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PRAISE FOR THE DIE


“Jude Berman’s debut novel delivers a chillingly realistic near-future portrayal of technology wunderkinds manipulating our political consciousness in a fractured America. Blink your eyes and we could all be living in this cautionary tale.”


—MIKE TRIGG, author of Bit Flip and Burner


“Like Henning Mankell, Elizabeth George, and William Kent Krueger, Jude Berman is keenly aware of the dangers of our contemporary political world. But unlike many writers, she brings ideas about how to combat them—interweaving this futuristic detective thriller with the ancient myths of the Mahābhārata, providing both flash and gravitas to compel our attention.”


—MARA MILLER, author of The Garden as an Art


“Multilayered and inventive, this near-future cautionary tale poses deep questions about the nature of family, integrity, and activism in the digital age that make you want to keep rereading the news. I couldn’t put it down.”


—SHERI T. JOSEPH, author of Edge of the Known World


“Jude Berman’s imagination is both epic and personal in this thriller about technology, the fate of the world, and what we as individuals can do about it.”


—JEN BRAAKSMA, author of Evangeline’s Heaven and Amaranth


“The Die is a fast-paced, fascinating exploration of the dangers of apathy and how to tap into the hero in all of us.”


—MEREDITH WALTERS, author of This Animal Body


“It pulled me in immediately—and kept defying my expectations and pulling me in further.”


—SARAH TOWLE, author of Crossing the Line: Finding America in the Borderlands


“The Die takes us into uncharted waters, creating a dystopian vision of our world rife with the dangers of authoritarianism and groupthink in what feels like the not-so-distant future.”


—EVETTE DAVIS, author of 48 States and the Dark Horse Trilogy


“Jude Berman expertly juxtaposes a dystopian world of dictatorship and deceit with a millennia-old story. In this cautionary tale about what can happen when democracy is taken for granted, she contrasts themes of fear, oppression, and passivity with those of hope, community, and action. I strongly recommend this fascinating read.”


—SUSAN WEISSBACH FRIEDMAN, author of Klara’s Truth
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to M









Krishna said, “O Arjuna, when performing an action, never think of the results or the rewards. But neither should you delude yourself that inaction is of benefit to you. Do your work with evenness of mind, remaining indifferent to success or failure. This is yoga.”









The princess Draupadi was born of fire.
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The HastinSys café makes a mean mango smoothie. Smooth, sweet, nutritious, with a wicked head of orange froth. A drink to die for. Demolish one and I’ll be burning through the beta-test results for the new HSys virtual reality science game. The kids loved it, and their teachers loved how much the kids learned. Writing up the data should be a snap.


As I head down the walkway to the café to fuel up, I spot Keith. He’s hurrying toward the parking lot, but not too fast to shoot me a smile. I smile back. The next thing I know, I’m on his self-balancing motorcycle, arms around his waist. We’re streaming down the freeway toward Mountain View, rocking out to the electro-techno mix shared through the neurograins embedded in our helmets. My beta-test data? Back-burnered. But no worries, I’ll have time to pull it together. And that smoothie . . . well, it’ll have to wait too.


This isn’t my first visit to Keith’s condo. I was there on a Friday after work a few weeks ago. It was a carefree, spontaneous, adrenaline-rousing yet inconsequential one-time-only hookup. The kind of indulgence nobody could object to. Except maybe your grandma. If you have one. I’ve never met either of mine. But I know they’d oppose any sort of hookup, which to this day remains forbidden in their country. Punishable by death. Even so, I didn’t let that—or anything else—bother me afterwards as I drove home alone that Friday, tired but not sleepy, wending up the mountain road to the farm.


Now is the second time.


As before, we pass the galley kitchen and proceed down the long hallway, straight to the back bedroom. Again the holographic parrot in its light cage on the nightstand screeches what sounds like “Ha-pee! Ha-pee! Ha-pee!” I don’t know if it’s programmed for me or wants the whole world to be happy. Doesn’t matter. I’m happy either way.


When they sense a human presence, the strip curtains along the glass wall slide shut, cutting the view of Keith’s bed for some seniors at the pool. Turning day into night for us. With one deft motion, he sweeps the rumpled laundry strewn across his bed onto the floor and pulls me down on him.


There is little to say afterwards.


Back at HSys, he parks in a tight spot between two vans. I dismount and assume he will follow. He doesn’t. Hoping to prolong the fire between us, I lean against the cycle, my face inches from his, and suggest a pit stop for smoothies. “I heard your stomach growling,” I tease. “Don’t pretend you’re not starving.”


A tenseness flickers behind his eyes. At close range, it’s impossible to miss. “Darah, I told you.”


“Told me what?” I pull back abruptly.


He detaches his smart visor from his helmet, folds it, and stuffs it into his pocket—next to his mini tablet, in its holographic snakeskin case. Then he looks at me straight on, eyes blue and hard like lapis lazuli.


Suddenly I feel like an idiot. Of course I know what he means. Before I left his condo that first evening, we chatted briefly. Mostly small talk, but he made a point of letting me know about Karin. They aren’t a couple anymore but still work closely together at HSys. There are a few things it is better Karin doesn’t know. We are one of those things. He didn’t go into more detail, but he didn’t have to. Really it’s none of my business. I assured him we’re on the same page: two consenting adults, no strings attached. I didn’t mention anyone’s grandma, but he got the idea. And I meant what I said.


Now as I pivot from him, then dodge between parked vehicles to get away, I wonder how I lost sight of that so quickly.


Back in the office, mango smoothie in hand, I find only Jedd. Unusual for midafternoon. “Where’s everyone?” I ask.


“Welcome back, yourself,” he says, eyes glued to his screen.


“You’re alone?” It’s a rhetorical question but it does the trick. He unglues his eyes. As he does, I’m instantly aware of a few windblown hairs loose around my face. Not what you’d expect on someone who wants you to think she merely lost track of time at the café.


If Jedd notices, he doesn’t let on. “Beers is at a cybersecurity briefing in the bunker. June’s running errands. Don’t know where the others went, but they’ll be back shortly.”


There are five of us. Well, six including me. I came along last, after taking refuge in California just before it declared itself a nation, so the others sometimes still speak of themselves as the five. That doesn’t make me any less included, less loved. It’s like 5 + 1 = 5. We work together, play together, share a home together. Like siblings. Of course, like siblings, we don’t share everything. Case in point: where I’ve been these past couple hours. In general though, you could say that what began as friendship ended up as family.


Our workspace, where we spend most of our waking hours, is a spacious suite on the top floor, equipped with every amenity you could desire: a gaming station, auto-morphing chairs, individualized climate control, a kitchenette with robotic espresso machine and mini robo-bar, self-cleaning windows with micromirror glazing. Never a smudge on those windows. Beneath my feet, the carbon-negative white carpet is always spotless. An array of awards adorns a shelf by the windows. Arranged on it are coder-of-the-month plaques as well as trophies for gamer of the year, team player, most original. And my favorite, the high-five prize, which was awarded before I got here but feels like mine anyway. Outside, a real-life pyrotechnic display ignites the sky most evenings as the sun sets behind the Santa Cruz Mountains.


Sometimes I have to pinch myself to make sure all this isn’t a dream and I won’t wake up stressed and scared, back in the dictatorship. At first I worried it was just a matter of time before the Dictator found a way to destroy life here too. But he hasn’t. Thank god. Most days we focus on work and hardly give him a second thought. Because of all that and so much more, we refer to our workspace as the penthouse.


Jedd persists: “Where were you? Don’t you have a report due?”


I take a gulp of smoothie and skip to his second question. “Yep. Whipping it out now.”


With that, Jedd goes back to work. As I cross the room to my table by the window, I tuck the loose strands of hair behind my ears. He might not have noticed, but June’s another matter. She’d spot a single hair out of place. And expect the full backstory.


The embedded screen on my table wakes up the instant it detects my biometrics. My report on the KnoMor science game is waiting. When Selma, the project lead, left on short notice for an assignment in Japan, she tasked me with submitting the report so a product release manager could be brought on ASAP. If she doesn’t return on time, I’m supposed to step in as lead. That’s something I’ve never done before.


By late afternoon, all that remains is to slip in the final graphs. Because I’ve been so focused, I hardly noticed Beers and the others as they came and went. I didn’t even obsess over whether Keith might text me. Which of course he didn’t. But so what? I didn’t text him either. Despite my awkward exit from the parking lot—still embarrassing as I recall it now—I kind of like the guy. There’s no good reason for this, I just like him. And no one needs to know. Not even Keith.


As I often do at this hour, I point a camera at the sun low over the mountains and project a 3D mirror image onto the display wall, hiding all the graphs and lists that have accumulated over the day. If you still have your nose to the digital grindstone, this signals time to think about quitting. Of course, I could project sunrises and sunsets onto all the walls and ceiling at any hour. But I don’t. I’m old-fashioned in that way.


Right on cue, Jedd’s chair reclines to give him a better view. Orange and magenta tinge his voluminous cloud of wiry black hair.


Normally I’d also relax, maybe grab a margarita from the robo-bar. But I’m too focused on making up for lost time, putting a wrap on this report. Though I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, I’m paying for my earlier escapade. I begin skimming through the graphs on my screen, one final check before fitting them into the text and calling it a day.


Then something catches my eye. “Damn!”


“You’re still working?” Jedd sounds surprised.


“No . . . I mean yes! Dude, look at this!”


He lifts himself out of his chair and ambles across the room. You’d think he could move a little faster. Except that’s not Jedd’s style. He may be a quick thinker, but he goes through life with ease. The orange and magenta highlights in his hair fade to rust and maroon, then to black as he stoops to peer over my shoulder. “I see one set of students who played KnoMor. And another who didn’t.”


“Right. And the gamers should have outperformed the non-gamers.”


“Not according to this graph.”


“According to the data I saw before, they did.”


He frowns. “I thought you just had to whip it out.”


“I did.”


He clears his throat in a way that says, I’ve been around this block. If I didn’t know him so well, I might find it patronizing. “Darah, glitches happen all the time. You know that. Regenerating your graphs should fix everything.” His index finger hovers over my document, as if he intends to close it. “This isn’t a crisis. Finish it tomorrow.”


I’m about to swat away his hand and object that I wanted to finish before leaving and now that’s impossible, when a message flashes on the screen. For an instant I think it’s from Keith.


Jedd leans closer. “‘egg pp prepped,’” he reads aloud. “‘when u home?’” Without hesitation, his finger skims across three letters in reply: “‘omw’”


Of course, Beers will assume it’s me saying I’m on my way. Still, Jedd has a point. He rarely sees anything as a crisis, and in this case I have to concede he’s right. There’s no reason to freak. I’ll have time to redo the graphs after we’ve polished off the eggplant parmesan, or egg pp in Beers’s shorthand. “Okay, you win,” I say, shutting all my files with one swipe.


As Jedd heads for the door, I dim the display and overhead lights, careful not to cut the Li-Fi, and pop a live image of the constellations onto the ceiling. Under the twinkling of Ursa Major, I pluck a wilted flower off the peace lily on the kitchenette counter, then sling my backpack over one shoulder. Out of habit, I pause at the door to hear the smart lock engage, before crossing the open-space area, its rows of workstations deserted at this hour, to the maglev elevator.


Jedd is already there, slouched against the wall, nose in a video game.


As the cab door slides open, a short man in a pink and turquoise shirt hanging untucked over his protruding belly steps out. A six-pack is nestled in the crook of one arm, and he’s grunting at whoever is in his ear. From looks alone, you might assume his age to be double mine. In fact, he isn’t anywhere near that old.


“Kurt, my man,” Jedd says as we squeeze past him. “Working late?”


Kurt stops short but without turning back. “Some of us take our jobs seriously!” He laughs like that’s hilarious. Like whoever’s in his ear will get the joke. Then as the door is closing, he swivels around, reaches in with his free hand, and grabs my butt. Hard. You wouldn’t think someone so unathletic could execute a move like that without getting his hand crushed or dropping a beer.


“Hey!” I yelp.


But the door has shut and we’re shooting toward the lobby. Only Jedd can hear me.


He’s incredulous. “Tell me the SOB didn’t just do that!”


“You saw it,” I say, rubbing my rear, as if that will remove the insult.


“That was uncalled-for! You need to report him.” Jedd isn’t one to tolerate any form of harassment. Or bullying or bigotry or injustice or inequity. He will step up and take action every time. I appreciate that about him.


I’ve never worked directly with Kurt, but like most people at HSys, he’s always seemed friendly enough. He and his group—which includes Keith and Karin—live at the far end of our corridor. Beers likes to refer to them as our distant cousins, as if we share HSys DNA. Make that one kissing cousin now. Oh, I think, that’s it. Keith must have mentioned our hookup, and this is Kurt’s disgusting way of letting me know he knows. Except Keith was adamant Karin not find out. Which means Kurt wouldn’t know either. So this is all on Kurt.


Jedd’s right: he deserves to be reported. HR expects reports to be filed right away. The problem is I’ve got a data mess on my hands and I’m not about to drop the ball on Selma. The fact that I have a soft spot for Kurt’s sidekick has nothing to do with this. I’m not giving him a pass; I’m simply reserving the right to decide when I’ll take action.


As we land in the lobby, I assure Jedd that if Kurt so much as touches me again, he’s got another thing coming.


We pass through the exit scanner, then hurry along the walkway that transects the lawn in between the three main buildings. Arranged in a horseshoe, each houses a different division. The one in the middle—Building 1—is home to the company’s bread-and-butter gaming technologies. Our penthouse is on the sixth floor, facing west. On the right is the R&D center, dedicated to projects involving smart dust and brain-computer interface. The cybersecurity division lives in the low-lying building on the left known as the bunker. Cyberthreats are a constant reality, and nowhere more so than in Silicon Valley. Breaking into and commandeering a major tech company could signal the Dictator’s intent to launch a surprise takeover of California. So far there’s been no sign of that. HSys remains secure due to the diligence of those in the bunker. They call it the bunker ostensibly because it’s lower than the other buildings but also because they go to war every day against a veritable army of hackers and cyber criminals. I’ve never been inside.


Near the end of the walkway, a fountain shoots arcs from the edge of its circular pool to meet in the center. People like to take food from the café in the R&D building and sit on the surrounding ledge. At twilight, the lights come on and each watery arc sparkles with a different color. It’s magical.


A young man is sitting there alone, eyes closed, playing a bamboo flute. He’s barefoot, black hair pulled into a man bun at the crown of his head. His oversized T-shirt accentuates rather than hides his bone structure. As he plays, his pursed lips draw down the corners of his mouth. Yet he has the smile of a baby.


I stop dead.


Jedd stops too, but only for a second. He fishes for a few bills in his pocket, places them beside the kid, then sets off toward the parking lot. That eggplant is calling.


I, however, am transfixed. The sound of the flute is as fluid and mesmerizing as the arcs of water. Each wavering, drawn-out note is tender but piercing, joyful but haunting, weeping with happiness. I let them splash over me. Wash through me. Cleanse me. Empty me. I close my eyes and float in the overlapping, ever-expanding pools of sound, each breath pulling me further into my being, into realms I didn’t know existed. Everything else in the world around me dies an exquisite death.


For a few moments nothing else matters. No data, no graphs, no report. No hookup. No butt grab. Nothing.


I find Jedd parked in our usual spot in the lot. He’s slouched in the front bucket seat, long legs propped against the dashboard where a steering wheel otherwise would be, beneath the faded-pink fuzzy dice June found in the barn and hung here—not because she gambles or she needs good luck but because she could. It’s legal in a level-5 fully autonomous car. A car that, for laughs, Jedd once dubbed her chariot. The moniker stuck.


As expected, he’s in zombie mode, engrossed in a video game. Most people in his line of work want to unwind at the end of the day. Not Jedd. A game is his means of unwinding. He plays whenever he can. Though he may have to pause his game many times, he never quits till he’s won. I once asked what he thought about gaming addictions. It wasn’t a personal question, but he got defensive. Called it old-school psychology and insisted playing is his conscious choice. I’ve noticed that if anyone at work suggests he might be gaming at an inopportune moment, he shrugs and says he’s dogfooding. And he gets away with it.


I slide into the other front seat, which is swiveled sideways. “Why do you have June’s car?”


“She borrowed mine for her errands.”


“Because the chariot’s too slow,” I say, confirming what we both know: its novelty has long since worn off. June misses zipping past drivers in traffic, racing around curves on the mountain. She resents having to come to a full stop when there isn’t any vehicle or pedestrian or cop in sight. If aero cars were more affordable, she’d get one so she wouldn’t have to borrow our old-fashioned all-electric vehicles.


Jedd voice-activates the ignition and instructs the chariot to take us home. Then he turns his full attention back on his game. From the clucking under his breath, it’s clear he is winning. As per usual.


Nature is what I turn to when I want to unwind. Driving up the mountain, I like to feast my eyes on the vibrancy of the flora. Even the dry, flaxen hillsides here, punctuated by islands of live oak, are more striking than the landscape in Palisades Park, New Jersey, where I grew up. Or Rutgers, where I went to college. So much of the natural world there sleeps for half the year.


It was never a given I would go to college, let alone graduate. But after Rutgers granted a full scholarship, off I went. I wanted to study environmental science. With the climate disaster upending the world—so many people dying, and more suffering—I wanted to be part of the solution. My dream job was at Nanotech Institute, cleaning up the world’s diminishing supply of fresh water. I interviewed there in my senior year and was thrilled when they offered a position.


Then everything fell apart. One day a neighbor in Palisades Park called to say Mom was missing. She’d seen immigration officials take Mom away. Before I could contact a lawyer or find out where she was detained, she’d been deported. The Dictator had been getting rid of anyone not born in the country, so we knew the risk existed. Yet when it happened, it was worse than I imagined. No reason was given and no recourse. I could only assume she’d been sent to Afghanistan, from where she’d fled, unmarried and pregnant with me, two decades earlier. There was nothing I could do to get her back. Frigging nothing.


I went home that night and crawled into her bed and lay there, shaking, crying, vomiting. I felt like I was going to die. Neighbors knocked on the door. I didn’t answer. Each time they returned, I ignored them. I hated every human being who hadn’t put their body between Mom and her abductors.


Finally, days later, I forced myself to get up. Forced food into my mouth. Forced myself to get into my car and drive to Rutgers. I buried my fear and anger and despair. Buried the part of myself that had died. I focused on passing my exams, preparing for my job. That was what Mom would want.


But disaster struck again. This time the government shut down Nanotech for engaging in what it deemed subversive activities. Suddenly I had no plans, no future, no finances. I took the first job I could find: teaching middle school science. I would inspire kids to love the planet. To choose science over conspiracy theories. To understand that “doing their own research” was a euphemism for deluding themselves. A few months into the year, however, the textbook I’d chosen was banned. The school reassigned me to teach a remedial math class. Things went downhill from there. Hate messages attacked me on social media. People I’d never met screamed at me online, “DIE, SCUM!” I was furious. And scared.


I forgot about saving the environment, about saving the kids. Saving myself became my priority. I quit my job, packed my bags, and used what little money I had to buy a ticket to California. Going to Afghanistan to find Mom wasn’t an option. As a woman, I wouldn’t be able to work there. Or even leave home by myself. Because women must hide their names, I would no longer be Darah Ahmadi. Besides, I didn’t know if Mom was alive. Almost a year had passed without any word from her. But I was doing what I knew she’d want: escaping the dictatorship, fleeing that living hell in which basic rights and freedoms were ripped away from more people every day.


The week after I arrived in the Bay Area, the borders closed. People had started flocking here after the Dictator found the means to extend his term indefinitely. Many years earlier, another president tried the same and failed, but this time it was happening. Democracy was finally and officially over. Too many political and judicial systems had chipped away at it. Too many citizens couldn’t be bothered. If they weren’t personally in danger, they didn’t give a damn. A small but vocal and violent minority even welcomed autocracy.


The notion of California as a free, independent, democratic country was no longer a hypothetical. No longer a joke. In fact, it became a forgone conclusion after the Dictator himself promoted it. He wasn’t serious; he was counting on our quick failure. But he miscalculated.


A few years later, California is thriving. And all the more so since Washington, Oregon, and Hawaii joined forces with us. Of course there were naysayers who chose to migrate east, but we’re doing fine without them. Together we have food. We have technology. We have improved schools and free health care and safe streets. Equity and justice are more than buzzwords for our diverse population. We have strong, supportive relationships with many nations. While we aren’t immune to the global climate disaster, we do all we can to protect the environment. We have clean air and water. Gorgeous beaches. And movies. Still, there’s an underlying fear the Dictator will pull a fast one and take over our democracy. No one can deny that’s a threat. Still, with nothing specific to worry about day to day, life here feels pretty darn good.


I landed a job right away because of the demand for teachers to work with the many newly arrived children. No one dictated how I could present scientific facts in the classroom. No one threatened me. I began to relax. And to heal myself—my grief, my anxiety, and the nightmares that tore up my sleep.


June was the first of the five I met. It was a chance encounter in the market, a friendship struck up alongside the beans and carrots in the veggie aisle. The artichokes, actually. I gasped aloud when I saw them. June was putting five into her basket and heard my gasp. I explained that the trade embargo the Dictator had imposed to gain leverage over California meant no one in the States had seen them for ages. She held out the plumpest among hers and insisted I take it. Not long after, she introduced me to Jedd. Perhaps she thought a petite first-gen Afghan American gal and an uber-tall biracial dude would vibe. And maybe we could have. But he was thirty and I was only in my early twenties. Gen alpha meets gen beta. More than that, I was struggling to mend from the trauma I’d been through. After our first date, I found myself becoming friends with the rest of the five. You can’t date someone when you feel more like family. And family was what I needed most.


Jedd suggested I upskill for a job at HSys. Initially I was reluctant to leave the school. But the pull of family was stronger. And when I learned HSys had ditched its classic FPS games in favor of the more peaceful genres of puzzles, mazes, simulations, and strategy games, that sealed the deal. I could be happy working there. After a crash course in tech writing, I landed an entry-level position and moved into the penthouse.


Now as the chariot crawls up the switchbacks leading to our farm, I’m not relaxing with nature as usual, not looking for the first star as the city lights fade. No, I’m obsessing over KnoMor. When I first checked, the gamers’ scores were thirty points higher than the control scores. I wrote my text based on those results. But when I went back to the data, those gamers had failing scores. Something didn’t compute. Tonight I’ll regenerate the graphs. Except what if that doesn’t fix it? In fact, I’ve already texted Selma. I reach for my tablet to see if she’s replied.


There are only a dozen new texts. Nothing from her. One from Beers says, “egg pp done.”


I scroll through my HSys contacts and stop at a pair of lapis eyes. June prefers brown, so these eyes would look hard as rock to her. To me, they’re more like liquid gemstones.


Considering we work on the same floor, it’s odd Keith and I never had a real conversation—only the two of us—until a few weeks ago. Even then it was brief. I still don’t know much about him. We smile and say hi in passing. Slightly flirtatious. And there’s the occasional smize at meetings. No one notices because it’s only our eyes. On that Friday, when we found ourselves alone in the elevator after work, he looked up from his tablet, in its holographic snakeskin case, and complimented my lapis earrings. I asked if he realized his eyes were the same color. He teased about needing to see the two up close to compare. More banter followed as we exited the cab. One thing led to the next.


We have no history of texts between us. I could change that right now. For starters I type, “ims.” But then I think, I’m sorry . . . for what? There’s nothing to apologize for. So I delete it and instead let my thumb scan the emojis. Grinning? No. Winking? Too flirty. Blowing a kiss? Way too flirty. Angry? Not anymore, not really. I consider asking Jedd’s advice. Not that he’s a pro at relationships. He keeps his own so much on the down-low I hardly know who they are.


Thumb still on the emojis, unsure if I’m ready for any in-your-face action, I turn to the window. This final stretch of road before the farm’s driveway is like a tunnel, with live oaks lining each side, their lower branches grazing the chariot’s sunroof as we pass beneath. A warm, dry wind whistles through the leaves. Beers told me that sound has a name: psithurism. For a dude who didn’t go to college, he knows the most amazing stuff. Listening to it now, the whistling is eerie yet soothing. Like a flute. A bamboo flute. In this case, nature’s flute.


“Hey, Jedd,” I say, “did you ever play an instrument?”


He looks up, reorienting himself. “Violin. Fifth grade. If that counts.”


I tell him it counts, but I see him as more of a synth or laser harp kind of guy.


“The violin was all Mom,” he says with a laugh. “I weaseled out of it as soon as I could.” He lowers his legs off the dashboard, folds his tablet. The last quarter mile of dirt driveway has too many potholes for gaming. “What about you?”


Extracurricular lessons were never in Mom’s budget. Getting food on the table was hard enough. But I don’t want to get into that now, so I say, “I always wanted to play the flute.”


“Then get one.”


“Maybe I will.”


“Do it,” he urges. “You won’t have to look far for a teacher.”


“You mean the kid.”


We like to call him the kid. He’s a teen and a high school dropout, so he’s technically a kid. His real name is Ansirk. The first time I heard him play at the fountain, he pronounced it for me. With an initial drawn-out “A-h-h-n.” When I said I’d never heard that name, he said his mother liked to do things backwards. I’m not sure what he meant.


“I’ll bet he could use some pocket money,” Jedd says.


It’s never been clear how the kid earns money, if he even does. Or how he feeds and clothes himself or where he sleeps every night. Or why he’s always smiling.


“I’ll say this,” Jedd adds, as we step out of the chariot and he greets the black dog that’s already running circles around him. “You could probably learn a lot more from that kid than just how to play a flute. We all could.”









Yudhishtira, eldest of the Pandava princes and rightful heir to the throne of Hastinapura, was known for never telling a lie.
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At dinnertime whoever’s at home makes the effort to wait until everyone else arrives so we can eat together. Tonight Darah and I find the others gathered around the communal kitchen table, salivating over a pan of steaming hot eggplant in marinara, glazed with mozzarella and parmesan and sprinkled with basil. If it weren’t for Beers, the rest of us would subsist on boxed food from the café. But Beers lives for his cuisine; more than that, he lives to nourish us with it. As soon as he sees us now, he dishes out six plates, then lets us serve ourselves from a bowl of mixed greens and a tray with focaccia and condiments.


It’s a warm evening, so we head to the porch, which wraps around three sides of our old Victorian farmhouse in the hills above Cupertino. My spot is the hammock, strung between two posts at the corner nearest the towering redwood. I like to sit sideways, legs dangling over the edge as I eat, then flip up my feet so I can relax while I digest. The others sit in Adirondack chairs. Except for Nick and Zack. Their spot is the wicker loveseat hung from chains in front of the window. Dharma makes his rounds, sniffing everyone’s dish, then crawls under the hammock. He’s ready for any crumbs I let fall through the mesh.


With everyone settled, Beers turns to me: “Hear the news, Jedd?”


Because the free press is banned in the States, we follow California sources, which do their best to sort truth from lies. One of us checks the latest on the way home and fills the others in. Usually it’s Beers. I’d rather dig into a good game, but his security mindset keeps him alert to threats both near and far.


“No,” I say. “What’s up?”


“The Dick has doubled down on the border.”


“Really?” I wasn’t expecting that. The border’s been closed for years. There’s no reason to escalate now.


“His drones in Nevada and Arizona are programmed to shoot on sight,” Beers says.


“And Idaho,” Nick adds.


“How do we know?”


Beers says California tracking systems picked up the intel. There haven’t been any deaths, but it’s just a matter of time.


“Used to be the borders were closed to prevent people from entering the States,” June says. “Now he wants to prevent them from leaving.”


I chew in silence as I consider this. We’ve told ourselves for years the Dictator can’t say or do anything to shock us more, and then he finds a way to do exactly that. Life just got harder for anyone hoping to flee to California. To offset what I know everyone’s feeling, I offer the first silver lining that comes to mind: “Let’s take this as a sign the Dictator isn’t about to invade.” The fact that I don’t repeat Beers’s choice epithet doesn’t mean I consider him any less of a dick.


“How do you figure that?” Beers asks.


“Why close down access to California if you plan to take it over anyway?” I counter. I’m about to speculate further but stop myself. We each have our own ways of dealing with world events. Though I prefer to avoid the tumult of the news cycle, I see the value of staying informed, analyzing events, anticipating where things are headed. June is politically minded, so she likes to weigh in. Beers is into it more for the drama; he’ll get worked up and fret over bad news for days. At which point someone will remind him we can’t change whatever’s bugging him. There are things we can change and things we can’t. Now, for instance, it isn’t as if we can do anything to deter the Dictator if he’s determined to move on California. Besides, we try to minimize talk about him in front of Darah. She’s come a long way but will likely never be as desensitized as the rest of us. Understandably, considering what happened to her mother. So I let June refocus us. I suspect she has some office chitchat on her mind.


She does. “I’m wondering,” she says, “how you responded to Kurt.”


“Responded to what?” Beers asks.


The rest of us give blank looks.


She stares at me in disbelief. “Jedd, you’re always the first in our pod to get invites.”


A few years ago HSys adopted a structure of affinity pods, based on the belief that having supportive pod-mates is more valuable than having them all work on related tasks. It puts us about one step up from an ad-hocracy, but people like it. We five naturally formed a pod and Darah joined us. Pods are supposed to be egalitarian, but that doesn’t mean they’re leaderless. Everyone considers me our leader. I’m the reflective one, the one who can solve problems and chart a clear course. The one who’s levelheaded, no matter what shit’s thrown at us. Who will never tell a lie. Beers goes so far as to call me the family sage.


That might be how others see me. It isn’t how I see myself. Of course I like when people say I’m a good leader. And I am one at times, can’t deny that. It’s my nature. But I don’t want it to define me. I try not to place myself above or even apart from others or be an old-school leader who insists everything must funnel through me. I do my best to be fair and honest and respectful and hear others out when we disagree. June might take issue with that. She takes issue with nearly everything. Being contrarian is like eating and breathing to her. If you asked me to describe myself, I’d say I’m a playful kind of guy. I like to point out my birth name is Yehudi, in honor of another type of player—the violinist Yehudi Menuhin, whose recordings my mother listened to when she was young. She had high hopes I’d be that kind of player.


Yet music’s never been my thing. When she signed me up for violin lessons in fifth grade, I refused to practice. Instead I found a bargaining chip. “If you let me ditch violin and join the chess club,” I said, “I won’t fight you about a bar mitzvah.”


She said she had no idea I didn’t want a bar mitzvah. Pleading ignorance was her fallback as a single parent. She often kept me in check by saying, “Yehudi, if your dad were here . . .” This was not one of those times. There was no reason to believe he’d care about a bar mitzvah. In fact, he was the one who taught me chess. Told me the world needed more grandmasters of African descent. We played every time I saw him.


I took my bargain a step further: “If I beat the top high school chess player, then can I join?”


My mother agreed, confident the odds of a fifth grader losing to a senior were in her favor. But they weren’t, and I became the youngest member of the chess club. I played chess before school, after school, during meals, while doing homework, while studying Hebrew. I played in my dreams at night. I was obsessed with the history of chess computers, like Deep Blue and Deep Thought, and envisioned a career path set in silicon. Even so, I never imagined playing AI-supported games on a mini tablet that fit in my pocket. Or in a holographic world I set up in my bedroom.


By the time I got to UC Berkeley, I was chessed-out, ready for new games. I feasted on computer science courses, especially game design. At the start of senior year, a friend offered me a programming gig at HSys I couldn’t resist. It was time for Yehudi to morph into Jedi. The supposed musician turned space warrior. Ironically, while my HSys coworkers were thinking Star Wars when they called me Jedi, the name actually stemmed from Yehudi, the Hebrew word for Jew. Those years of Hebrew school had paid off after all.


Soon my salary dwarfed what I’d expected to earn after college. I outgrew being Jedi, the whiz kid. People simply called me Jedd. It sounded more mature.


I’m not one to brag, but the truth is I can program anything you might conjure up. Give me an idea, and I’ll turn it into code. Code that works. If I’m not writing code, I’m probably deep in a video game. When someone is trying to find me, they’re usually told to look for the lanky dude with the big Afro, the geekier, darker-skinned Bob Dylan doppelgänger with his nose in a video game. I won’t dispute any of that. Except perhaps to say that comparing me to a musician will never ring true.


Any full disclosure isn’t complete without a confession. I like playing games a little too much. To be honest, more than a little. I’m incapable of refusing a challenge, even if it comes with poor odds. That’s because I’ve beaten the odds so many times. It’s what I do. Once I get started, I can’t stop myself. And you can’t stop me. Fortunately most people have too much respect for my gaming to try.


“No, June,” I say now, “nothing from Kurt.”


“Double-check?”


All eyes fall on me as I pull out my tablet to confirm. The only new text is from Naomi. We’ve been trying to connect, but our schedules haven’t lined up. I’ll reply to her after dinner. “Nope, nothing.”


Beers turns back to June. “So, what does Kurt want?”


“He’s calling a superpod.”


Meetings of two or more pods, called superpods, allow for in-person contact outside one’s own pod. That can be sharing results and getting reactions to a project or gaining more diverse perspectives on a new idea. Kurt is in marketing and often runs superpod demos to get feedback. Sometimes superpods are no more than an officially sanctioned way to let off steam.


“Go ahead,” I say, “give us the deets.”


June holds up her tablet and reads aloud: “Your pod is invited to a superpod on Thursday at 9 a.m. Funnest game ever!”


Beers frowns. “That doesn’t tell us much.”


“Sounds like a demo,” I say. Not that that tells us much.


“Funnest?” Nick snorts. “Who talks like that?”


“Kurt does,” June says. “He wants us to think the game is fun.”


Beers reaches over the arm of his chair and snatches June’s tablet. “I’ll bet he means funest—you know, fyü-nest. As in portending evil. Or causing death. As in death by superpod!”


June grabs her tablet back. “You know obscure words the rest of us don’t. You’re a crossword fiend. Kurt isn’t. Trust me, this is just him being obnoxious.”


“Yeah, probably,” Beers says, falling back on his chair.


“The guy can be obnoxious, no doubt about it,” I say. The last demo we attended showcased an olfactory smart cream. Not exactly cutting edge. While I thought it might enhance an intergalactic experience, Beers pronounced it a no-go for facial hair. He needed a full carton of wipes to get rid of the goo, but not before Kurt had made a crude remark about his whiskers.


“Obnoxious, pushy, even boorish,” June says. “But not portending evil.”


“He grabbed my butt earlier,” Darah says quietly, almost as if she doesn’t want us to hear.


“It’s true,” I say. “I was there.”


Of course everyone wants the details, so she explains. It happened really fast as we were entering the elevator. Kurt grabbed her. He acted like it was a prank, but it was uncalled for.


“Frankly, I’m not surprised.” June says she’s noticed Kurt gets away with dubious behavior. People—present company included—like his quirky marketing style, his knack for getting results. He gets the benefit of the doubt because he stops short of crossing any lines.


“Grabbing Darah crosses a line,” Nick says.


Zack seconds that and asks the question on everyone’s mind: “How do we respond?”


“First things first,” Beers says. “Darah files a complaint with HR.”


“Tonight,” I say.


She whirls around. “And lose focus on my report? I don’t think so.”


Beers frowns. “You’d rather let it go? Just do nothing?” For someone who considers himself a man of action, restraint is an anathema.


“I’m saying what I do and when is my call,” she counters. “Not yours. Not anyone else’s.”


June backs her up. “Beers, it’s her call. Next time someone grabs your butt—”


“Fair enough,” Beers says before June can complete the scenario; it’s easy to imagine what that might look like. “But the rest of us could still take action.”


June asks what he has in mind.


“Boycott the superpod.”


“That would send a message,” I say.


The others are nodding.


Darah nixes the idea.


I’m not sure why, except that, as June said, people tend to go easy on Kurt. He certainly doesn’t deserve it now. “If that’s what you want, Darah,” I say. “We’ll take your lead on this.”


“Since I got the invite,” June says when it’s clear we aren’t boycotting, “I should go.”


“Then I’ll go too,” I say. You won’t find me passing up a chance to run through the virgin territory of a new video game. Besides, it will allow me to keep tabs on whatever nonsense Kurt might be up to.


The others confirm they’ll be there.


Except Darah. She won’t commit to anything till her report is done. “If you can clean up without me,” she says, “I’ll get on it now.”


I’m about to tell her to chill, as I did at the penthouse, but I know she’ll sleep better after seeing that regenerating her graphs did the trick. “No problem,” I say. “We’ve got it covered.”


I’m on for wet mopping tonight. You’d think our robo-mop could handle that, but the thing spooks the dog so much we never use it anymore. So while the others do the initial cleanup, I stay in the hammock and text Naomi: “lunch tmw?”


She gets right back: “noon?”


“@café,” I text. And we’re on.


Because he cooked, Beers isn’t on cleanup. When he plops down on the loveseat, I ask about his day.


None of us would have ended up living together if Beers hadn’t come along. I met him the day he started as an assistant chef at the HSys café. He was hard to miss behind the counter at six feet and three hundred pounds, with his prematurely balding head and broad smile. You might call him overweight, but his pounds come with the punch of a Sumo wrestler. He rarely does any formal exercise; he’s innately strong. At the end of lunch that day, he wandered over to the table where June and I were sitting and introduced himself. I thought he was making small talk when he asked about a video game that had him stumped, but when he thanked me for my advice the next day, it was clear his interest was genuine.


What was less clear was why he’d taken a job at HSys in the first place. Independently wealthy, he had no need to work, especially during a time when jobs were vanishing at the rate of Panthera leo in Africa. Once when I pressed him, he claimed a job was his best chance to find a wife. By then I knew him well enough to know that was a joke. I think it’s fair to say we all view marriage as too twentieth century.


Beers wasn’t in the café long before he moved to the security team. His first assignment was in the bunker, so we didn’t see much of him—until he decided to learn programming. Autodidact that he is, he could have done it on his own. But instead he proposed a trade with June: he’d teach her cooking if she’d teach him coding. She agreed. Judging by the amount of time she spends in the kitchen, he got the better end of the deal. He was a quick study and soon knew all sorts of tricks and shortcuts. June says he could write code in his sleep if he had to. The only issue is he isn’t methodical. If you ask him how he solved a problem, he can’t tell you. He says it just went off like a bomb in his brain.


Our move to Beers’s place was a result of my craving for a canine companion. Having a dog was impractical while living with roomies in the city, spending long hours at work, often not making it home to sleep.


Beers decided to fix that. “Bro,” he said one day, “if you’re serious about a pooch, come live with me. There’s plenty of room at my place.”


I knew by then that even if it sounded at times like Beers had a bit of a savior complex, he didn’t. He was being his legit generous self. But a move to the farm was big for me, having grown up on the asphalt turf of a city, so I had to verify: “You mean that?”


“Totes!” he said. “And June and Nick and Zack should come too.”


So we did. Beers lived alone in a sprawling five-bedroom house on thirty acres, inherited from his family, who made their fortune in Cupertino’s wine country some generations back. Perhaps because it had an old barn, Beers called it his farm. It wasn’t actually a farm though. By the time the house fell into his hands, it was run down. He fixed up the kitchen and one bedroom, which was all he needed. After the rest of us moved in, we did more to spruce things up. Even now there’s always a project underway—refurbishing the cedar-barrel hot tub or installing a bigger battery for solar storage or painting a mural in the bathroom. The farm is fully on the grid, so we enjoy all the amenities that come with the internet of things. Yet when we land here each night, it feels kind of like retiring into an earlier century. We like it that way.


I found Dharma at the Silicon Valley Humane Society. When he gazed up at me, his forlorn puppy eyes begging me to do the right thing and take him home, I instantly knew his name. Dharma means right action. You could say that committing the right action in every circumstance is my motto in life. I have a companion to remind me of that.


Now, after Beers has told me everything about his humdrum day, the conversation turns to Darah. “She seems stressed,” he says.


I can’t deny that.


“Anything I should know?”


“You mean besides what she told us?”


“Bro,” he says, pulling his face into a frown, “I need to know if I should be concerned.”


I hesitate. Beers has excellent radar. And a habit of being protective of anyone who’s smaller than he is, which is all of us. He’s probably noticed Darah hasn’t been quite herself these past few weeks. News about the Dictator isn’t worse than usual, and as far as I know, she isn’t having nightmares. Still, she seems easily distracted. She eats too many lunches al desko, takes longer to get stuff done, spaces out. Like today when she went MIA for a couple hours when she had a major report due. But it isn’t my place to bring that up. Whatever she wants us to know, she’ll tell us. On her own time. “You know how she is,” I say. “If she sees a problem, she’ll hammer at it till it’s handled.”


Beers doesn’t write reports, but he understands what can go awry with data. He asks if she’s checked her source files.


“As we speak.”


“Hopefully that takes care of it.”


I’m about to quantify that hope as north of fifty percent when Darah bursts onto the porch, screen door slamming behind her. “That was quick,” I say cheerily—until I see the distress on her face. “What’s wrong?”


She collapses beside Beers. “I couldn’t fix the graphs. There are no other data to regenerate them. I dug through everything!”


My first thought is she doesn’t know her way around the HSys cloud as well as I assumed. “Are you sure?”


She sits up, tense and alert. “You don’t believe me?”


If I have doubts, this isn’t the moment to express them. She needs our support. I tell her I believe her. We all believe her.


I get that Darah has a lot riding on this report. She could be named lead on her next project if all goes well. Her job could be on the line if it doesn’t. I don’t see the latter happening, but I’m ready to sort out her data myself if need be. Folks at HSys ask me to do stuff like that all the time. Still, there has to be a simpler solution. I ask if she’s reached out to Selma.


She says yes, but Selma hasn’t replied.


At this point, the others emerge from the kitchen. June expects me to start mopping, but I tell her we’re dealing with something more urgent. Mopping can wait. Then I turn back to Darah and say I didn’t mean to mislead her. I honestly thought regenerating the graphs would fix this.


“Why assume that?” June is quick to jump in even though she doesn’t know anything about the report or graphs in question.


“Because usually that’s all it takes,” I’m as quick to reply.


June bristles. “Usually? Sounds like you’re leaving key variables out of your probability calculation. I mean, think of all the reasons data can be wrong.”


“That’s what we’re discussing,” I say.


June isn’t satisfied. So we’re off and running, bickering about Darah’s data while the others wait for one of us to call a ceasefire. This isn’t uncommon. We’ve squabbled and nitpicked since our days at Cal, when we took the same algorithm theory course. There’s more than one way to optimize any algorithm, and we inevitably chose different routes, then got embroiled in a debate over their respective merits. She argued for the quickest route. I favored the most elegant one. To this day she’s known for being fast. Whereas I might write the most intelligible code, she can out-code me based on sheer speed combined with dogged endurance. I’ve seen her produce a thousand lines of stellar code before lunch.


When I met June, she still went by her childhood name, Rose Bush. But all the years of teasing had worn her down, and she was ready for my suggestion: Why not take your mom’s last name? Or use your middle name? She chose both. Legally she became R. June Liu. Or just June to friends.


During our early days at HSys, we found ourselves on projects together. Dating wasn’t an option; we’d tried and failed at that while sparring over algorithmic theory. I often crashed on her couch after work so I didn’t have to drive to my apartment in the city. Other than grumbling about the dirty clothes I left lying around, she was happy to have me. I watched as she blew through a string of boyfriends. Not that I was a factor in those breakups. The men were older, with high-paying jobs and homes of their own, so none ever stopped by and noticed me on the couch. My theory—which I knew better than to share with June—was that her problem stemmed from her arresting beauty. Her black hair, reaching to her waist, and flawless skin turned heads wherever she went. Even now in her thirties and only a few inches shorter than me, she maintains the willowy grace of a teen model. I’ve noticed some people hesitate to get close to anyone they see as a paragon of beauty. Others dare to get close but become antagonistic. I avoid being in either camp.


“Let’s quit the bickering,” I say now. “It’s not helping Darah.”


“Fine,” says June. “We’ll have to agree to disagree. You suspect a random harmless cyber hiccup. I’m thinking more like . . . foul play.”


“Foul play?” Darah says, voice rising. “You think someone purposely messed with my data?”


June shrugs. “Either that or it was bad from the start.”


“So you think I messed up?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You implied it.” Darah may be gen beta, but she doesn’t have June’s tech expertise, so it’s harder to defend herself. But she holds her ground. She says she saw the positive results. On her screen. With her own eyes. The kids who played KnoMor excelled in science. The game worked! Besides, all the data were autogenerated. It isn’t like anyone would ever manually enter test scores.


“True,” says June. “But there’s no such thing as fail-safe data.”


Beers is nodding. “I agree. We can’t rule out a cybersecurity breach.”


“Hold on!” Nick says.


Heads turn toward the porch steps, where he and Zack are sitting.


“You’re talking about a cyberattack?” Zack says.


“On a science game?”


“For real?”


It’s not unusual for Nick and Zack to listen more than they speak, at least initially. They’re the quiet ones in our family. When one doesn’t say anything, the other doesn’t either. They’re alike in so many ways. They even look alike: the same height, both slim, with aquiline noses and dark blond hair, both equally nerdy. Both wear vintage Harry Potter glasses. I didn’t meet them until they came to HSys, but they’ve been inseparable since middle school: always got the same grades, liked the same video games, had the same friends. At HSys they both work as graphic artists. Nick has a flair for concept design and Zack is an expert at 3D modeling, but their skill sets are interchangeable, and they always end up working on the same projects. Wherever they go, everyone loves them, and loves them both equally.


In a six-person family, it wouldn’t feel right for some to pair off in exclusive dyads. These two are the exception. They merged into the entity NicknZack—with a self-designed graphic meme to prove it—before any of us met them, so there’s no awkwardness about it now.


They’re always up for a prank. When Beers started at HSys, they pretended to be twins. He believed them. Started calling them “the twins.” They got a good laugh out of it. As did the rest of us. By the time they admitted the truth to him, everyone was calling them the twins. We still do.


They’re also quite psychic. Each knows what the other is thinking. That’s one reason they’re so quiet: they don’t need to speak much to share their thoughts. They’ve developed a knack for foreseeing the future and making predictions. It tends to be about something trivial, like who’ll get a phone call or win at basketball. Occasionally they go bigger. Like predicting the Dictator will be invincible till some “little guy” comes out of nowhere and dethrones him. Of course that’s all in jest. Or wishful thinking. No one really believes some little guy from nowheresville is going to overthrow the Dictator.


“Thanks,” I say now. Their reaction has given me a reason to intervene, to dial things back. “You’re right, we can’t just scream cyberattack. Not without more info. But,” I add before June or Beers can shoot me down, “I hear your concerns. I do.”


Beers makes a low grunt, as he does when he wants to do something, take some sort of action, but that’s not our best option in the moment. He knows he’ll be outvoted if he pushes.


“You’re scaring me,” Darah says.


I can see from the tightening in her eyes that’s not an exaggeration. So I back off a little. “I know you’d like a solution right away. We all would. It’s hard to live with uncertainty. But we need to see how this plays out. Starting with what you hear from Selma.”


“Okay,” Darah says. “But you can’t let this go.”


“Trust me, we won’t,” June says.


“No, we won’t,” I echo. “Promise.”


Our family discussions are always lively. We get in the mud together, roll with the punches, and come out more unified as a result, clear about whatever action is needed and ready to do it together. If that right action is still unclear, we sit with the ambiguity. We continue dialoguing. To survive in this crazy world, you need family like that.


The twins stand up and start to head inside, then pause in front of Darah. I sense a prediction on its way.


So does she. “Please, if this is about my job, I’m not ready to hear it.”


The twins look at each other for a second, then Zack says, “It isn’t.”


She perks up. “Okay, then what?”


“It’s a warning,” Nick says. “About someone.”


“We don’t know who it is,” Zack interjects.


“Right,” says Nick. “The warning is that this person isn’t who you think they are.”
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