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		Preface





This is a work of fiction. 

I like to think that the events of this book take place in a fictional world that is slightly parallel to our own. In this fictional universe, many historical events took place exactly as they did in our ‘real world’ universe. And so Neil Armstrong very probably walked on the moon in 1969, just as in our universe. The Berlin Wall fell in 1989, while David Hasselhoff sang wearing a keyboard scarf and a leather jacket covered in blinking lights. And Kid Rock’s Devil Without a Cause was indisputably the greatest rock album of the nineties (and, arguably, of all time). I confess that, in populating our heroine’s slightly parallel universe, I have from time to time looked to the notable public figures of our ‘real world’ for inspiration. Naturally, taking prominent public figures from our ‘real world’ and describing them within the fictional milieu of a slightly parallel universe does not give me free rein to unfairly misrepresent them, and it is not at all my intention to defame or denigrate anybody—not even the communist trash Democrats who are mentioned within this work, who are already doing a fine job of denigrating themselves. Indeed, when I’ve referred to public figures or historical incidents, many of the incidents recounted within this fictional, slightly parallel setting have occurred exactly as they did within our ‘real world’. How best, then, to distinguish between the instances where I’ve found inspiration in ‘real world’ events, and those which are pure invention, in the service of the wondrous, creative act of storytelling? When referring to the ‘real’ incidents that have inspired this work of utter fiction, or at least those incidents which are not so historically defining as to be considered widespread public knowledge, I have provided my sources: that is, both in the footnotes of this work and in a lengthy appendix (whichever seems more appropriate), I have provided URLs to pages that support my specific mentions of public figures and/or incidents. If no such source is present within this work, you can go ahead and take it as read that any specific mentions are pure invention. Or, more simply, you can simply keep in mind at all times that this entire text is an invented story. I want to be absolutely unequivocal on that point.

One instance merits particular attention. Most notably, in the slightly parallel world of this text, the forty-seventh president of the United States of America is not the great, great man who, at the time of writing, currently blesses us all by serving as our commander-in-chief. It is a wholly different man. Granted, in my descriptions of our heroine’s fictional president I have at times found slight inspiration in our ‘real world’ president—but, of course, how can one fail to be influenced to some degree by such a dominant, powerful presence in all aspects of our culture? But to be 100% explicit: the president of the United States in this story is a fictional character.1 This is a work of fiction. 

But, in a strange way, this is also a work of cold, hard fact. Because yes, none of the events within this book actually happened. And yet this book details the spreading erosion of decency within our great nation. I write these words as the first rays of daylight shine upon our great nation, after long years of grim Democrat darkness. And yet insidious wokeness still spreads across our wonderful land, and this story recounts the fears and revulsion of our titular heroine when facing such depravity—and her feelings are perhaps the greatest truths of all. And here, I’ll add a note on the format of this text: at times, while recounting our heroine’s struggles against the debasement of our nation, I felt moved to interject my own ‘author’s view’ of events, or even simply to insert supplementary factual details or notes on the creative process that would enrich the reader’s overall experience of our heroine’s adventure. Therefore, I’ve taken the liberty of including my own thoughts—as the author, and distinct from our heroine’s necessarily limited point of view—as a series of footnotes throughout this text.2 I’m conscious that footnotes can be fiddly in ebook format—they often appear as ‘pop up notes’ (ebooks not having any clearly defined pages, for notes to appear at the foot of) and, depending on your format settings it can be tricky to pinpoint them with your fingertip. But do read those notes—I promise the extra effort is worth it. And apologies in advance to readers with pudgy fingers.

The inclusion of these footnotes, or pop up notes, gives this text a dual layer of honesty: the reader experiences our heroine’s feelings, her truth, but also my truth, as author. If I may, it’s a technique that imbues this fictional work with a quite startling degree of authenticity.

Because, in the end, the way we feel about something is the only truth that matters.























		Chapter One





This is a story about the day Amber-May Walker died.3

It was a glorious summer day on Pasture Lane. It was the kind of day that made kids want to buy a cone of ice cream, and eat it without a care in the world, so that a little blob of it ended up on the tip of their nose. The kind of day that made teenage girls in flowery dresses want to run through fountain spray in slow motion. Amber-May Walker would have loved to go strolling through a park that day, or to take a row boat out on a boating lake, or to ride a miniature train through a different park. That day, however, Amber-May couldn’t do any of those things.

Because the woke, DEI agenda had come to Pasture Lane.

Pasture Lane was the home of Kenny Rogers High School. The school was a pillar of the community in the sleepy suburb of Idleville, a satellite community of Houston, in the great state of Texas. Amber-May Walker had attended Kenny Rogers High herself, some fifteen years earlier. Amber-May sat in the driving seat of her red Ford Ranger, parked in the lot of the Idleville Walmart, and sucked on a Marlboro as she stared across the high street at the school. In one sense, fifteen years wasn’t so long ago; in another, those happy high school years lay on the far side of a great social and cultural chasm. When Amber-May had attended Kenny Rogers, kids had played marbles on hard concrete, and nobody worried about scraped knees or choking hazards. Any student who got smart with a teacher would receive a board rubber thrown at their head, or a ruler smacked across their buttocks. Back then, the goalposts on the football field were hard and brutal; if a player slammed into them, there was a good chance he’d go home with a broken bone.

Now? Those same goalposts had a padded protective sleeve around them. Teachers were more concerned with a student’s self-esteem, or what bathroom he should use, than whether he could read or write. Thinking about it, Amber-May shook her head in a mix of dismay and bewilderment. The goalposts on the school field weren’t the only thing that had a protective sleeve around them, these days.4

Amber-May finished her cigarette, and stepped out of the Ranger. She crushed the butt of the cigarette, and left it there in the parking lot. Walmart weren’t keen on littering—or on people using their parking lot who weren’t actually buying anything from the store—but this summer day Amber-May was in no mood to hunt out a trash can. Or for validating parking.5 

She strode across the high street, toward Kenny Rogers High. Thirty or so men and women were crowded around the front entrance to the school; many of them were holding placards bearing slogans such as, ‘FACT not TACT,’ or ‘Let Our Kids Learn!’ or ‘Words are not VIOLENCE,’ or ‘I’ll microaggress your ASS!’ These were the members of Families Against Indoctrination and For Freedom of Speech,6 who had come to Kenny Rogers High that day to demand a meeting with the school’s principle. 

Amber-May glanced about the group looking for her husband, but she didn’t see him. That was odd. But she spotted her friend Liz Tyler; Liz and Amber-May had known each other for the better part of a decade, ever since meeting at a midday yoga class. For the last couple of years they’d also been co-workers, thanks to Amber-May helping Liz to enter the harrowing field of cosmetology, working within Idleville’s mall. Today, Liz was standing by a statue of the four Rushmore presidents directly opposite the school’s main entrance. Amber-May approached her.

‘Hey, Liz,’ Amber-May said. ‘Busy day?’

‘Amber-May! I’m glad to see you. Wow, you look great today!’

‘Thanks.’

‘Are you looking for Charlie? I saw him around, but… I guess he isn’t here right now.’

‘He’ll show up,’ Amber-May said. ‘Any result so far?’

‘Principal Hagan is refusing to come out. He sent out one of his minions earlier to make a statement. He says he has no responsibility to bow to pressure from social groups, and the school intends to continue using its new textbooks.’

‘He’ll cave, with enough pressure and media visibility,’ Amber-May said. ‘He’ll cave.’

‘Maybe,’ said Liz, with a frown. ‘I just… I just can’t believe it’s come to this, Amber-May. This is supposed to be a time for fixing thing. Finally—finally—we once again have a president in the White House who cares about this nation. This could be the start of a great time. A golden time. If only the dumbass libs could let go of their anger, and let him get to work.’

Amber-May gave a rueful smile. The previous four years had been a time of darkness, when do-nothings and good-for-nothings had governed the country, ruled by a corrupt, and overall sleepy, commander-in-chief who’d cared only about serving his donors and enriching himself and his family, and not one jot for the everyday men and women he was supposed to represent. An autopilot president, a man so old and frail and pale that visitors to the White House had routinely mistaken him for a ghost. Routinely. Yet at last the glimmer of dawn was beginning to peek through that darkness; at last, a man of the people sat in the Oval Office—a man who cared, a man who at heart was just like Bob at the diner, or Amy at the tanning salon (except he was also a billionaire who lived at a luxury holiday resort). 

By rights, the whole country should have been rejoicing. But no—when all votes had been counted (including in some jurisdictions mail-in votes that bore a date prior to election day, but which arrived after election day, which really shouldn’t be allowed) seventy-seven million good-hearted, right-thinking, compassionate people had voted for the greatest president the USA had ever known, while seventy-five million vile, twisted souls had voted against him. Yes, he’d won, and it was a time for celebration and unity. But a good percentage of those seventy-five million wrong-thinkers were essentially sore losers.7 By stalling, by weaponized incompetence, by lawfare, and by a host of other cowardly ploys they’d dedicated themselves to doing everything they could to thwart the new president’s agenda. It was just sad. 

‘We’re supposed to be able to trust our schools,’ Liz pressed on. ‘This school should be preparing our kids for life in the real world, not… pampering them and mollycoddling them, and protecting them from ethnically dismissive phrases.’ 

As Liz spoke, a slim cloud eased its way across the sky, and the afternoon sun suddenly shone down hard on her. She held up one hand to shield her eyes from its glare. 

‘I know that there’s still so much work to do, Liz,’ Amber-May told her, ‘but as long as there are good people to take a stand—people like you and me, Liz, and the people of Families Against Indoctrination and For Freedom of Speech—the evils of leftism can never take root for long.’8

It was a fine speech, Amber-May reflected, but could she be sure this was true? She glanced up at the statue beside them, thoughtful. The statue showed Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and Lincoln, all standing together. It wasn’t quite a replica of Mount Rushmore, but it wasn’t far off. Even Rushmore had come under fire in recent for supposedly disrespecting native Americans. If the leftist social justice warriors had their way, this statue standing outside Kenny Rogers High School would surely be torn down before the year was out.

‘I hope you’re right,’ Liz said. ‘People are just so worried about offending the mob, these days. Did you know the branch of the DMV in town just gave a driving license to a guy who’s legally blind? He’s blind! But he began to complain about unfair discrimination, so they backed down and gave him the license anyway! He’s probably out there behind the wheel of a motor vehicle right now!’

As she said this, she stepped out of the bright sun, into the shade offered by the sculpture of the Rushmore presidents. The four shadows fell upon her.

‘It’s insane, I know,’ Amber-May said. And then something caught her attention. ‘Can you give me a moment? I’ll be right back.’

‘Sure.’

Amber-May turned away from her friend. She’d spotted the front end of the red pickup of her husband’s close friend Reggie Crane, on one side of the school parking lot. Approaching it, she saw—yes, Reggie and Charlie were around the back of the pickup. They’d lowered its tailgate and were standing around it, working on… some sort of arts and craft project, it looked like.

‘Charlie?’

Amber-May’s husband looked up. He had a sheepish air about him. ‘Hey, Amb.’

‘Hi Amber-May,’ offered Reggie, with a friendly smile. ‘Wow, you look great today!’

‘Thanks. What are you guys up to?’

But as she asked the question, she saw the answer. Three placards were lying face-up in the back of the pickup. Two were blank; the third bore the words, ‘KIDS DESERVE’ on its top half. A space remained on its lower half, itching to proclaim whatever kids surely deserved.

‘You don’t have your placards ready?’ Amber-May asked, in some puzzlement. 

A six-pack of beer also sat in the back of the pickup; two of the cans of beer were missing from it. Now, as Amber-May asked this last question, Reggie took another can from the pack, and cracked it open. ‘Sorry, Amber-May,’ he said, with a cheeky grin. ‘We got distracted.’

She frowned at both of them. ‘Reggie, could you give us a minute?’

‘Sure.’ He gave Charlie a significant look—a ‘you’re-in-trouble-now’ look—and wandered over to join the thirty-strong crowd in front of the school. 

Charlie raised his chin and looked Amber-May in the eye. It was an attempt to look defiant, but really it came across more like the glare of a petulant teenager. Charlie had been a good-looking guy in school; now he was well into his thirties, and was slowly losing the battle to keep his expanding gut in check. It likely wouldn’t be long before he gave up on that fight completely, Amber-May reflected, and his gut ballooned out like the throat of a bullfrog. Charlie was an assistant manager at Gracy’s Department Store, over in the Idleville mall. She’d seen him on the store floor, lording his authority over the checkout girls and the cleaning staff. But it was difficult for Amber-May to see him as an authority figure—he hadn’t been able to give her an orgasm in months. 

‘What’s up, Amb?’ he asked. He also had a can of beer; he took a swig from it now.

‘Why aren’t you over there with the rest?’ she asked him.

‘We didn’t get the placards ready in time. We need to—’

‘Charlie, this wasn’t an unexpected thing. The rest of those guys prepared their placards days ago! Heck, you could have just used the same placards from the last protest!’

‘The anti-abortion one?’

‘It’s ‘pro-life,’ Charlie! And, yes, they’d have done the job. They’re all around the general theme of protecting children!’

‘Listen, I screwed up, okay?’ Charlie said, with a shrug. ‘I’ll just… I’ll finish these boards quickly, and go over their with the rest. Even if the paint runs a bit.’

Amber-May sighed. ‘It’s just… Sometimes I feel that your heart isn’t in this. It’s like you don’t even care about the goals of Families Against Indoctrination and For Freedom of Speech.’

He looked her in the eye. ‘Amber-May… We don’t have any connection to this school. We don’t even have kids!’

His words hit her like a truck across the face. She glared back at him, the first hint of tears pricking at her eyes. ‘You think I don’t know that? When I think about how we haven’t been blessed with children yet, don’t you think that hurts me—every darn day?’9

Charlie knew he’d gone too far. His eyes dropped to the ground. He absently took another swig of his beer while Amber-May watched him a few seconds. Was it because of Charlie that Amber-May had never been able to get pregnant? They’d never been to a fertility specialist to learn precisely why they’d had trouble conceiving—doctors were just liars paid off by big pharmaceutical companies; Amber-May knew that any fertility specialist they saw would tell them anything they wanted to hear, so long as it meant they kept spending their money on pointless, and probably poisonous, medicines.

Still, Charlie had never struck her as particularly virile. Was he the reason for their lack of children? She was forced to ask herself that question, again and again.

And then she noticed something alarming.

‘Charlie, your beer can says, ‘zero percent’. Are you drinking… non-alcoholic beer?’

His eyes widened in alarm, and his face flushed red. ‘It’s just this one time. You know, Reggie has to drive…’

‘What’s wrong with you?’ she snapped. ‘Sometimes I feel like I don’t even know you!’

‘Amber-May, please… You know, it really tastes okay…’

This was too much. Amber-May drew breath to rip into Charlie—but before the first word of richly-deserved criticism fell from her lips, the crowd of protesters behind them suddenly fell silent. Something was happening.

A figure had emerged from the main doors of the school. Not the principal—an English teacher. An English teacher that Amber-May knew all too well.

She glanced back at her husband. ‘Do you want to talk to her? This is kind of your mess to clean up.’

Charlie shrugged, and raised his hands in a sort of, ‘I don’t really know,’ gesture. It was a spineless move. And, with some sadness, Amber-May realized she hadn’t expected anything better from Charlie. 

She gave him one last look of sheer contempt. ‘One of us has to do something to stand up for our community, whether we have children or not,’ she snapped. ‘We’ll continue this later. Believe me.’ And then she turned away from him.

She marched toward the broad semicircle of protesters, the members of Families Against Indoctrination and For Freedom of Speech, and gently pushed through them until she stood at the base of the half-dozen steps at the school’s main entrance. At the head of those steps stood Tina Harris. Tina stood with a slight perpetual stoop, as if she simply couldn’t wait to get to old age. This impression was supported by a grandma-ish gray shawl that she wore around her shoulders. Tina seemed to think that this shawl gave her an air of being some sort of cultivated professor of historical philosophy, but Amber-May knew for a fact that this shawl only cost twelve bucks at Target. Her black hair was pulled back too tightly into a ponytail—so tightly that Amber-May wondered if it impeded the flow of blood to her brain—and she wore spectacles with a thick round rim, that made her look like the love child of John Lennon and an overeager toad. She was head of the English department at Kenny Rogers High School. She was also Charlie’s sister, and Amber-May’s sister-in-law.10

‘Hello, Tina,’ said Amber-May, advancing a couple of paces. ‘Principal Hagan was too scared to come out himself?’

‘Geoffrey has actual work to do,’ said Tina. ‘He doesn’t have time to indulge in these sorts of theatrics.’

‘I’d have thought that safeguarding his pupils’ well-being would be his main concern,’ said Amber-May. ‘Doesn’t your principal have any… principles?’

A ripple of laughter passed through the crowd standing behind Amber-May, and a handful of people applauded this excellent line. Tina clenched her jaw and waited for the general merriment to subside. 

But Amber-May wouldn’t let Tina take the conversational advantage. She pressed on, ‘Tina, why is this school more concerned with pandering to thought Nazis and language police than with actually giving our children a practical education that will be useful in the day-to-day world?’

‘Amber-May, there are no ‘thought Nazis’ here…’

‘Oh no? In the textbook that you use in your own English class—’

‘I have a copy right here!’ called out Liz, a few paces behind Amber-May. She advanced, and passed it to Amber-May, then backed off again.

‘Thanks, Liz. Ah, yes, A Progressive Handbook for English Language and Literature. Sounds ominous. Now, let’s see…’ Liz had helpfully marked a bunch of problematic passages with page stickers, the ones that are a bit like Post-its, but thinner. ‘Pop quiz, teacher: what’s wrong with the sentence, ‘This TV show contains a trigger warning?’ 

Tina folded her arms. ‘‘Trigger warning’ is a term with connotations of gun violence, which can be traumatic for some. It’s preferable to say ‘content note’.’

‘That’s right,’ said Amber-May. ‘But also incredibly wrong. How about, ‘We should go for a picnic on Sunday?’’

‘Ah, in the US the word ‘picnic’ is often associated with the historical lynching of Black people; white oppressors would gather to enjoy the show while eating snacks—a picnic.’

‘Picnic? Really? It’s a commonplace word.’

‘More’s the pity.’

‘Okay,’ said Amber-May. Picking out a different page, she continued, ‘How about, ‘She was a prostitute and a drug addict; it was a hard life, and she ultimately became homeless?’’

‘Ah, but you have three examples which define a person by a single characteristic,’ answered Tina, and now the smug sense of superiority simply radiated from her. ‘These would be better expressed in person-first language. That is, ‘She was a person who engaged in sex work, as well as a person with a substance use disorder. It was a hard life, and she ultimately became a person experiencing housing insecurity.’’

Amber-May snapped the textbook shut. ‘This… is ludicrous. Can’t you see how lame this is?’

‘‘Lame’ is an ableist term that can cause feelings of—’

‘Enough!’ Amber-May cut in. ‘Tina, you have to stop this. For the sake of the children.’

‘Language evolves over time,’ answered the teacher, with a hint of cold menace. ‘It always has. What the children learn in this school is merely the continuation of that evolution.’

‘But this isn’t evolution, is it?’ countered Amber-May. ‘You aren’t observing language change—you’re forcing it on these children. You like to think that you’re Charles Darwin, merely recording the supposed evolution of animals, but in fact you’re more like Josef Mengele, forcing cruel changes upon these children just because you can.’

It was a devastating rhetorical point, and Tina knew it. She decided to change tack. 

‘To be frank, Amber-May, you aren’t qualified to decide what these children should learn.11 I am. We are. We’ve trained for this. Just let us do our jobs. Besides…’ And now a cruel smirk came across her face, that Amber-May didn’t like at all. ‘Why do you think you should control what these children should learn… when you can’t even control what your husband’s doing on his phone?’

Amber-May’s jaw dropped open. As much as she hated to give Tina that satisfaction, she couldn’t help it. Tina knew something.

And with that, Tina pulled her grandmotherly shawl about her shoulders with an unnecessarily theatrical flourish, and retreated back into the school, back to her sanctum with Principal Hagan. 

Amber-May stared a few moments at her own reflection in the plate glass of the school’s main doors.12 And she realized that she didn’t like the look of the woman who stared back at her. In school, which hadn’t been so very, very long ago, Amber-May Walker had been a knockout. The kind of girl that two of the basketball team, Michael Riley and Stefan Moore, had once come to blows over, trying to decide who would ask her to prom. She’d grown a little since those days, and she’d begun to work as a specialist cosmetologist—a hairstylist, to those who knew nothing about the field. And that could be a high-pressure environment, to be sure. But Amber-May had artfully navigated any obstacles that life had thrown her way, without losing that devil-may-care charm that had driven the high school boys wild, Charlie included. 

But the last few years had challenged every kind-hearted person in the nation. Where to begin? Gas prices? Employment? The malevolent rise of unions? And it had also been a testing period for Amber-May personally. Under the former president’s rule, she’d had to wonder… Would today be the day that the premier of China sent his troops into US territory? The puppet president that had haunted the Oval Office would have done nothing whatsoever to stop him, if so. Or perhaps that day would see the lying, tyrannical Democrats engineer another false flag shooting, maybe in Idleville itself, as part of their incessant war on the Second Amendment? Amber-May had never been able to rule it out. This constant background drumbeat of worry had drained her. It had tired her out—and now, seeing herself reflected in the plate glass front door of Kenny Rogers High, she saw the for the first time the effects of that worry. 

Yes, there was a new sense of stability to the country, now. A new feeling of fearlessness. But the effects of the strain caused by the previous four years of a Democrat government couldn’t just be washed away overnight, like the cloying stink of sweat-dampened pajamas. 

She was getting pale. Her eyes had a hollow look to them now. Her ass was bigger than it had ever been. She’d always had a vibrant air about her; that was fading, now, and being replaced by a look of perpetual exhaustion. She still looked pretty good, sure—both Liz and Reggie had commented on that in just the last few minutes. But she could see a certain distractedness, and haggardness, creeping into her demeanor. 

Did Charlie see that too? Is this what had driven him to… do something on his phone, something that he’d confessed to Tina? Had he been messaging other women? Cheating?

Amber-May had to know. 

She turned and marched back through the crowd, ramming the copy of A Progressive Handbook for English Language and Literature back into Liz’s hands en route. Charlie was still hovering around the back of Reggie’s pickup. He wasn’t even pretending to work on the placards, now—he was looking at something on his phone. How apt. 

Amber-May snatched it out of his hands, ignoring Charlie’s surprised cry of protest. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting to see on there—his profile on a dating app, maybe, or flirtatious messages and photos exchanged with some slut he’d met online. 

What she actually saw on the screen of his phone was so much worse.

He was looking at the RageHub feed of Democratic congresswoman Valentina Castillo-Ruiz. Just that morning she’d bleated out a message that nurses’ wages should be higher. 

And Charlie had ‘liked’ that Rage. Worse yet, he’d posted a comment of his own among the hundreds beneath it: ‘Keep it real, babe!’

She just stared at the screen for the space of a few seconds. And then the floor seemed to lurch beneath her. She grabbed at the back of Reggie’s pickup just to keep from falling down.

‘Amber-May, it’s just playing around. I thought—’

But she held up a hand to halt any facile attempt at explanation from her errant husband. ‘I just don’t understand… VCR? Charlie… She supports single-payer universal healthcare for all!’

He couldn’t look Amber-May in the eye. ‘I mean, if you look at the statistics around that…’ He trailed off.

‘She… she co-sponsored the Green New Deal legislation! That’s who you’re sending flirty little messages to?’

He had no response for that. He’d given up trying to find excuses.

‘Charlie, she used to work as a bartender!’ A sudden, horrifying realization came to her. ‘You’re… you’re a beta male! How did I never see this before? No, it’s worse—you’re only one step away from being a liberal!’ And with that Amber-May gave vent to a cry of rage and frustration, and tossed Charlie’s phone back at him like a little rectangular frisbee. It hit him in his collar bone, hard; he gave a little wussy yelp of pain. 

Amber-May didn’t care any more. She had to get away from this place—away from her little-boy husband, away from Tina, just… away. She stormed from Charlie, back across the road toward where she’d parked her Ford Ranger.

She was partway across the road when Charlie caught up with her and gripped her wrist, pulling her to a halt. ‘Amber-May, wait! I can explain!’

‘‘Keep it real, babe!’ That’s what you said! To the representative of a district that’s over seventy percent Democrat voter! What can you say that will explain that, Charlie? What?’

‘I… I…’

‘Exactly!’

But the triumphant note in her voice was a touch diminished, because something had just distracted Amber-May. Over Charlie’s shoulder she saw a figure that she hadn’t noticed earlier, a tall, thin man in a white suit. He was well into his sixties or seventies; age spots marked the wrinkled skin around his brow and the top of his bald head. His slim little goatee beard, and the tufts of hair that sprouted out above his ears, were more white than black. He didn’t seem at all the kind of person that would show up to a protest about high school textbooks, and yet here he was, standing a little way away from the crowd, at the edge of the school’s parking lot.

Yet it wasn’t the school that interested him just now. He was leaning on a cane tipped with a gleaming chrome ball—and, through little round spectacles, he was watching the fight between Amber-May and Charlie, an expression of barely hidden glee on his face.

‘Wait a minute,’ Amber-May told her husband. ‘Who’s…?’

She never got to finish her question. For Charlie had stupidly dragged her to a stop in the middle of a busy road. And now a white van came barreling down the road in their direction. Charlie hadn’t noticed it, of course; he just kept flapping his mouth about, trying to think of anything that might explain his clearly unacceptable behavior. But Amber-May knew it was coming. She turned her head that way—and she just had time to see a driver who was legally blind, but who’d whined and complained until he’d been given a driving license anyway, his near-sightless eyes roaming about, landing on anything except the road before him. 

She tried to save her husband, despite everything; she tried to pull him out of the way. She tried to save herself. But her efforts were too little, too late. The van rolled into both of them, and Amber-May’s world turned to darkness.























		Chapter Two





A too-short moment of glorious, brilliant whiteness. And then this receded, and was replaced by the humdrum blackness of unconsciousness. And even this only lasted a short amount of time.

Amber-May opened her eyes. She was lying in an unfamiliar bed in a darkened room. The only meager lighting in the room was provided by various illuminated buttons in the wall above her head, and similar buttons on a sort of remote control clipped to the side of her bed.

She was in a hospital bed, then. And with this realization, her first thought was, Oh no, how much is this going to cost? The nation was still feeling the effects of previous administrations’ healthcare policies, which held a woefully naive view of how the country’s medical system should be run—most of those previous governments couldn’t see that great leaps in innovation and quality have always historically come from private enterprise, and that medical companies should be freed from the restrictive red tape that has always been a barrier to providing truly outstanding medical care.13 As a result, the country’s healthcare system was itself in a critical state, and regular US citizens were forced to absorb the cost of the previous Democratic president’s shortsightedness.

And then she remembered. A van had hit her. It had hit Charlie too. 

She had to find out what was happening. She sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and stood. She didn’t feel any pain. She certainly didn’t feel like she’d been hit by a van weighing maybe a couple of tons. If anything, she felt awesome. That was weird. 

How long had she been out?

And then she noticed a second oddity: as her eyes adjusted to the gloom of the room, she could see it had no window. She suddenly had the distinct impression that she was underground. 

A small bathroom adjoined the room containing her bed (and here, again, that rogue concern: a private room? That’s going to add to the final bill…). She stepped into it, and flicked on its light switch. A strip light above a mirror came to life with a slight ‘flink,’ and Amber-May blinked a couple of seconds in its glare. Below that light, a square mirror was mounted on the wall above a basin. Amber-May looked at herself a few seconds. 

She looked different. Her pale cheeks had a subtle rosiness to them now. Not so long ago her skin had shown signs of the fatigue of working long shifts at the hair salon in Idleville’s mall, Thy Kingdom Comb. Now, however, that same skin was nothing short of radiant. 

Her eyes wandered down to her shoulders, and arms. Any trace of fat had dropped away from them; her muscles were well-defined, and yet still feminine, like those of an Olympic ice skater. She was wearing a shapeless hospital gown, and yet even through that gown, even bra-less, her breasts were pert and mouth-watering. She gave her tummy an experimental prod. It was as flat and as hard as when Stefan Moore had taken her to prom. 

She turned around, hiking up her gown a few inches. Her ass was smaller. Her ass was actually smaller, and yet it still had the appeal of a firm, juicy peach. It was delightful, frankly.

Amber-May looked phenomenal.14 

As she considered this, the door to her room opened, and a man in a white coat entered. He was small, slim, timid-looking. He had the look of a doctor about him. He flicked on a light switch beside the door, and a bulb came to life, not too bright, in the wall above the head of the bed. The doctor wandered toward the bed distractedly, studying the screen of a tablet he held in one hand. 

And then, abruptly, he halted. He’d noticed that the bed was empty. 

Alert now, he noticed the light shining from the bathroom. Slowly, slowly, he turned his head that way—and saw Amber-May, silhouetted in the bathroom’s doorway.

‘You—you’re awake!’ he spluttered. ‘How are you awake?’

‘Where am I?’ countered Amber-May. ‘What’s happening here?’

‘But you… You look amazing!’15

‘That’s neither here nor there. Tell me what’s going on here.’

The weaselly doctor had backed off a couple of paces, and placed his tablet at the foot of the bed. Now he was fiddling with something at his belt. ‘It’s, uh… It’s not good that you’re awake. It’s bad for your health. Yes, that’s it. I just need to give you a shot. You’ll feel much better.’

But Amber-May saw through his feeble lie. ‘I don’t think you’ll be injecting me with anything. Doctors… You’re all the same. You tell people that you’re trying to help them—but you know what? Josef Mengele was a doctor too.’16

Seeing that he was out of options, the doctor seemed to grow a little backbone. ‘You misunderstand, Miss. I wasn’t giving you a choice!’ And with that he produced a syringe with a long needle. Its tip caught the light from the room’s bulb, causing it to glint wickedly, betraying its origins as a tool of evil science.

He jolted forward with a cry, lunging at Amber-May, trying to drive the needle into her. And then something remarkable happened: acting purely on instinct, Amber-May dropped down low, and spun out one foot in a low kick. This swept the foolish doctor’s legs out from beneath him; he stumbled and fell, crashing down on one shoulder and the side of his face. 

The glinting syringe spun through the air—until Amber-May reached up and plucked it out of its trajectory. With one fluid motion she brought down and jabbed it into a vein in the fallen doctor’s neck. And she was certain on some level that she’d pricked him in precisely the right spot. Where that knowledge stemmed from, she couldn’t say—but she knew it, as surely as she knew that the sun would rise each morning.

She pressed on the syringe, and it spilled its vile contents into the doctor’s bloodstream. A look of shock passed over his face, and he kicked out, trying to get away from Amber-May. She stood, and let him slide across the floor.

‘You… you have to stay here!’ he gasped.

‘Afraid not, doc,’ she said. ‘This patient isn’t feeling… patient.’

He blinked a few times at her excellent line, and then he lost consciousness.

Amber-May simply stood there for a few moments, trying to absorb what had just happened. She’d just rendered a man unconscious. Amber-May Walker, who hadn’t been in a fistfight since she’d kicked Nina Richardson’s ass in eighth grade for filming her taking a piss, had just laid out a grown man with all the skill of a trained ninja. Or an Olympic karate champion. Whichever was more dangerous.

This day was increasingly filled with weirdness upon weirdness, but there was no time to consider that. Amber-May checked the doctor’s tablet. It asked for a PIN code, which she couldn’t provide. That was no help. She’d find information elsewhere, then. And maybe a way out of this screwball place. 

She quit the room, and found herself in a long, empty corridor. Aside from the lack of windows, it had a very ‘hospital’ vibe about it, right down to a cork board on one wall bearing notices for a sponsored walk and a bake sale to raise money for a local animal shelter.

An evil sponsored walk? Maybe. An evil bake sale, for a shelter for evil animals? It wasn’t out of the question.

One end of the corridor terminated in an elevator. Amber-May knew that, in an emergency, she wasn’t supposed to use an elevator. But this was a very special kind of emergency and, if she was underground as she suspected, this would be the quickest way to find daylight again. The elevator would have to do, then. 

She noticed two things as she approached the elevator. The first: a plaque on one side of its door announced that she was on level ‘−8’. The second: the elevator was currently at level 0, the ground floor.

And then, before she could reach it, three security guards wearing helmets and black body armor rounded a corner in front of her, blocking her way. Amber-May glanced over her shoulder; three similar guards had just arrived behind her, as well. 

The guards who hadn’t yet lowered the plastic visors on their helmets now did so, and all of them brandished nightsticks, also known as side-handled batons. One of them called out, ‘Miss, we’re going to escort you back to your room. If you resist, we will use force to ensure your compliance.’

Amber-May raised her hands in a placating way, while the six burly guards advanced on her. ‘I’m not resisting anything! I just want some information here! I’m very confused right now.’

‘Miss, lower your hands and place them behind your back! Now!’ This guard produced a pair of handcuffs with his free hand as he spoke.

‘That isn’t necessary! I just want to—’

And then one of the security guards swung his nightstick at Amber-May’s head.

That was a mistake. For him.

Again, Amber-May’s instincts kicked in; she leaned back, and the heavy baton swished past her nose. Then she took a step toward that guard, grabbed his hand and forearm, and wrenched. The bones and tendons in his wrist gave way with a satisfying crunch.

That guard screamed out in pain; the five others merely gaped a few seconds at Amber-May. Stunned as they were, they were not so shocked as Amber-May herself. Acting purely on instinct—so much so that she vaguely felt like a spectator to her body’s actions—she scooped up the injured guard’s dropped nightstick, and spun its handle in her palm, so that the length of it rested against her forearm. 

One of the guards, apparently their leader, snapped out of his surprise, and yelled out, ‘Take her!’ And then all five of them moved in. 

She blocked one swing with her nightstick, then punched forward so that its butt end smashed through a plastic visor. Dodge, block, swing, grab, twist—again, and again, and again.

A grunt of pain as one of her blows connected with a guard’s gut. A scream as she broke the collarbone of another. The sudden scent of urine as a third guard literally pissed his pants in fear. The brawl didn’t last long. And when it was finished, all six guards lay unconscious or incapacitated on the floor of the hospital—and Amber-May stood among them, a nightstick in each hand, like an avenging angel charged with a holy duty of inflicting blunt force trauma.

And then, as she stood there, and as her adrenaline began to subside, a surge of shock ran through her. She staggered sideways, almost tripping over the form of a moaning, barely conscious security guard. 

What had she done—and how had she done it? Amber-May Walker was a cosmetologist specializing in hair. She was particularly good at braids—fishtail, waterfall, boho, French, Dutch; there wasn’t a braid out there that Amber-May couldn’t manage. What she wasn’t so good at was laying out armed and armored security guards. 

She realized she was leaning against the corridor wall. She forced herself to breathe. In and out, in and out. 

No, there would be time enough for shock, and questions, later. Right now, she had to keep moving. She turned toward the elevator once more.

And then she heard a soft metallic ‘click’ behind her.

‘Don’t move.’

She froze. Before her, the number above the elevator doors switched from ‘0’ to ‘−1’, then ‘−2’. The elevator was descending. Amber-May had a nasty feeling she knew where it would stop.

‘We’re supposed to…’ A pause; the speaker coughed a couple of times. ‘… take you in alive. Our instructions were strict. But nobody told me I couldn’t blow out your kneecaps.’

As the man behind her spoke, Amber-May slowly turned, risking a peep over her shoulder. The speaker was one of the security guards. Amber-May had given him a sound beating, and yet he’d retained enough wherewithal to struggle into a sitting position, and to produce a small pistol that had previously been hidden—and Amber-May realized that she knew on some level it was a Glock 42, though she’d never seen that make of pistol before. She guessed it wasn’t standard issue for this security team, but the guard’s own weapon. 

‘You think you can just come in here and smack my team about, and I wouldn’t have anything to say about that?’ he hissed, his eyes narrowing. Amber-May had struck him hard in the face and throat during their fight. A great black bruise was already beginning to bloom on his cheekbone. ‘No, I won’t let you get away with that.’

His finger tightened on the Glock’s trigger. And then he coughed again; his eyes flicked away from Amber-May for a half-second… 

It was all she needed. She flung one of her nightsticks at him; it spun about and struck the forehead section of his helmet. This didn’t cause him any real harm, but it forced him to flinch as he fired. His shot went wide, ricocheting off the metal elevator door with a long puh-wooooow.

Amber-May darted in and grabbed at his hand, deftly breaking a couple of his fingers. She wrenched the gun from his grip, yanked his helmet off, and held the tip of the stubby Glock to his temple. 

‘Please don’t kill me!’ cried the guard, so brave just a few moments before. ‘I have a family! Well, not like a romantic family. But I have a sister! She’d miss me! I mean, we only really meet up once or twice a year, but we Whatsapp each other, like, at least every week. She sends me funny memes! I can, uh, show you?’

Actual tears were leaking from his eyes, now. He was jabbering, panicking. 

‘Say, ‘I’m a little beta bitch,’’ Amber-May told him. 

‘What?’

‘Say it!’

‘I’m a… What was it?’

‘A little beta bitch! Say it now!’

‘I’m a little beta bitch!’ he cried out. ‘A little, whiny, pussy little beta bitch!’

‘Don’t improvise. Now say, ‘I’m a libtard cuck,’’

‘I’m a libtard cuck! I’m a libtard cuck! I did it; please don’t kill me.’

Amber-May glanced back toward the elevator. It was at level ‘−7’, and still descending. 

‘It’s your lucky day, you beta bitch libtard cuck.’ And with that, she smacked him across the temple with the butt of the Glock’s grip. He fell, soundly unconscious now. A bruise on his cheek would be the least of his worries when he woke up. 

She stared at the Glock in her palm for a full second. Then she popped out its magazine and ejected the round in its chamber, and placed it on the floor. Something about keeping it with her disagreed with her, in that moment. She might keep hold of it, and use it to shoot her way out—and she could do that very well; she felt very certain of that. But something within her rebelled at that idea. She couldn’t explain it any more concretely than that. But the nightsticks would have to suffice, for now.

She still felt tingly, and alert, with the adrenaline pumping through her. Once again, she gripped a nightstick in each hand. The elevator pinged, and halted at this floor; its doors began to slide open—and Amber-May charged toward it, ready to hurtle through those doors and slam into whoever was now arriving. No matter how many people were in the elevator. 

She charged, leaped; a battle cry surged from her chest—

‘Stop.’

That simple word was spoken with such authority, such force of personality, that it slammed into Amber-May like a velvet fist. She fell down on her ass, sliding the last couple of meters toward the open elevator doors.17

A figure stepped from the elevator. Him. A man she revered—who she’d even seen in the flesh from afar, at his rallies—but whom she’d never dreamed of being so close to. The man, of all men. The greatest man ever to lead the greatest nation in the world. He had crushed the world of business, with his vast real estate empire. He had smashed like a wrecking ball through the world of entertainment, most notably with his reality TV show in which aspiring, obnoxious young corporate types jockeyed and backstabbed for the right to fellate him at the end of each show. And, most recently, he had crushed his way through the political world, obliterating any red tape or regulations (that is, laws) which might potentially stand in the way of him enacting his agenda. 

Milton Klecker. President of the United States of America, and all-around awesome guy.18

‘You…’ she managed to whisper. ‘Mister Presi—’

He held up a long, thick finger, halting her. ‘You’re the little lady who’s been beating up on my people down here; is that right?’ 

Amber-May nodded, meekly. Shakily, eyes downcast, she managed to get to her feet. She was suddenly very conscious that she was barefoot and wearing a hospital gown, with her ass hanging out. 

‘Well,’ he said, surveying the scene of carnage before him. ‘It looks like you did a pretty great job taking apart my security team.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ stammered Amber-May. ‘I didn’t know—’

‘Don’t apologize. You did a great job. That’s kind of why you’re here.’

One of the security guards—the one who had pissed in his pants—managed to climb to his feet, one hand on the corridor wall for support. ‘President Klecker, we couldn’t stop her. She was so fast…’

‘Of course you couldn’t, you dummy! She has advantages that you and your team don’t!’ The president studied the guard a little more closely, and his wondrous tangerine upper lip curled up in disgust. ‘Go and clean yourself up, will you? You look like a baby.’

‘Advantages?’ asked Amber-May. ‘You… you know what’s happened to me?’

His eyes flicked sideways toward her, and she realized the absurdity of questioning his knowledge.

‘Walk with me,’ he told her.

He led her down a side corridor, where one of the groups of security guards had come from, and through a veritable labyrinth of passages. They passed other people now, doctors and nurses. All gaped at the man as he passed between them.

‘I hate it down here,’ the big man muttered. ‘It’s so dark…’ 

At last they arrived at a set of double doors, where the president halted. ‘I’m going to show you something now. Brace yourself.’

He swung both doors open. The room was much like the one Amber-May had woken in, occupied by one single bed. This one, however, contained an array of medical equipment—monitors that beeped and popped, something else that held up a bag that looked like the middle part of an accordion, that softly extended and contracted. Other stuff besides, that Amber-May couldn’t even guess the function of. A nurse in a blue gown stood here, beside the bed. She also gaped at the sudden entrance of the great man himself.

 But another figure in the room didn’t show any surprise at Klecker’s arrival. And that was because he was in a coma, and couldn’t. There, lying unconscious on the bed, was Charlie. He had a mask over his mouth and nose, connected to a thick pipe. Each outlandish medical machine in the room was connected to him in some way. 

A little gasp of shock and horror escaped Amber-May’s lips. Without even thinking, she took a few steps toward Charlie. 

To the nurse, President Klecker said, ‘Can you get out of here and give us a minute? Jeez. And bring my associate some clothes. It must be getting pretty chilly around her tushy right about now.’ He paused a moment, and gave Amber-May’s partially bare ass a good stare. ‘Actually, take your time on that last part. It’s best if you don’t disturb us right away.’

The nurse gave a compliant nod and scurried away, closing the door behind her.

Amber-May took Charlie’s right hand in her own. A needle, taped firmly in place and connecting to some sort of drip, had been pushed into the back of Charlie’s hand.

‘So I guess you’re probably, like, sad or something?’ said President Klecker.

Amber-May managed a nod. ‘Is… Is he going to be okay?’

‘No. He’s already brain dead. Dead as a doorknob. He’s a cabbage. You see that beeping machine right there? That’s what’s keeping him alive. Unplug that machine, and he’ll die right here on the spot.’

An anguished sob escaped Amber-May’s lips. Then, ‘I don’t understand… Why’s he like this?’

‘What’s to understand? He’s gone, and you’re never getting him back. At least you have his body here to say goodbye to. If there’s anything you want to do it, now’s your chance. I can look away, if you like.’

‘No, I mean… If he’s already brain dead, why are you keeping him alive?’

President Klecker19 20 checked his fingernails a few moments, then said, ‘Amber-May Walker is dead. Six days ago a driver who couldn’t see two feet in front of his nose plowed his van into her. Killed her. And messed up this guy too, Charlie… What was his name, again?’

‘Walker. Charlie Walker.’

‘Oh, right. So yeah, he smashed in this guy’s head too. He’s a goner, is Charlie.’

‘I… died?’ said Amber-May.

‘Sure did. But then something remarkable happened. Suddenly you weren’t dead any more. Suddenly you were breathing, and everything.’ Then he gave a chuckle. ‘Say, do you know what happens when somebody dies?’

‘I don’t understand,’ Amber-May said, trying to absorb everything he’d said in the last thirty seconds. ‘I died, but then I… wasn’t dead?’

‘That’s why my doctor boys wanted to keep Charlie the Cabbage around,’ said President Klecker. ‘Because they don’t understand what’s going on any better than you do. Me, I’ve got a better idea. I’ve got my sources.’

‘What? What’s happening?’

President Klecker looked around the room. ‘Say, let’s get out of here, shall we? It smells like death down here. If you want to tenderly whisper ‘I love you,’ or anything like that one last time, how about you speed that along?’

Amber-May was still holding Charlie’s hand. Was he really dead, or as good as? This, on top of everything else right now, was just too much to process. She could only feel numb about his death, for now. Plus, frankly, the simple presence of President Klecker made it hard to focus on Charlie’s demise. She’d always idolized Klecker. Adored him. Now, standing this close to him, it seemed like waves of warm orange charisma were radiating from him. He was profoundly distracting. 

‘Charlie… was no longer who he used to be,’ said Amber-May. ‘I was starting to see that. Maybe he never really was who I thought he was. I don’t know how to feel about this…’

‘Okay, great,’ said Klecker. ‘Shall we go?’

‘Okay.’

And they quit the room, leaving behind the shell that had once housed Charlie Walker’s mind and soul.

They made their way back to the elevator; en route, the nurse appeared and gave Amber-May a long white doctor’s jacket. She slipped it on over her patient’s gown, and fastened a couple of its buttons. The nurse also gave her a pair of ugly beige Crocs, and Amber-May put those on too. In less hectic circumstances, she’d have been humiliated to be standing so close to President Klecker in such horrific footwear.

The two of them entered the elevator, and Klecker pressed the button for the building’s top floor, its sixty-eighth. The elevator rose; they stood side by side in silence.

Amber-May risked a sideways peek up at the great man. Wikipedia listed his height as six foot three, or a hundred and ninety-one centimeters, but so close to him, standing within the almost tangible aura of power that surrounded the man, Amber-May could have sworn that he was closer to seven feet tall, or two hundred and thirteen centimeters. Amber-May was normally quite curious and outspoken; it was something she took some pride in. And yet, in the presence of this wonderful man—this man who as president, and despite intense opposition from a government filled with naysayers, bureaucrats, and outright traitors, had during his first term succeeded in slashing the rate of corporate tax from 35% to 21%—she felt uncharacteristically shy. Standing here, next to him, in silence, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. It was as if his raw charisma overwhelmed her capacity to think clearly. She was getting a little bit wet downstairs, she realized. She couldn’t help it. 

The elevator doors slid apart, and Klecker led Amber-May out into a penthouse office, commanding an outstanding view of New York City. A kidney-shaped desk of black wood dominated the center of the room. Klecker gestured to a comfortable seat before it, and said, ‘Sit down a minute, will you? I just need a moment.’

She did so, and he crossed to a computer and a bank of monitors on one side of the room. He tapped at the computer, and seven games of chess, all of them games in progress, appeared across the various monitors. Klecker studied the screens before him for four whole seconds, no more than that, and then rapidly keyed in several moves. On each of the screens, Klecker’s piece moved. Then he tapped at the computer once more, and all the screens went dark.

He chuckled as he sat at the desk, opposite Amber-May. ‘You know, that guy on the last screen likes to be called ‘Grand master’. I’ve heard his girlfriend call him that, ‘Grand master, grand master’. Two world championships and he thinks he’s God’s gift. He plays like a baby! I’ll have him in mate in sixteen moves, no question!’

‘That’s… good.’

Klecker rested his elbows on his desk, and clasped his strong hands together. Beside one of his elbows, a copy of Klecker’s autobiography, More Than Just a Billionaire, stood on a little plastic stand, facing outward, as if it were on display in a book store.

He noticed Amber-May looking at it. ‘You like my biography?’

‘I do. I own a copy of it.’

‘You know, some people say that I used a ghostwriter for that. But that’s not true; I wrote every sentence of that book myself.’

‘Okay.’

‘That’s a fact.’

‘I believe you,’ she said.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now. You have questions.’

‘I do.’

‘You want to know what’s happened to you—how you dismantled those men downstairs.’

‘Yes. Very much so.’

‘And you want to know where you are, and why we’re here, and what you’re doing here.’ His gaze penetrated her as he spoke.

‘Yes, I do.’

Klecker leaned back. ‘When I won the presidential election—the first time, I mean—what did you do?’

‘I… was happy. We had a house party.’

‘And?’

‘And…’ Amber-May didn’t know what answer he wanted. ‘We gave some of the red caps out as gifts? I mean, most of our friends had their own already…’

‘You thanked God,’ said Klecker. ‘You thanked Jesus Christ. You said, ‘Thank you, Lord! By God’s grace, this man has become president of our great nation!’’

‘How do you know…?’

 ‘Well, I’ve got news for you,’ said Klecker. ‘You were right. God chose me. God put me in the Oval Office. God decided that I was the right person, in the right place, to help this country out of the hole it was in. Now, God cares about all His children; He’s looking out for the whole world, yada yada yada. But the truth is, there are a just a small number of people in the world who God really, truly gives a shit about. I’m one of those people. And I know this because I’ve acquired this… godly intuition, I guess you’d call it. I don’t get direct messages from God, but I can see His plan. He shares that with me—though, you know, I could probably have figured it out anyway, if I’d wanted to… Now, in my case, God saw opportunity. I was already pretty much a perfect presidential candidate, but God thought it’d be in both our best interests if He gave my presidential campaign a little nudge here and there. I mean, I could’ve won on my own, no question. But I guess God just sort of eased the workload for me. A little. He didn’t ‘make’ me president—it was more like He was a donor for my campaign.’

Amber-May was staring at the surface of the desk, trying to take this in. ‘You… really did win with God’s help? But then, what about the second—’

A flash of anger from Klecker. He’d won glorious victories the first and third time he’d run for the presidency. But his second presidential campaign remained a sore point. ‘Don’t even get me started on that rigged, fake bullshit. That’s a discussion for another time. Now, you…’ And here Klecker pointed his strong, girthy finger at her. ‘You’re another person that God gives a shit about. In you, He saw potential. He saw somebody who could carry out His wishes on this world. He had to make a few upgrades, sure. He’s made you stronger, faster. He’s put your body in its absolute peak condition. He’s given you the skills you need. So that you’re the perfect vessel to help me eradicate this nation’s problems.’

Amber-May blinked a few times. ‘I could beat those guys up… because God taught me how?’

‘Exactly.’

‘God taught me how to use a Glock Forty-two? I know that it’s a three-eighty ACP handgun because… God put that information in my head?’

‘God loves the Second Amendment, honey. Don’t you think Jesus would have loved to have a Glock or two handy when the Romans came for Him?’

Amber-May couldn’t answer that. She was staring at the backs of her hands now. She hadn’t even broken a nail, beating the heck out of those security guards.

‘Now, the important part,’ said President Klecker. ‘I’m a very public figure. The people down there, in the street, they know I serve my country, and they know I do a lot of great, great things from that oval-shaped office in Washington. Like that time I signed an executive order allowing private companies to drill for oil and gas in Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (unleashing Alaska’s extraordinary resource potential for all Americans, including Alaskans, I might add—though, to be clear, it is private corporations doing all of the drilling). Or that time I advertised Goya beans on the Resolute Desk. But that’s only the tip of the enchilada, you know? That’s only the stuff that the public’s allowed to see.’ He paused a second and leaned back. ‘I have a certain reputation. I get stuff done. I see an obstacle, I bash it out of the way. But exactly how I get things done… Sometimes rules, and laws, and journalists, and Congress, and basic human ethics get in the way of serving your country as effectively as possible. Sometimes you ‘don’t win an election,’’—he did air quotation marks with his strong fingers as he said this—‘and people won’t let you be president any more. But that’s exactly when you’ve got to find a way to help this great nation regardless. Whatever happens, whenever the people who hate this nation’s freedom find ways to cause me to ‘not win an election,’ or to charge me with, and ultimately find me guilty of, thirty-four counts of falsification of business records in the first degree, my service to this wonderful nation must never stop. I feel that responsibility deep in my McNugget-clogged heart, you know? To that end… From this building, I’ve set up the perfect network of covert agents. They right the wrongs that our government is too incompetent or too corrupt to deal with. And we work in secret. Like that, we don’t need to deal with government regulations, or state boundaries, or international treaties. We simply see an injustice, and we make it into a justice.’

‘Wow,’ breathed Amber-May, slightly turned on. ‘Does this organization have a name?’ 

‘You know, the Deep State is very real,’ said Klecker. ‘It’s a cesspit of traitors, saboteurs, lackeys, and crooks that exists at the heart of the government. Of every government. They were present within my first administration, like a cancer, always striving to undermine my good works. Because they’re self-interested villains. Because they’re evil. Anytime you hear about something fishy that’s just too impossible to explain—anytime a group including your vice president and senior security adviser uses an unsecure app to discuss confidential war plans, even going so far as to add a journalist into the chat group, or anytime you promise to build a two-thousand-mile-long wall along the nation’s southern border, and it somehow miraculously just doesn’t get built—you can bet your bottom dollar that the Deep State were involved, corrupting and wrecking everything. They’re very nasty people.’ 

‘I’m so sorry you had to deal with that,’ Amber-May said, suddenly sensing a great sadness within this phenomenal man before her.

He shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘In a way, the Deep State taught me how effective it can be to strike from the shadows. I learned from my enemies. I began to wonder, ‘If the Deep State were filled with the best people, the most moral and patriotic people, how powerful a force for good would that be?’ That’s where I got the idea to create this organization around us. I wanted to build a state that’s even deeper than the Deep State. An Even Deeper State. So that’s what I did. So, if you need a name for my organization, you can call us… Magma Force.’

Amber-May nodded three whole times, digesting this. ‘Uh… magma?’

‘You know what’s really deep? Magma. That’s melted stone; most people don’t know that. It’s really, really deep. It’s down at the center of the Earth. Magma. That’s who we are. Magma Force.’

‘That’s… genius,’ Amber-May told him.

‘Thank you, I hear that a lot. And I like the sound of it when you say it, you know? Mag-ma. MAG-ma. You could make it so that the first letters stand for words. ‘Make America Great and Magnificent Again.’ Because you don’t have to include the ‘and’ when you’re doing something like that; you can just put the ‘and’ in there for free, and the first letters of the words still spell out ‘MAGMA’. But that’s not what I want to do, anyway. I just like the word. Mag-ma. Magma Force. Now, Magma Force needs somebody like you. Somebody who can be counted on to always do the right thing. Somebody with God-given skills, literally. Somebody who’s exceptional in every way. Somebody who certainly has a lot more potential than her co-workers at the Idleville Mall hair salon. Now, I know what you’re thinking. ‘Oh, this guy’s so awesome; it’d be so great to work for him,’ or whatever. But this isn’t an invitation that I put out there lightly. Before I give you your Magma Force thermos and tote bag—we actually have those, you know—you need to know what kind of work we do. The work we do can be dangerous. We deal with rabid leftist scum every day, you know? We deal with radicals from all parts of the world. Moldova; did you know there’s a country called Moldova? Not many people know that. Just last week we ran up against Moldovan Secret Service—ultra-secret, they were. Trained killers. Things got stabby. What I’m saying is, you work for me, you work doing the things that you’re really, really good at, sooner or later you’re going to come up against real bad guys, who want to shoot at you or stab you or chop you up with a lawn mower. Now, you seem like a brave girl; I don’t think you’re going to have any problem with that. But you’ve also got to know that at some point the only way to win—maybe the only way to stay alive, or to save somebody’s life; maybe the only way to save my life—is to fight back with maximum force. At some point, Amber-May, you’ve got to use every option in front of you. One day, and maybe even one day real soon, you’re going to have to kill, Amber-May. You’re going to have to assassinate. So before you say a word, you need to think really hard about that. Now, sure, I can give you some assurances—I’m not going to throw you in the deep end right away; I’m not going to ask you to gun somebody down by five o’clock today. And I can promise you that I’ll never, ever send you against somebody who doesn’t deserve it. There are some bad hombres in this world, people who’d strangle your grandma without a second thought, and fuck her body while it’s still warm; those are the types of people I’d want you to stop. Now, you have the skills to do that—but do you have the will to do that, when the day comes? ‘Cause, downstairs, when you had the Glock against that security guy’s head, you kind of froze up… You’re thinking, ‘How does he know about that? That only just happened. Well, I know a lot of things.’ President Klecker tapped his temple. ‘It’s all in this great big brain. Listen… I can give you non-lethal assignments at first, just to get you settled in. That’s a great way to help this nation, until you’re ready to step up to a new level. But, sooner or later, I’ll need you to become my assassin. I need you to know that going in, and I need you to think about that very hard. Do you understand?’

Amber-May’s throat felt dry. She nodded.

‘Great. So… Are you in?’

A great deal had happened around Amber-May lately that she didn’t understand. Even before the van had hit her, she didn’t understand who Charlie had been becoming—she didn’t understand how he could have so vastly betrayed every value within him that had been so important to Amber-May. She couldn’t grasp the mindset of the people who had given a driving license to somebody who had been almost completely blind. Could somebody really have so much fear of falling victim to the woke cancel-culture mob? And deep in her heart she couldn’t say for sure that her sudden transformation into a very different woman—a woman who was so much stronger and faster than before; a woman with skills and knowledge she shouldn’t have had—was a divine gift from God Himself. Yes, she believed that President Klecker would never lie to her about that, but deep down she couldn’t really feel the truth that God had chosen her, of all people in the world, to be his living, walking miracle. It just seemed too impossible.

But there were two things that she understood very clearly indeed: she wanted to help save her nation from the insidious leftist plague, and she trusted the man sitting before her to never lie to her, and to always do the right, moral thing.

Would she be able to kill? Could she truly become an assassin for President Klecker? Amber-May had never been particularly ruthless, or bloodthirsty. She had difficulty killing moths, even, if they made their way into her home—she found it was far preferable to open a window and try to herd them out with that month’s copy of This is How You Do Awesome Hair magazine. 

You’ve got a kind heart, Amber-May, her mother had once told her. Too kind for this nasty world. 

Yes, maybe she’d once been too kind for this horrible world. But that had been a long time ago. Before Obama. Before Sleepy Joe. Before the radical socialist left-wing agenda had set out to cannibalize this great nation from the inside. 

And before God had given her the skills to fight those scum back. If that’s how she’d actually gained these abilities; she wasn’t ready to firmly subscribe to that idea, yet.

For once, she found it easy to meet President Klecker’s steely gaze. ‘I’m in. I can do it. I mean, I can try my best.’

‘Cool,’ said Klecker, with a nod. ‘That’s all any of us can do.’ He opened one of the drawers of his desk, removed a sheet of paper, and slid it across the desk toward her. ‘We have a problem, though. As I told you downstairs, Amber-May Walker is dead.’

She blinked at him a few times, then examined the paper. It was a death certificate. Her death certificate. 

‘Amber-May Walker and her husband Charlie were hit by a van driven by somebody who had no business being on the road,’ said President Klecker. ‘They were very real casualties of political correctness. Charlie… well, you’ve seen him; he’s toast. And Amber-May Walker… She died, medically and legally. You’re dead, babe.’21

Her already-dry throat seemed to have closed up; she couldn’t speak for a few moments. ‘What does this mean?’

‘It means that, if you’re in, you’re all the way in. You’re Amber-May Walker no longer. We’ll give you a new name, a new identity. Most of all, it means that, if you join Magma Force… you can never go home again.’

Amber-May thought about it. What was waiting for her, back in Idleville? Charlie was gone, now—and he’d been kind of a dick at the end there anyway. Her job was unchallenging; she’d always known on some level that she was inherently better than a mere specialist cosmetologist (a hairstylist, to the uninitiated). She had family, and friends, some that she even cared about—but nobody whose importance eclipsed that of the great man before her, and the work ahead of her.

‘If it helps,’ said Klecker, ‘everybody back home already thinks you’re dead. They’re already grieving you. Heck, a lot of them are probably even finished grieving by now. They’re just getting on with their lives, and stuff.’

‘I’m in,’ she said. ‘I don’t need to think about it. If Amber-May Walker is dead… Well, let’s let her stay that way.’

‘Great! Now, you know, I’ve always had a gift for finding new names for people. Remember ‘Low-energy Jeb’? Or ‘Pocahontas’? Or ‘Crooked Hillary’? ‘Little Marco?’ Totally my idea, all of those… Now, I’m thinking that, if you need a new name, you’ve got the perfect person to ask sitting right in front of you.’

‘I’d be honored… Sir.’

‘Great. Let’s see…’ He sat there a moment, studying her. She had the sense that he was peering through to her very soul itself. She felt weirdly naked under his glare—and it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation.

At last he said, ‘How about… Captain Jerkhole!’

‘What?!’

He chuckled. ‘I’m just kidding with you. That’s one I’m saving for one of my security guys; he doesn’t know yet. For you, I’m thinking… Foxglove Lafleur.’

‘It’s… It’s perfect.’

‘Great. Welcome aboard, Foxglove. I think we’ll do big, magnificent things together.’ He extended his hand across the desk to her; she shook it. It was the first time she’d physically touched him. His grip was firm, strong; the electricity between them was undeniable. And it wasn’t just a quick jolt of static electricity, either. She wanted to remain holding that hand forever, as impractical as that would surely be, long-term.

But at last he withdrew it. ‘Okay, I have stuff to do; I’ll ask you to go chat with my assistant, Hilda. That way.’ He pointed to a doorway behind her, a little to the right of the elevator that had brought them here. ‘Hilda will give you some proper clothes, and you can go watch the welcome video and whatever, and then we can get started here.’ As he spoke, he pulled a disinfectant wet wipe from another desk draw, and wiped at his hand with it.

She stood. ‘It’s been a strange day, Mister President. But… I have a good feeling about what’s happening here.’

‘Awesome. Me too. Go chat with Hilda, now.’

She headed for the door. When she reached it, she turned back and looked over her shoulder. ‘Sir, I know that you’re a married man, and that no matter what the lying fake press might say, you’d never cheat on your beautiful wife…’

He looked across the room at her, curious now.

‘But I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t at least put this out there…’ she continued. ‘Just so you know, you can grab me by the pussy anytime you like.’

His pouty mouth widened in a crinkly smile. He leaned back in his chair, visibly pleased. He chuckled.

‘Go on, go do your paperwork,’ he said. ‘Get on out of here, you crazy bitch.’























		Chapter Three





Foxglove. Lafleur.

Foxglove Lafleur.

Foxglove. A name redolent with elegant purple beauty. Yes, people were drawn to Foxglove flowers in their gardens—and yet, according to Wikipedia, foxgloves were poisonous when ingested. Foxglove could stop your heart. The metaphor seemed magnificently apt.

Lafleur. A name of soft, exotic charm. A name that hinted at French sensuality. Or possibly Canadian sensuality, which was probably a bit less sensual. ‘Walker’ had been a surname that was pedestrian in more ways than one; ‘Lafleur’ was a million miles removed from such a humdrum surname—and France was about three-and-a-half thousand miles from Idleville. How long would it talk to ‘walk’ from Idleville to France? An eternity.

Foxglove Lafleur. She said it softly, feeling the texture of it in her mouth. It had a softness to it. It was a soft, seductive name, a name that could be whispered into an ear. There was no hard edge to its consonants, it was a name that soothed—and a name to be feared. 

She liked it. So be it, then. If Amber-May Walker were dead, let Foxglove Lafleur walk this world in her place.22 



Foxglove had never flown before. But now, less than twenty-four hours after meeting with President Klecker, she found herself on a private Gulfstream G500, hurtling toward Stockholm. As the plane carved its way east across the Atlantic, Foxglove gazed out of one of its oval-shaped windows, for the first time ever looking down on the clouds from above.

And so she almost didn’t notice when a figure stepped out of the pilot’s cabin, closing the door behind him with a soft ‘click’. He approached Foxglove, and took the seat opposite her, facing her.

He was a slab of a man, broad-shouldered and visibly muscular, even through his Brioni suit, with strong hands that at once seemed to have a sculptor’s gentleness and grace about them, yet enough force to strangle a full-grown leopard seal, should the need ever arise. His jaw and cheekbones were sharply defined, as if his head had been chiseled from a great chunk of granite, and his hair was closely cropped to his scalp. Still silent, he regarded Foxglove with just the faintest whiff of contempt.

‘Um, hello?’ offered Foxglove.

He gave her the most cursory nod of greeting, his head dipping no more than a couple of millimeters. 

‘Hawk,’ he said. 

Foxglove squinted slightly, not entirely sure what to make of that. ‘That’s your name, is it?’

Again, that two-millimeter nod. ‘Logan Hawk. Your handler.’

‘You’re going to… handle me?’

‘You’re untested,’ said Logan. ‘I hear impressive things about you, but you’re green. You’ve never done covert work before. When you’re out in the field like this, your assignments come from me. Your reports come to me. Are we totally clear on that?’ He spoke with the intensity of somebody accustomed to giving orders.  Foxglove reflected that if the story of her adventures were ever to be made into a ten-part series for Netflix or Amazon Prime, then the part of Logan Hawk might be suitable for an actor like Henry Cavill. Just something to think about.23

‘Does Magma Force have some sort of official hierarchy, then?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t signed any sort of formal employment contract, yet…’

Logan studied her with his piercing blue eyes. His impassive resoluteness was really starting to get on her nerves a bit now.

‘I still don’t know why I’m here, or where we’re going,’ she reminded him.

‘Then let’s talk about that,’ said Logan. He took a tablet from a briefcase, tapped it to bring the screen to life, and handed it to Foxglove. It showed a young woman with a determined scowl. ‘Are you familiar with Freya Hidelberg?’

‘Of course,’ answered Foxglove. ‘Seventeen years old, born in Rovaniemi, in Finland, before her family moved to Helsinki when Freya was six. A prominent environmental activist. Her parents are both professional orchestral musicians, father a bassoonist, mother a violinist—they’re somewhat well-known in Finland, apparently—and they’ve received criticism for permitting Freya to stop attending school one day a week from the age of fourteen so that she could protest in front of the Finnish parliament. Regardless, Freya’s ongoing protests, and her talent for communicating her righteous disdain for authority, achieved media attention, including detailed profiles from Finnish publications such as Helsingin Sanomat and the Helsinki Times, and later from news organizations such as the BBC in Britain and MSDNC in the US. She gradually became a more and more prominent representative for environmental causes, and has received a wide range of awards and recognition, such as the Michael Carson Award for Climate Protection, and being included twice in Time’s annual ‘100 Most Influential People’. She’s also received a not insignificant number of monetary grants, such as the Global Children’s Peace Prize and Greenpeace’s Moral Ambassador Grant. Despite such a busy schedule, she’s also somehow found time to author or co-author four bestselling books. The view in publications such as The Guardian or the New York Times is that she’s an environmental heroine, and the world is lucky to have her. Oh, and she’s a vegan. Of course.’

And then Foxglove raised her eyebrows, surprised by the breadth of her own knowledge. A few of these details she’d known before her change—even dull Amber-May Walker had heard of Freya Hidelberg—but the more detailed facts had just sort of… popped into her head, quite unexpectedly. Certainly, she couldn’t remember ever learning about, say, the professions of Freya’s parents, or the awards she’d received. Could Foxglove have heard or read about those details at some point, and recalled them now? Or had that information simply been inserted into her brain? And, if so, how much other information was rattling around in there? Somewhat absurdly, Foxglove suddenly felt as if she had a little version of Wikipedia bouncing about inside her skull.24 

If Logan was impressed by her knowledge, he didn’t show it. ‘And in publications outside the left wing?’

‘Opinions vary, but a common theme is that she remains a minor, and is a victim of child exploitation. Many say that her parents are pushing her in front of cameras again and again for simple financial gain. Ditto for the environmental organizations that gain a great deal of visibility from associating with her. And so one view is that Freya should be rescued from the attention being heaped upon her. Another is not that she is being manipulated, but that she herself is the manipulator—she feigns righteous fury and messianic clairvoyance, and leads a twisted cult founded on perceived environmental guilt rather than religious ideology. And she gets a fair amount of fame and fortune into the bargain, if so.’

‘‘Perceived’ environmental guilt?’ probed Logan. ‘Our planet is suffering massive environmental harm, no? Surely any guilt concerning the state of our planet is well founded?’

Foxglove wagged a finger at him. ‘Ah-ah, you’re testing me. You know very well that there’s no consensus on the causes of any global change in our climate. Even if we acknowledge that climate change is occurring, and that’s a pretty big ‘if,’ how can we be sure that the cause of any such change is man-made? Yes, the majority of climate specialists currently opine that environmental damage is due to human activity,25 but the simple truth is that our climate is just too poorly understood to make such an assertion.’

A ghost of a smile from Logan, at this. It was as much emotion as Foxglove had yet seen from him. ‘And what do you think about Freya, Foxglove Lafleur?’

Foxglove shrugged. ‘I’d be curious to get a look at the bank account of this teenager from Finland. I suspect it has more zeroes at the end of it than mine. Other than that… Well, maybe you should tell me what you have in mind for Freya, first.’ And then a look of concern crept into Foxglove’s striking features. ‘Are you expecting me to, like… rub her out, or something?’

‘I guess that’s an expression you’ve seen on TV shows; you should probably know that, here in the real world, nobody talks like that.26 And, no, nobody’s expecting you to take that sort of extreme action against this child.’ He gave Foxglove a shrewd look. ‘I gather you have something against killing? What are you, one of those anti-Second Amendment nuts, or something?’

‘Not at all! The freedom to bear arms, or to carry automatic weapons or whatever, is one of our most valuable freedoms—it’s right up there with the First Amendment, in my mind. More than that, an appreciation of the Second Amendment shows that somebody has a degree of practicality and common sense about them… Listen, I get as teary-eyed as anybody else when some maniac with mental health problems goes and blows away some kids in a school, or something… But the truth is, there are so many bad guys with guns in the US that the only solution to ensure that everybody is safe is to make sure that everybody is armed. Even kids, if we need to! I mean, that’s just obvious; nobody with a right-thinking brain in their skull could dispute that.’

‘And yet my briefing documents include a note that you shouldn’t be armed for this assignment in Stockholm; is that right?’

Foxglove took a couple of breaths, considering her response. ‘It’s just… I understand the reasons to carry a firearm—and I agree with them, you know? But, having it with me… knowing that in this type of dangerous work I probably will use it to pump lead into some fool’s body, sooner or later… I feel I’m not quite at that stage. When it comes to blowing some poor slob away, my head and my heart aren’t quite in alignment. Not yet, anyway.’27

Logan’s eyebrows raised a touch. ‘Hmm. In my experience, when a bad guy is trying to mow you down, even the softest-hearted liberal clown will suddenly find themselves wishing they were packing heat.’

Foxglove had no answer for that. 

‘In any case, this should be a non-combat assignment. Your mission is infiltration and investigation. Freya Hidelberg has increasingly become an inconvenience for our friends in the energy sector. Every speech she gives, every time she appears on TV, the stock prices of energy and gas companies come down. Sometimes just a fraction of a percentage point… and sometimes more noticeably. You understand why that’s bad?’

‘It’s bad from the perspective of a basic trickle-down economic model,’ said Foxglove. ‘When the companies and people at the top of the pyramid make a lot of money, they’re free to act more energetically which makes the economy overall more vibrant. That benefits everybody—even the little mom and pop businesses, or the average Joe trying to save up enough to buy his first apartment, or to pay for his daughter’s chemotherapy.’

‘And when something messes that up, it impacts everybody,’ concluded Logan.

‘All so that Freya can line her own pockets. What a bitch.’

‘Well, with a little luck Freya and her manipulative parents won’t be a problem much longer,’ said Logan. ‘An informant has reached out to us, telling us that he has information on Freya that will massively discredit her in the public eye. We don’t know what information is—he’s said that he’ll only hand it over in person. Your first assignment for Magma Force, Foxglove, is to meet with the contact, obtain the information, and evaluate its worth.’

‘Sounds simple enough,’ she said. ‘Who’s the contact?’

‘Professor Leopold Truthworthy, a climate scientist who Freya regularly cites in her activism. He’ll be present this evening at an award ceremony honoring Freya’s work, being hosted by the Stockholm Climate Institute. And so, Foxglove, will you.’



The annual presentation of the Swedish Environmental Awareness Medal was the high point of the Stockholm Climate Institute’s calendar, an event where activists, scientists, politicians, and celebrities met and mingled, all with the common goal of saving the world from the alleged horrors of sustained environmental damage. To mark the occasion, the institute had rented out the Skäagensäargensgätan Hotel, a venue containing the third-largest ballroom in the city in terms of square footage—or, thanks to a ceiling that was a good twelve meters high, the largest ballroom in Stockholm in terms of volume. It was a great big room, its walls and ceiling covered with ornate carvings. It was the kind of room that made you stop and think, ‘This is a classy place’. A semicircular stage occupied one end of the ballroom, and a chandelier, a wondrous creation of bronze and glass, that looked for all the world like a big, upside-down wedding cake, hung over the center of the room. This was the first real chandelier Foxglove had ever seen, so far as she could remember. But then, this had been a day of firsts. She’d never flown before today. She’d never traveled outside the US before. Today she’d entered Sweden on a fake passport, bearing the name ‘Foxglove Déguisement’. She was only just getting used to her change of name, she reflected with a rueful smile; now she had to start dealing with assumed names as well.

Foxglove stood on a balcony that ran the length of one side of that stately ballroom and, stifling a jetlaggy yawn—whatever mysterious powers she’d been imbued with were no help with long-distance travel, it seemed—she scanned the crowd below, and those standing on the opposite balcony across the room, searching for the face of Professor Leopold Truthworthy. Foxglove had arrived late to the party; the evening’s soiree was already well underway. And so the ballroom below was packed; a couple of dozen circular tables were dotted about the expansive room—each one had an ice bucket containing champagne at its center—and the open space before the stage was filling up, in anticipation of the speeches and awards which were due to begin shortly. Foxglove had no great experience in planning events, but she estimated the cost of the evening to be somewhere north of two hundred thousand dollars—or more than a hundred and eighty-eight thousand of the local euros, at that day’s closing exchange rate. And she idly wondered how many solar panels such a sum might install, or how many people it might employ to wipe spilled oil off seagulls. 

Scouring the room below with her sharp eyes, Foxglove still saw no sign of the professor. And yet she saw a face that she knew very well—that of Democratic congresswoman Valentina Castillo-Ruiz. 

Here, in Sweden. 

And yet, why not? This was a prominent international event for those who liked to portray themselves as kind and compassionate. It was filled with cameras and press people, and was surely the perfect venue for creating some sort of viral moment of the type that VCR seemed to live for—or, at the very least, to get a photo op with Freya Hidelberg, the heroine of the moment. VCR was herself on the young side for a member of Congress, and yet exploiting the presence of Freya, a child, for vulgar publicity struck Foxglove as nothing short of predatory. This evening, VCR was wearing a cream-colored feminine suit. In the past, she’d attended glamorous events wearing dresses bearing phrases such as ‘TAX THE RICH’ in attention-grabbing blood-red lettering, or ‘ACCORDING TO ECONOMISTS EMMANUEL SAEZ AND GABRIEL ZUCMAN FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA-BERKLEY, THE RICHEST 130,000 FAMILIES IN AMERICA NOW HOLD NEARLY AS MUCH WEALTH AS THE BOTTOM 117 MILLION FAMILIES COMBINED’ in a very small font.28 Mercifully, her suit this evening was free of any such cringefest slogans professing anger at the rich or the elites. And Foxglove had to concede that the congresswoman did look impressive. But she couldn’t help but wonder how much this suit had cost—and, more importantly, whether the US taxpayer had footed the bill. And had VCR traveled across the Atlantic for this event by rowboat? No, Foxglove would have bet good money that she’d flown here business class, or perhaps even in a jet of her own. 

‘Carbon footprint, my ass,’ Foxglove muttered, to nobody in particular.

The congresswoman who professed to care so much about everyday people didn’t seem overly concerned with helping the downtrodden in that particular moment. This champagne socialist was literally swilling champagne as she chatted and cackled with a crowd of contacts and confidants about her, unfortunate souls who’d been sucked into the orbit of her glitzy-but-hollow celebrity appeal. And yet as Foxglove watched her from the balcony, a break in the conversation occurred, and the congresswoman placed her emptied champagne flute on a table, and took her phone from her handbag, to check it. Because of course she did. From the balcony, Foxglove couldn’t see what VCR was doing on her phone, but she felt it was a near-certainty that VCR was posting on RageHub. And what was she posting? Perhaps, ‘Just in Sweden to honor Freya Hidelberg for her activism! It’s so important to care for our planet! LOL!’ Or, ‘At the environmental awards in Stockholm! Gave mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to four injured sea lions earlier today, to do my part! #taxtherich #mouthtomouthsealions’ Or maybe she was taking yet another opportunity to crow about her so-called achievements in Congress. ‘It’s cold in Sweden—just like it was cold in Texas when I raised $4.7 million to help Texans hit by winter storms! ROFL!’ Or, ‘Whose Funeral Assistance Program has to date reimbursed over a billion dollars to families suffering COVID-related losses? That’s right—mine has!’

Whoop-dee-fucking-doo. 

VCR merrily Raged away, probably, using her seductive Latina wiles to coax voters to her vile socialist cause. And for a few moments, staring down at the congresswoman, Foxglove felt the purest, coldest hatred course through her veins. 

It was some small consolation that her soulless Rages would never reach Charlie. He was beyond VCR’s insidious influence now. That, at least, was a silver lining of being brain dead as a result of being struck by a speeding van. But they would reach millions of others. A rogue idea entered Foxglove’s head: she had been imbued with extraordinary abilities, unparalleled speed and strength; she felt certain she had a responsibility to use such abilities to improve this world. How simple would it be to simply leap from the balcony and rip the congresswoman’s phone from her hand before her poison could spread further? She had no great wish to cause Valentina Castillo-Ruiz any real harm—or, at least, Foxglove wasn’t ready to disregard the moral and civil lessons she’d learned throughout her life, which taught her not to attack people in public—but she had a definite urge to grab the congresswoman by the arms, and shake her hard, and scream into her face, ‘You don’t know anything about anything! Why don’t you realize that?! Can’t you see how ridiculous you are?! Can’t you see?! Can’t you see?!’

That would create one heck of a viral moment, for sure. 

But no. That would also create a big barrier to her objective at hand, for Magma Force. Foxglove reminded herself that she was already using her abilities for good, simply by being here and carrying out President Klecker’s wishes. Anything that distracted from that would have to wait. For now.

Foxglove was working herself into a slow rage. She gave the congresswoman one last scathing look of contempt—a look that could likely burn through sheet steel—and then turned away, and headed for the closest bar, a few feet behind her.

The bar ran the length of the wall, up on that balcony. Foxglove caught the bartender’s attention, and ordered a virgin margarita. It wouldn’t do to be getting fuzzy-headed, just now.

‘I’m glad to see I’m not the only one staying away from the booze.’

Foxglove turned. Standing at her shoulder was Freya Hidelberg herself, also known as Champion of the Planet, also known by some as the Pixie of Doom. She was indeed pixie-ish; she was slight, with a faintly rosy hue to her pale cheeks, and mouse-colored hair in two long pigtails. Seeing her in person for the first time, Foxglove suddenly found herself thinking of the movie Children of the Corn.

‘Yes. I mean, I’m legally allowed to drink but I’m choosing not to; that’s the difference, I suppose…’

‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Freya Hidelberg.’ Freya extended her hand with just a little too much enthusiasm.

Foxglove took it, and shook it, a little warily. ‘Likewise. I’m Foxglove Déguisement.’

‘What an unusual name!’

‘Thank you. It’s French; it originally means, ‘One who creates polyethylene microbeads, and places them into cosmetics products.’’

Freya raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t comment on it. She turned away a moment to order a glass of water with a slice of lemon—ugh—then turned back to Foxglove. ‘I really love your dress! It’s so pretty!’

 This was true. Foxglove was wearing a studded one-shoulder sheath dress by Versace. She’d been given free rein to wear whatever she wanted for the assignment; President Klecker’s staff had brought it to her in under an hour. He really did employ the best people. 

‘Thanks,’ said Foxglove. ‘I think it makes my boobs look awesome.’ This was also true. 

‘But your belt is leather! I hope that’s vegan leather.’

‘Actually, it is,’ said Foxglove. ‘But don’t worry—I used it to strangle a ferret on my way over here, just to sate my blood lust.’

Freya blinked a few times in confusion. ‘That’s… hostile. I didn’t expect that kind of response.’

‘Yes, you’ll run into those from time to time, honey, if you’re brave enough to venture out of your little echo chamber.’

To her credit, Freya recovered her composure quickly. She took a sip of horrible water—she was actually drinking it through a cardboard straw—then asked, ‘Do you have something against saving the planet, Foxglove?’

‘I think that, if the planet were really in danger, then saving it would be an excellent idea. But I also know that there’s very credible evidence that the entire notion of global warming was invented by the Chinese, in order to make the manufacturing capacity of the US non-competitive.’

‘I think that most of the world’s scientists would disagree with you,’ chided Freya.

‘I think that, when you’re searching for the truth, you should favor quality over quantity. Ninety-nine out of a hundred scientists might tell me that the sky is tartan; that doesn’t make it true.’

‘Why not ask the people in this room if climate change is a real danger?’ said Freya. ‘I think they’d all disagree with you.’

‘Which is exactly what I’m talking about,’ countered Foxglove. ‘Though I’ll give you credit for this—you certainly know how to fearmonger people into joining your little cult.’

‘‘Fearmonger?’’ asked Freya. And then, after a moment’s thought, ‘‘Cult?’’

‘If you insist on repeating everything I say,’ said Foxglove, ‘then this already tiresome conversation is going to become truly interminable. Listen, your campaign to scare humanity into abandoning cheap, available energy is essentially predictable and unconvincing. And fawning accolades from all the usual suspects—Associated Press, New York Times, The Guardian; you know the ones—isn’t going to change that. You might not be very old, Freya, but your scaremongering certainly is.’

Freya had no immediate response for that. She took another sip of water through her straw, which was already going soggy, and studied Foxglove for a moment. Then she asked, ‘Does it scare you that my generation is going to start a revolution?’

‘Sweetie, your generation couldn’t start a lawnmower.’

A silence fell between them. Foxglove had the distinct impression that Freya was about to start crying.

A figure approached them, then. This was Professor Leopold Truthworthy. He had a pointy little beard, and a pointy little mustache, and wore little half-moon spectacles perched a shade too far down his nose. He touched Freya on the shoulder to get her attention, breaking the moment of tension between Freya and Foxglove.

‘Freya, hi. We need to get ready to go up on stage.’

Foxglove extended her hand. ‘Professor Truthworthy. Hi. I’m Foxglove Déguisement.’

‘Er, hello,’ he said, and he shot a little glance down at Foxglove’s cleavage. She couldn’t blame him for that, though. ‘If you’ll excuse us…’

‘We have a friend in common, I think,’ said Foxglove. 

‘Oh?’

‘Yes.’ She shot a glance at Freya; the perpetually angry little Finn was still listening to their conversation. ‘What was his name…? Oh, it’s simply criminal of me that I can’t remember. Please, pardon me.’

The professor simply stared at her, blankly.

Foxglove tried again. ‘Oh, trying to think of people’s names is such a taxing business for me… If only there were some way to reduce that tax.’

The professor blinked a couple of times. A small line of confusion appeared between Freya’s eyebrows.

Foxglove gave an inner sigh. ‘Orange you glad that you came here this evening, to talk about our mutual friend, Professor?’

‘Listen, uh, Freya and I really have to get ready…’

Unbelievable. Foxglove placed a hand on his arm, halting him a moment longer, and decided to dial back the subtlety a touch. ‘It’s a shame I can’t remember his name, because he really does have the most striking appearance… A great big orange face? And hair like a piss-colored cloud?’

‘Huh? Oh. Oh!’ The penny dropped. It had physically pained Foxglove to give such a dismissive description of President Klecker, but she had, it seemed, managed to successfully walk the narrow line of description and obfuscation—Freya still seemed utterly unaware of whom they were talking about. ‘Freya, sweetie,’ said the Professor, ‘A bunch of people are waiting for us over by the right of the stage. Could you head over there now? I just need a moment with our charming new friend, here.’

Freya nodded, gave Foxglove a last, sullen look, and then slinked29 away.

Professor Truthworthy turned to Foxglove. ‘I’m so glad that somebody’s here! The things that I’ve been finding out about Freya, and her parents, and the organizations behind her whole ‘green’ movement, they’re… They’re phenomenal! And terrifying! If the public became aware of just a tenth of what I’ve learned, it would be enough to shut down the climate change movement… forever, I think!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, for example… Well, one of the green activism movements, the Eco-Corsair Ecology Conservation Society, have just given her long-term use of a ship, the Dolphin Hugger; that isn’t being reported anywhere, but it’s become Freya’s de facto headquarters… And the things happening on that ship, the information they have on there… Well, let’s just say that I’m nervous just mentioning it out loud.’

‘What’s happening on that ship?’ asked Foxglove.

‘That’s just part of a much longer conversation, that I sadly don’t have time for right now. Enjoy the ceremony, stay cool, and we’ll discuss everything afterwards. For now, I have to go give Freya her medal.’

He turned away, but Foxglove stopped him once more. ‘Professor?’

‘Yes?’

‘Knowing what you apparently know… how can you stand on stage in front of all these people, and tell the world that Freya’s some sort of incredibly compassionate eco-champion?’

He gave a little nervous laugh. ‘Foxglove… I’m terrified of what these social justice, woke climate change activists will do to me if they realize I’m not on their side.’
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