her bed stand. He examined it for a moment, then returned it.

      "What did he look like?"

      "White hair. Older, like you. Thick eyeglasses."

      "Name?"

      "William … Jefferson?"

      "The Senator from Georgia?"

      She hadn't made that connection, but she did know that the man she'd met probably wasn't the politician three terms into a government career.

      "Not that William Jefferson," she protested.

      "Doesn't matter. No psych-anything has been to see you today. If he gave you that data-coin, he's Friends of Humanity."

      Then, as her anxiety ratcheted up more, his voice and demeanor broke with compassion. She tensed in expectation of an endorphin spike, but nothing happened. Her hand shot up behind her head, and she winced as she touched a bandage on her neck.

      "They had to remove it," the detective said. “The thing overloaded and shorted out. I'm sure the doc will tell you about it."

      His tone softened then.

      "Look, don't worry about Friends. I'll have officers watching the door for you. They won't let anybody else get in here who's not supposed to."

      On cue, the door opened behind him, and two men in uniforms entered. One was a short, stocky man with no neck and an orange-reddish sunburn covering half of his face. The other had dark curly hair and an effortless grin, with a chocolate complexion.

      “Officers Aaron Hecht and Idris Agemba. They'll take care of you while you're here."

      With that, he pivoted quickly by placing the point of his toe behind the heel of his scuffed black shoes and spinning around on the linoleum flooring. Despite his disheveled appearance, the move was swift and sharp. He gave the impression of clicking into place when he ended the movement and addressed the officers.

      "Nobody except the doctor and nurses. Everyone coming in here shows valid ID.”

      They nodded in silent unison and stood as he continued to stare well beyond the point of it being awkward. One turned to leave the room, and the other followed closely behind. The door swung to a close, so she shifted her gaze back to Detective Jasper, who returned an empathetic yet slightly annoyed look before following the pair from the room.

      Harper struggled not to ruminate. She pushed down memories as quickly as they surfaced, yet somehow not fast enough. The memories sewed themselves together despite her efforts. Finally, she saw everything in full graphic detail. Her heart raced, and she froze in place, breathing in rapid, shallow breaths as a panic attack began swirling in her chest. She skipped a breath, then another. The seconds trickled past and congealed into minutes before she could steady her breathing. She stared numbly at the wall as nurses came and went. They tried to talk to her, but conversation was risky, given her lack of emotional control. So she waited.
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        * * *

      

      SUNDAY, MAY 22, 2185

      Two days passed before she was finally cleared to go. As predicted, the doctor told her about the removal of the stabilizer. She would get it back after an 'appropriate period of mourning.' There was some concern that she might short it out again. The device was designed to handle everyday anxiety peaks, not extremes like a murder-suicide.

      A nurse stepped through the door and into the room. "Hi, Harper, dear.” The woman addressed Harper as a child although the woman couldn't have been much older. Her skin was the shade of vanilla ice cream, and dark chocolate hair topped her head. A half-sleeve of tattoos resembling a Japanese ocean mural covered her left arm. A skinny dragon wrapped itself around her bicep and ended with a thick face breathing a short burst of fire near her elbow. Her name tag read 'Rachel.'

      "Today's the day! How do you feel?"

      Harper didn't answer, which seemed expected as Rachel continued without waiting for a reply.

      “Well, we kept you as long as we could."

      Harper only looked downward without responding.

      "Are you okay, dear?"

      "Yeah," Harper lied, getting to her feet. "It's fine."

      The nurse picked up Harpers' clothes from a surface on the far side of the equipment and handed them to her with kindness in her eyes. Harper’s bare feet collected little grains of sand as she carried her clothing into the bathroom for privacy, where she quickly changed before making her way back towards the bed. She slipped on dark-brown hospital flats, which someone had placed underneath the edge of the bed before she felt she was ready to address Rachel.

      "Do you have my purse?" Harper asked, on the off chance that one of her rescuers had had the foresight to grab it.

      "Purse?" Rachel asked. Then she shook her head, indicating that she hadn't. Harper's eyes flitted across the room, and for a moment, she met Rachel's, who looked away almost immediately. But it wasn't quick enough to prevent Harper from seeing the thin lines on the corners of each of her eyes. Rachel only seemed Harper's age from afar, but those lines gave it away. Rachel was at least five years older, if not ten.

      "Love, go to the nurses' station. Do you remember how to get there?"

      "To the right?"

      The nurse bobbed her head quickly and then proceeded with the work of clearing the room.

      When she passed through the door, she saw that only one of the officers still stood guard. Harper wondered if he would follow her back to her home, or even if he would continue to guard the room after she was gone. He smiled at her and stepped forward as she emerged.

      "Harper, hey," he grinned at her as if they were old friends.

      "Officer Agemba," she greeted him courteously and nodded, but didn't smile.

      He held out something to her, and she grabbed for it before she knew what it was. Her hands closed on a small pendant, just the size of a charm from the bracelets she'd liked to wear as a child. She held it up to see what it was in the light. It was translucent green with gold trim. Ridges on the back of it gave it away as yet another data-coin. This one showed the HPM three-bars logo emblazoned into its surface. Behind the pendant, she could see Idris' grinning white teeth.

      "You have friends everywhere, Harper," he told her, as the smile morphed from a grin into a thin, knowing smile.

      Her numbness subsided, rapidly replaced by fear.

      "Friends, Harper. Everybody needs friends. Can I get you a ride?"

      She nodded in silence, not knowing what else to do. She clasped her hand around the object, terrified to return it yet afraid to keep it. She walked away from him with rushed steps as she shoved the pendant into her pocket. Behind her, she heard him fish for his communicator in his uniform pockets and begin to talk into it.

      "Yep. Harper Rawls. That Harper. How soon can you get here..."

      The message was clear – Human Pride Movement had people everywhere. They could be her friends, or they could be her enemies, but she couldn't get rid of them.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, she arrived at home. The driver flashed her a hand sign when she exited the overused volantrae and didn't charge her for the ride. She let herself in through the front door and latched it behind her.

      They know where I live.

      When she crossed over the doorway, she no longer felt at home. The prudent beige walls seemed foreign and strange, not like the walls she remembered from her childhood. Her eyes hit the mantel and then drifted down to the two rust-colored spots on the floor. The two stains had soaked into the carpet, and neither looked like the last remnants of lost lives. She circumvented them as best she could, and then fled to her bedroom.

      Harper’s body heaved violently from sobbing. She jettisoned the brown sandals and fell into her pillow. She fought against tears because she wasn't sure she would ever stop crying once she started. Shudder after shudder went through her as she screamed. Dry convulsions rocked her body and her eyes threatened again to disgorge their contents down the sides of her face. She let tears out in rivers.

      Harper had a backup to the stabilizer, in the form of little round pills that she used to take before the implant. She fished through the nightstand, retrieved her pill compact, surprised that there were any of the bead-shaped tablets left, and dropped two into her mouth. When they finally started working, she remembered how poor a substitute they were. Exhaustion swept over her, and took over her anxiety.

      Harper focused what little she retained of her willpower on slowing her writhing body. Then she dug into her past, looking for signs that she missed - hints that she might have somehow prevented the tragedy. Her father had always been an oppressive, angry man for as long as she'd known him. He wielded insults like daggers and fists like, well, fists. But the proton rifle was a level of violence of which she would not have ever thought him capable.
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        * * *

      

      THURSDAY, MAY 26, 2185

      Four days passed with Harper confined to the safety of her childhood room. Ancient stuffed animals stared at her from various perches, along with their wall-poster accomplices. Beyond the door and into the hallway, death lurked. A gnawing feeling grew in her stomach as her steady diet of pills took its toll. She ran out that morning.

      Stop being such a victim, she told herself, angry at her helplessness.

      Armed with self-admonishment, Harper pulled herself slowly up from the bed. She smoothed the wrinkles in her stained sundress, though they immediately returned as soon as her hand passed over them. The act made her feel a little more in control.

      Step by step, she staggered down the hallway with unsure footing, feeling along the sides when she could, rendered incapable of walking by the heavy emotional burden. Family pictures suspended from the walls, untruthful testaments to a happiness that never really was.

      She made it to the kitchen before her rally subsided. Then she melted against the stove and slid down to the floor in a ball. The kitchen cabinet on the island across from where she landed hung slightly ajar, broken like everything else her father touched. Through the opening, she could see a bottle of whiskey stash, though she couldn't quite make out the label in the dark recesses. She crawled across the floor and pulled the cabinet the rest of the way open.

      She stared at the bottle for a while. It reminded her of her father's glassy-eyed stare when he couldn’t walk and patrons walked him out of the bar, then called her mother. Patrons like Greg Reed always seemed to have time to leer on those occasions when Harper’s fourteen-year-old self helped to fetch him. The pedophile groomer took her virginity the next year. Her childhood was stained with clumsy hands that smelled like fermented cabbage plucking at unripe body parts. Silent consent was one of the rewards reaped from her fear of embarrassing her overbearing patriarch.

      She popped the cork out.

      “The good stuff has a cork.”

      Her father's voice came from nowhere - maybe another hallucination. Harper studied the bottle, took a deep whiff, and smelled the combination of whiskey and old tobacco. Nobody else she knew could even afford the 'bad' tobacco from Louisiana. Her father always could, even when complaining about stolen jobs. HPM paid well.

      She bit back rage as she pulled the bottle to her lips and drew a short sip and inhaled at the same time. Her nose burned in protest when the searing fluid threatened to come back up. But the first drink stayed down, so she took another. There seemed nothing spectacular about the sensation, except perhaps, the nausea building in the pit of her otherwise empty stomach.

      Harper took one more swig. This time, she nailed it perfectly. She held her breath in until the liquid was deep in the back of her throat, then forced it down, exhaling instead of inhaling.

      She still hurt. After a few more, she didn’t. Her parents, her college degree, the marred memory of her own home – all of these vanished. She sat dumbly, vaguely aware that she should be in pain, and that only moments before, she could barely walk from the jagged emotional knife in her heart. Harper's thoughts cleared and once again subjected themselves to her control, or at least, she felt that they did, which might have been good enough. She leaned back against the refrigerator door and felt her shoulders loosen.

      Harper knew that the reprieve was temporary. As soon as she stopped drinking, reality would come back again and re-assert itself violently into her life. But that thought was as momentary as her alcohol-induced peace, and she found herself slipping slowly into the deepest sleep she'd had in days.

      She awoke in the same uncomfortable position on the kitchen floor. The bottle was half-empty, and she was thankful to have the remainder. As she struggled to her feet, this time it was a physical pain that crippled her, and her brain screamed out as dim light assaulted her eyes. Her sole reprieve was that the windows were still tinted nearly black, as they were the day of the shooting.

      Harper filled a glass with cold water from the tap before remembering that the tap water came out salty this close to the invading ocean. Equilibrium had outpaced the water treatment system. She dumped the brine into the sink and tried her luck crossing the kitchen floor. Harper screamed when she stubbed her right big toe on the half-full bottle.

      The refrigerator saved her.  With its built-in desalination unit, Harper filled the glass with clean, cold water. The vice-like pressure in her head and the bitter taste in her thirsty mouth subsided with a long swallow. Then until she felt hungry. Minutes later she was mid-way through making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich when she heard a sound from the living room. She turned to face the source of the noise, but found only silence. Harper became acutely aware of the overpowering aroma of death - an acrid amplification of rusted iron drenched in simple syrup.

      As she listened, her jellied slice of bread slid face-first to the ground. The silence stifled her. Harper collapsed to the linoleum, gasping so hard that her sides complained with short stabs of pain.

      A steady throb in her foot reminded her of the bottle she had kicked earlier, so she groped around until she found it again. She managed the cork and took three big swigs, the final lasting twice as long as the first. That feeling of numbness she sought came on in seconds. She hugged the whiskey to her chest and welcomed the upcoming stupor.

      That's when she heard rapping on her front door. Harper staggered her way toward it, dragging her toes across the cold linoleum and over rough carpet. When she opened the door, she stared up at the largest man she had ever seen. A second later, he collapsed before her like a demolished building.
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