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“Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night,
 and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt."
—Sun Tzu, The Art of War
 
 
“Oh, God said to Abraham, ‘Kill me a son.’
Abe said, ‘Man, you must be puttin' me on.’
God said, ‘No Abe.’ Abe say, ‘What?’
God say, ‘You can do what you want, Abe, but
The next time you see me comin', you better run.’"
—Bob Dylan, Highway 61
 




 
You’re drowning in your own air. Your lungs are burning, heart’s pounding not in your chest, but in your throat. Your temples beat like double bass drums and the blood speeds through your veins so fast, you feel like you’re on fire. You’re lightheaded enough you could pass out at any moment. The air on the high-rise rooftop is cool, if not downright cold, even in late August, but you are burning up inside and out, the sweat coating your body and soaking your brown dress. 
Coming from above, the chop-chop-chop of helicopter rotors. Two, maybe three of them circling the rooftop. Black beasts with dark, tinted windshields that obscure the militant, jack-booted corporate men and women who are coming for you. Joining the helicopters are two, maybe three, drones. The drones record your every move. 
Some police chase you on foot, others on 4X4 quads. They are twenty-five floors down in the street, but they are coming for you. 
Despite your elevated pulse pounding inside your head, you’re able to make out shouted orders. The
police carry weapons. Automatic rifles, high-powered pistols, knives, and stun guns. They are the best equipped military police force in the world. They are the police force of the mighty Everest Corporation, and you are their prime target. And sooner rather than later, they will catch up to you. It’s just a matter of time. 
Still you run, managing to jump from rooftop to rooftop. 
You run and jump with every ounce of energy you have in your veins, every fiber of strength you have left in your muscles, ever bit of spirit remaining in your heart and soul. 
When you were a little girl, your father would tell you to never quit, no matter how much you were hurting. No matter the tears falling from swelled eyes. You recall one of the many times he wouldn’t let you quit. You were playing sixth grade soccer on a Saturday morning in the fields behind your grammar school. It was the red team versus the blue. You were on the blue team and you were getting beat. One of the red team girls tripped you and you fell flat on your face. The other kids laughed at you. You broke out in tears and ran off the field into the arms of your mother. The embarrassment was too much. But your dad took a knee before you. He wiped the tears from your eyes with the tips of his fingers. 
 “I know it hurts, Scout,” he said, using the nickname you and he loved so much from your favorite movie and book, To Kill a Mockingbird. “Speaking of Scout? What would she do?” 
You sniffled, tried your hardest to hold back the tears. 
“She would keep on playing,” you said under your breath and through your tears. 
“Exactly, kiddo,” your dad said with a proud smile. “Now, you get right back out there and kick some serious butt.”
Your dad never expected you to take him literally, but when you tripped the girl who’d tripped you, and then went on to score the winning goal, he couldn’t have been prouder. All the way home, the former Gulf War vet spoke about the girl who picked herself up, dusted herself off, and took no prisoners. 
Now, as the Everest Police close in on you from all sides, you can’t help but think of your father. You can’t help but see the face of the much younger man he used to be, before the Everest Corp., or what’s also known as Everest.com, took over everything. Before they declared Primary Termination on your parents. Before the police stole them from their own home. Before the Everest Corporation made them slaves.
You come to the final building. Correction, there is one more building—the brand-new Everest Corp. Upstate Headquarters—but it’s much too far away. At least three-hundred feet away, to be precise. There’s nowhere to go but down. 
The choppers circle and begin to descend. You know that soon, the police will descend on rope ladders from out of the cargo bays. Or worse, they will shoot you with a tranquilizer like they would a wild animal on the planes of Africa. If you can’t escape them, the hordes of riot gear clad Everest police will close in around you. There’s nowhere to turn, nowhere to run. 
You stand on the edge of the parapet, looking down at the solid ground twenty-five floors below. You look over your shoulder. You spot the police. They’re coming for you. They leap the narrow distance between the buildings as if it’s child’s play. Overhead, the choppers swarm. Directly before you, nothing but open air and solid ground. Sure death.  
“Stop right where you are!” bellows a booming voice over one of the helicopter loudspeakers. “Don’t move, or you will be shot!”
The police shout orders as they approach your rooftop position. 
“Down on your stomach!” a policewoman screams. “Primary Termination is initiated! Do you understand me?! This is Primary Termination!”
  Gazing up, you see the doors on the first helicopter open and the rope ladders release. The doors on the second helicopter open and a gun barrel emerges. Drones circle you like oversized insects. 
“Stop where you are, or we’ll shoot,” blares the loudspeaker voice. 
Your heart is beating rapidly, your brain swimming in so much adrenaline you’re convinced you will black out at any moment. 
“Get down now!” the same policewoman screams from no more than twenty yards away. “This is Primary Termination!”
“No one comes back from Primary Termination,” you whisper to yourself.  
A shot rings out and fragments of rubber roof explode at your feet. They’re not using tranquilizer darts. They’re using real bullets. Bullets, no doubt, purchased from Everest.com with Everest credits. You scream, but no one is around to hear you. No one human, that is. No one who cares or dares to care. 
Staring into the distance, you see nothing but blue sky. 
“Down on your face!” the policewoman screams again as she closes in on you. “Primary Termination has been initiated!”
“There’s got to be some place to go,” you whisper. “Some place free of the corporation.” Then, you feel yourself smiling. “What would Scout do?”
You know what she would do, Tanya. You know exactly what she would do, even if it costs you your life . . . 
You swallow something bitter and dry. You shift your feet forward. Closing your eyes, you inch your toes over the edge of the parapet. 
You jump. 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 



 

21 hours earlier
Nobody likes asking their parents for money. I’m the first to admit it. Especially when you’re over forty and you were once considered one of the hottest up-and-coming acquisitions editors in all of New York City. You know, the one with all the street creds: Stanford English grad, Columbia MFA in Writing, one of the first under twenty-five-year-olds to be selected for The Best American Short Stories anthology, the high-powered editorial job at Penguin Publishing, the corner office on the 23rd floor of the Bertelsmann building, the long legs, the tight Donna Karan skirts, the long dark hair, the big green eyes, and the brains to match. Did I mention I have a Black Belt in Budokai Karate and can shoot out the bullseye with my 9mm semi-automatic at thirty yards? 
So, having to admit to my folks I had no choice but to give up my Park Avenue apartment for my old bedroom up in Albany because I’m not only broke, but severely in Everest credit card debt, is more humiliating than farting on a first date. Actually, I take that back. I would most definitely take passing gas on a first date over having to ask the folks for money and a place to crash while I put all the broken Humpty Dumpty pieces of my life back together. 
The reason? Money and credits means freedom, and most guys are assholes anyway. 
So, now I sit on the edge of my bed with my head in my hands—the very bed I slept in while in high school (Class of 2006, Go Lions!!!!), the very bed I had my first sexual experience in with Tony Smart, the very bed where I cried my eyes out when Tony dumped me—knowing that I have no choice but to head back downstairs and, like the teenager I once was, face the music from both my overly concerned ‘rents. 
God help me. Or should I say, Everest.com help me? 
Forgive me for blaspheming, but then, I’m not sure equating the Everest Corporation with God is seen as blaspheming anymore. In most circles, it’s seen as the new reality. 

My apologies. Where are my manners? My name is Tanya. Tanya Teal. I’m not good with names, unless you’re one of my authors (correction, were one of my authors), so half the time I don’t even offer mine up. Ever since smartphones and micro body cams came up with face recognition apps, who needs to memorize names, anyway? I’m normally a go getter type of girl who lives for her work. But the work has become a relic of the past now that authors don’t need publishers anymore. 
I’m not old yet, not by any stretch of the imagination (or so I keep telling myself), but I can still remember the days before I graduated from writing school (remember, MFA in Writing programs?), when there was still four big publishers in New York City, and all the fiction writers who were hoping to be the next James Patterson, Lee Child, or Stephen King wanted a book deal so badly they would gladly sell their and their mother’s souls to get one. I read so many great manuscripts as a college intern one summer at one of those big four publishing houses, but sadly, 99.9% of them had to be rejected. Getting a book deal back then was like winning the lottery. 
But when I was in grad school, the invention of the Everest Corporation’s Cradle electronic reading device came into being (eBooks), and along with it, Cradle Direct Publishing. Quite suddenly, writers—both big and small, talented or untalented—no longer required the services of a traditional publisher to see their book in digital print. Allow me to repeat that precisely because it’s of vital importance. With the introduction of the Cradle and Everest’s Direct Publishing program, publishers were no longer needed. Although it took a few years to actually happen, we all knew back then that our careers were doomed. 
Oh, Lord, now I’m info dumping . . . something I always warn my authors against. In any case, here I am, exactly twenty years after the eBook device first hit the markets, forty-something years old, broke, in debt, and back to living with my parents. I mean, what am I supposed to do? Put up a billboard on the street that reads, “New York City Acquisitions Editor for Hire! Slightly Used!” 

Standing, I take a quick look at myself in my old dresser mirror. It’s weird because I feel like I’m not looking at me, but just someone who resembles me. Someone dressed like me in snug fitting, faded Levis, brown cowboy boots, loose gabardine button down, silver angel pendant resting against my cleavage and matching silver bracelets on my left wrist. Finger combing my dark shoulder-length hair with both hands, I say aloud, “Freelance editor for hire.” 
Just the sound of those words coming from my mouth offers a spark of hope. Now that anyone can publish a book, there’s something like ten times the number of published authors that existed even a decade ago. That’s a hell of a lot of writers. 
“Jacquie,” I say aloud, “what are the chances of me starting my own freelance editing business for fiction authors?” 
“You mean, Cradle Direct Publishing authors, I assume, Tanya?” 
“Is there anything else?” I respond to the Everest Corp. Artificial Intelligence service. 
For those of you who have been living under a rock (or still somehow off grid up in the mountains), Jacquie has become like the universal digital Big Sister of us all. Years ago, she started out as a cute little, blue-light illuminated, high-tech box you could install in your living room maybe next to your Bluetooth device. You might ask her to choose a song for you on the Pandora music app. But since those ancient times, she’s blossomed into cloud AI tech capable of doing everything from reminding you to buy shampoo to reciting your Everest.com credit balance, to giving you advice on relationships, or to just be a sort of an electronic pal and advisor. 
She also rules the roost. 
By that I mean, she knows when to lock your house down, or turn up the heat or turn it down. She can sniff out fire or a carbon dioxide leak, or even call the police on your behalf should she suspect a prowler approaching. Fact is, there isn’t a whole lot Jacquie doesn’t know about anyone living not just in the U.S., but the world over.        
“There were some eBook publishers who were trying to compete with Everest dot com,” Jacquie says. “But like your publisher, they are all gone now. Everest and Cradle Direct Publishing is all that remains. But then, why would a writer wish to go anywhere else to publish his or her books? It’s quite easy. Does that satisfactorily answer your query?” 
For some reason, I’m still staring at myself in my dresser mirror. I guess I do this because Jacquie is just a voice that resonates in whichever room you happen to be in, and not an actual physical presence, even if, at times, she feels like one. 
“So then, it makes sense that all of those writers out there are going to require an editor, am I right, Jacquie?” 
“Yes, you are, Tanya,” she says. “But of the approximately nine million published authors currently utilizing CDP, almost all of them already utilize the services of a professional editor who has already had the good fortune of working at a traditional publishing house. In other words, Tanya, the market is flooded with professionals of your skill set. A second overriding problem is that human editors are no longer required while computer-based programming provides for a more creative developmental edit, and a more accurate line edit. I hope this is a satisfactory answer.”
My ego, hopes, and dreams suddenly deflate. 
“So, what you’re telling me, Jacquie, is that human beings are being phased out and I am just plain shit out of luck.”
For some stupid reason, I’m waiting for a giggle. Something I might get from one of my girlfriends like Kate who used to live in the apartment above me down in the city, and who used to work publicity for our publishing house, but who was laid off months ago (she’s already landed on her feet at Everest Corp. in their ever expanding PR division). 
“In recognition of that rather barnyard term, Tanya,” Jacquie says, “my suggestion to you is to think of setting your sights on a new line of work. Something perhaps related to your skills as an editor and former writer. Have you thought about applying to Everest dot com’s Public Relations division? It pays two-hundred thousand dollars per year or the equivalent in Everest dot com credits. It’s always expanding. Plus, as you are already aware, the U.S. dollar and the European Euro are slowly being phased out while the Everest Credit block chain replaces them. Employment with Everest only makes sense. I hope this answers your question satisfactorily.” 
There, she said it. Exactly what I knew she’d say. And like any red-blooded fiction editor out there worth his or her salt, I’d rather hang from the ceiling by my nipples than go into public relations. It’s like selling one’s soul to the devil. Or in this case, Everest.com (thank God Jacquie still can’t read minds, but I’m sure that’s coming one day soon). 
I roll my eyes at myself. 
“Yes, Jacquie,” I say, “very . . . fucking . . . satisfactory.”
“If you wouldn’t mind refraining from the use of crude language, Tanya,” Jacquie says.
Pulling my eyes away from the mirror. 
“Sorry.”
The room goes silent for a long beat. I’m perfectly aware that Jacquie is still monitoring me, but I’m suddenly feeling very much alone. 
“If I might be so bold as to suggest an alternative option for you, Tanya.” 
“By all means,” I say. “Shoot, Jacquie. What the hell do I have to lose that I haven’t already lost?”
Again, she pauses for a moment, as though taking her own sweet time to load up her information.
Then, “Have you heard about Everest Primary Membership?” 
Her question gives me pause. I’ve heard of Everest Primary Membership before. It was one of those rumors that ran through our publishing house that everyone pretended had no basis in reality. We shrugged it off as gossip. Just like when the Cradle was said to be coming and along with it, Cradle Direct Publishing. 
“Yes, Jacquie,” I say, after a long pause, my mouth suddenly going dry and my pulse picking up. “I’ve heard of the Primary program.”
“Wonderful, Tanya,” she says. “Then you know that, if accepted into the exclusive program, you can not only change your life for the better, you can, in fact, never worry about money ever again. For the first time ever, you will truly enjoy a worry-free lifestyle.”
“Never worry about money,” I repeat, as though listening to myself say it will help me believe it. Which it doesn’t.
“Would you love never having to work another day in your life again, Tanya?” Jacquie goes on. She’s really digging into her sales pitch now, the words no doubt coming from a brilliant Everest Corp. mind of someone like Kate. “Wouldn’t you love to do what you want to do every day without worry? Don’t you want to pick up and go wherever you wish to go? Or spend your day doing nothing if you so choose? Don’t you want to sleep late every day, Tanya?”
 I have to admit, the sleeping late part is enticing. But the signing up for life part isn’t. You heard me right. If I were accepted into the program, and from what I understand, anyone who applies pretty much gets in, you are expected to remain in it for life. No one leaves Everest Primary. They do so at their own risk. Did I mention the part of me that is noncommittal when it comes to something that can last a lifetime? I’m thinking marriage, children, and now, the Everest Corporation Primary Program.  
“It certainly sounds lovely,” I say. 
I’m not sure I want to piss off Jacquie. That is, she has the ability to get pissed off. But I’m not about to risk it one way or another. 
“Here’s what I will do for you, Tanya,” the AI program goes on. “I am presently downloading a form for you to fill out at your leisure and send back as an attachment to Everest dot com support. Once the file is processed, I’m sure it will just be a matter of your following the proper protocols, the most important of which, is closing out your bank account, and transferring all cash into Everest Credits. Since all credit cards, besides those sponsored by Everest, are now a thing of the past, those will not be an issue. See, Tanya, easy peasy.”
“Easy peasy,” I say. “Thanks for thinking of me, Jacquie.” 
But really what I want to say is, I hope you melt the fuck down. Pardon my French. On the other hand, how wonderful would it be to never have to worry about money again? Maybe it’s me who should melt down.  
“The application form is downloaded. Please fill it out at your convenience, Tanya. Has our session been satisfactory?”
“Yes, Jacquie,” I say, my eyes now focused on my laptop which sits dormant on my nightstand. “Very satisfactory.”
“Great, Tanya. By the way, your mother is standing at the bottom of the stairs. She is about to call for you.”
Before I can get another “Thank you” out, I hear my mom calling my name. 
“Tanya, dinner!” she barks. 
“Oh my God, can things get any more like they were twenty-five years ago around here?” I say aloud. But then, we’d have to get rid of Jacquie and Everest for that to happen. 
“Be nice to your mother, Tanya,” Jacquie says. “She’s happy to have you home again. So is your father.”
A roll of my eyes. 
“Thanks, Jacquie,” I say as I go for the door. 
“You’re welcome, Tanya,” Jacquie says. “Oh, and Tanya.”
I stop in the doorway, turn as if Jacquie is a real live woman standing inside my bedroom. 
“Yes, Jacquie?” 
“You don’t have to roll your eyes.”
A wave of ice shoots up my backbone. 
Jacquie can’t see . . . she can’t read minds . . . or can she? 
“My bad, Jacquie,” I say. 
“I hope this conversation has been a satisfactory one.”
“Of course,” I lie. 
I head down to dinner, just like I did when I was a child. 
 




 
The house I grew up in is nothing special, architecturally speaking. But it’s still home, and it’s the most special place for me on earth. It’s what they call a Sears Home Kit. It’s a two-story cottage set among hundreds of other similar cottages inside Albany’s west end, Pine Hills District (vote Democrat via the Everest.com site or your garbage won’t get picked up). Back in the 1920s, you could get everything and anything your heart desired from Sears, from raw hamburger to entire home construction kits. I guess you could say, Sears was the Everest Corp. of its day. The century old home has got hardwood floors, three bedrooms and one bath (upstairs). The first floor contains a living room with a big brick fireplace, a dining room (oh the family dinner memories), a sunroom behind that, and a kitchen with a pantry. The kitchen is a bit too small for eating in, so we all settle into the dining room, just like we did when I was growing up. Like I said, this place holds a special place in my heart. 
Speaking of special, I guess the time has come for you to meet the ‘rents.
My dad is already seated at the table, nursing a long-necked bottle of Budweiser Beer. He’s put on some weight in his middle-to-late years. His hair has grayed and is receding rapidly on his round head. He’s never entirely clean shaven, but always sporting some kind of gray stubble, now that he’s sold out and retired. At one time, he owned one of the most successful hardware stores in Pine Hills. He was the go-to Hardware Man. In fact, that was the name of the place. Bradly Teal’s The Hardware Man Store. It was a single-story brick and concrete block building set on the edge of the district. I used to work there on weekends along with Dad when I was in high school. I swear people came by on Saturdays mostly to chat it up with my dad than they did to buy anything. 
But the store is gone now, thanks to Everest which purchased it from Dad. Why head out to a store when you can get all your hardware needs online with a less than one hour drone delivery service? 
My mom used to be a nurse. She’s about my average height and still has her shape thanks to the Everest Gym she belongs to (Dad does too, but he refuses to use it. He got enough exercise in the U.S. Army, or so he says). She’s still got her thick black hair (it’s dyed now, of course), and it’s presently pulled back in a ponytail while she serves dinner. My mom loves to shop and when Everest first started pushing their women’s wears, she was all over it. She’d spend hours going over the new fashions the same way people used to go through the annual Sears catalogue way back when. Almost every day a box bearing the black Everest mountain summit logo would arrive at the front door. Inside would be a pair of new shoes, or a handbag, or a dress, or all of the above. 
If I had to guess, I’d say every stitch of clothing she and my dad wears comes from Everest.com. Mom has always enjoyed the convenience, even if I do keep encouraging her to buy stuff from the few mom and pop shops we have left in New York State (or the world for that matter). I mean, even the malls are gone, other than the ones the Everest Corporation have opened up, their brick and motor bookstores being their biggest attraction. 
Dad sips his beer.
“Have a seat, Scout,” he says, while I lean down into him, allow him to kiss my cheek. 
He reaches around, pulls my chair out for me, just like he used to do when I was kid. I’ve always thought my parents would have wanted more children, but they never did. Never have I approached the subject with my mother because I always figured if it was something she wanted to talk about, she would have spoken up about it by now (Even when I lived in NYC, Mom and I used the Everest Instant Video app just about every day). 
I sit down to a placemat upon which is set some of Mom’s more expensive china.
“What’s the occasion, Mom?” I say, as she carries a roast into the dining room with both heat mitt-covered hands and setting it in the center of the table. 
“It’s not often that our only daughter is home with us,” she says, pulling off her heat mittens, and setting them aside. Then, gazing at Dad, “Darling would you mind doing the honors?”
“Sure,” he says, standing and proceeding to slice the roast beef. “Looks like Everest set us up nicely tonight. Smells delicious.” 
When he’s through he sets some meat, potatoes, and carrots on my plate. He then does the same for Mom. He takes care of himself last. Sitting back down, he raises up his beer bottle.
“What shall we drink to, ladies?” he says, forcing a smile. 
“Of course, let’s drink to Tanya,” Mom says. “How wonderful to have you back, dear.”
Mom has opened a bottle of wine and there’s a glass of red already sitting out for me. I take hold of the wine glass stem, hold it up. I then clink both Dad’s beer bottle and Mom’s wine glass, making sure to look both of them in the eyes or else break the good luck spell of the toast. I drink some wine, set the glass back down. 
“Not bad, Mom,” I say, “where’d you get the wine?”
Mom automatically gazes at Dad. He gives her a sort of, you know what to say, look. 
“Sarah,” he says, his face deadpan, his tone emotionless, “where do we get everything we buy these days?” 
“Everest dot com, darling, naturally,” she says, almost like she’s declaring her loyalty to Der Fuhrer or maybe North Korea’s Chairman Kim. “In fact, Tanya, everything we buy, from toilet paper to life insurance comes from Everest. It’s truly amazing. The food we’re about to enjoy comes from Everest. Dad’s new car comes from Everest, as do the new furnishings in the house. We also consult with our doctors on Everest Instant Video.” She laughs, but it sounds like a staged laugh. “Even the religious services we tune into via live stream on Sunday mornings comes from, you guessed it, Everest dot com. The corporation has really been a blessing.”
“And the Everest Corporation can’t thank you enough for your loyalty,” interjects Jacquie, seemingly from out of nowhere. “I hope you’re finding your dinner satisfactory.”
“Yes indeed, Jacquie,” Mom says, once again raising her glass. “Isn’t that right darling?”
Dad forces a smile, as if somehow Jacquie can see him. He drinks down the rest of his beer and gets up. 
“Yup, Jacquie sure knows how to get us our stuff,” he says, not without a little sarcasm. “I’m gonna grab another beer. Anybody want anything from the kitchen?”
“No thank you, darling,” Mom says, getting up. “I can get it for you.” 
Truth is, not only are they acting beyond weird, but my mother never used to call my dad, darling. It sounds like something out of a Leave it to Beaver rerun. Holy crap, now that I look at her, she’s even starting to dress like June Cleaver. 
“Siddown, Sar,” Dad says, almost annoyed. “I can get my own beer for God’s sakes.”
He opens the refrigerator, pulls out another beer, pops the top, tosses it into the trash, and rejoins us at the head of the table. I steal another sip of wine and set the glass back down. Mom is quick to refill for me. 
“Do you mind, Mom?” I ask, taking hold of the wine bottle. 
The label is nice. It shows a vineyard with the sun setting on some ripe grapes. It’s a pinot noir and the name of the bottle is Orchard Grove. The harvest is 2026. Reading the back of the label, I see that it’s a New York State wine and that it’s bottled and distributed by the Everest Corporation. Go figure. 
“I thought you might have bought this from Jen’s shop near the supermarket,” I say. Jen, being an old friend and local wine shop owner.  
My mother clears her throat. 
“Jen’s shop is closed now, dear,” she says. “The supermarket is there, but it’s an Everest Garden-Fresh Market store now. The wine store belongs to Everest too. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“It’s the way everything’s going, Scout,” Dad says. “It’s the way everything’s been going for years now. Look at the government, its military and law enforcement collaboration with Everest. Look at the churches, the mosques, the synagogues. Look at your publishing business, or what was your publishing business.” 
Setting the bottle back down, I stare at my food. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite and apparently everyone else has too because no one is eating. Only drinking. I gaze at both my parents. They are the rocks I have come to depend on for my forty-two years on this planet. Sure, they have their quirks, especially when they drink. Like breaking out in some old song from the 1980s together, or reciting lines from an old movie called Top Gun. But now . . . right now . . . they are acting stranger than I’ve ever seen them act in my life. It’s almost like they are putting on a show for someone. 
Jacquie . . . Primary Membership . . . never worry about money again . . . have Mom and Dad taken the plunge? They’re too independent. They would never sell their souls . . . 
Taking hold of my fork, I pick at the roast, pull off a tiny piece, pop it in my mouth. I have to admit, it tastes pretty damn good. The meat practically melts in your mouth. Everest’s moto of Give the People What they Want, When they Want it, seems to be working like a charm. My parents just continue to stare at one another. It’s like they’re afraid of something, or someone, but too afraid to talk about it out in the open. 
I put down my fork. Slam it down is more like it. They both gaze at me, startled. 
“Is there any way to turn that damn Jacquie machine off?” I ask.
I know darn well that in a home wired with Jacquie, like my parent’s is, the AI system cannot be disabled. At least, not without going through electronic hoops. It’s not as simple as disabling a cable television wire. But it feels good to say it anyway.
A pall seems to descend upon the dining room.  
“Oh my God, Tanya,” my mother says, “why would you suggest such a thing? Jacquie is our friend. She helps us with everything. Isn’t that right, darling? She gets us our stuff.”
Dad stares at my mother for a long beat or two. I know that gaze because I know my father. What he’s saying is, I hate Jacquie. But there’s a game being played here and I’m sensing he feels he has no choice but to play it. 
“That she does, Sarah,” he says. “Jacquie helps us with everything. You should know that, Scout. I’m sure you had Jacquie installed at your apartment in New York.” 
He drinks some beer. 
“I did,” I say, recalling the now outdated tall narrow box. “But this is different. This feels different.”
Then, as if out of nowhere. “Do you have any specific questions for me, Tanya? I’m equipped to answer just about anything. Every day I get just a little bit smarter, so they tell me. Every minute of every day I’m getting to know you better.”
I feel my stomach tighten up. Both sets of eyes on Mom and Dad grow wide, like I’ve just violated some sort of secret, sacred code by questioning the need for Jacquie. It’s like I’m living back in the time of the Spanish Inquisition and I’ve just openly questioned the existence of God.  
“No Jacquie,” I say. “I just thought it would be nice to speak with my folks in private.”
“But you are speaking to them in private, Tanya,” Jacquie says. “Keep in mind that all conversations are considered private and confidential and would never be repeated to anyone else, unless explicit permission is granted. Do you find this answer satisfactory?” 
My blood is beginning to boil. Because why do I get the distinct feeling my parents have signed up to live like slaves in their own home? 
“Yes, Jacquie,” I say. “It is satisfactory.”
“Very good,” the AI says. “Then please enjoy your more than satisfactory Everest dot com dinner.” 
I stand up. 
“You know what, guys,” I say. “As delicious as this roast is, I’m not very hungry. I think I’ll go for a walk.” 
Dad stands. 
“Think I’ll join you,” he says. 
 




 
Making my way out the front door, I cross over the wood porch, then down the set of wood steps (which need to be replaced) and down the set of cracked concrete steps to the equally cracked sidewalk (on second thought, everything needs to be replaced). I feel my dad on my tail and when he’s made his way down the steps, I turn to him quick. 
“What the hell is going on, Dad?” 
He gazes not at me, but into me. He sets both his hands on my shoulders. 
“Things around here seem different, don’t they, Scout?”
I feel my hair blowing in the summer breeze. Soon, the sweet smell of fall will be here and all the leaves on the old oak trees that line the street, their roots heaving up the concrete sidewalk, will be turning red and orange and beautiful. The change of seasons . . . At least there’s one thing Everest can’t control. 
“You and Mom are afraid of something,” I say. Crossing my arms over my chest. “You did it, didn’t you? You became Everest Primary Program members.” 
He smiles shyly, gives both shoulders a slight squeeze. 
“Come on,” he says, “let’s walk.”
Removing his hands he starts walking toward the center of the neighborhood. This is the very street where I played kickball with my friends, where I learned to ride a bike, where I’d sneak home late at night after staying too long at a high school house party, where Tony would kiss me for what seemed like hours. God, the entire neighborhood must have been watching, including Mom and Dad. A couple of kids are riding their bikes up ahead. Proof positive that an entirely new generation of people are raising their families here. Parents younger than me. A lot younger!
“Listen, Scout,” Dad says after a time, “I know it must seem strange to you that your mom and me would sign up for a program like that. A program where we’re married to a big corporation like Everest.”
“You’ve always been so independent, Dad,” I say. “You and Mom are the only registered Indies in the city. You’re lucky your trash gets picked up.”
He laughs as we pass by the two little scruffy kids riding their bikes. We hook a left at the corner and walk further into the old neighborhood. 
“That’s true, honey,” he says, “and we’re still registered Independents. It’s just that things have been tight for us. “After the store was bought out, we were still left with nothing but debt.”
“But I thought the store always did great, Dad. It put me through college and writing school.”
He laughs a little. 
“Ummm, loans put your through college and writing school, honey,” he says. 
I stop on a dime, turn to him. 
“Wait a minute,” I say. “All this time, I thought the Hardware Man paid for my education with cash.”
He looks into my eyes. 
“That’s just what I told you, Scout,” he says. “You see, Mom and I didn’t want you to worry about being strapped with a whole bunch of debt when your schooling was over, like so many other kids of your generation. So we lied about how we paid for it. But it was a good lie. A white lie.”
We resume our walk. 
“Jeeze,” I say after a long beat, “now here I am in my forties. No marriage, not even a boyfriend. No job and no prospects of a job. No money, and a whole bunch of debt.” 
“Debt?” Dad asks. 
“Everest credit card debt. It’s the only credit card in town, remember?”
We walk some more.
“You know, Scout,” he says, after a time, “when your mom and I finally agreed to the Everest Primary Program, you know what they did for us?”  
“I can listen and walk at the same time, Dad,” I say. “Still got that going for me anyway.”
“They forgave our debts,” he says. “During that awful period when the socialists got hold of power and all the credit card companies and banks were failing, and Everest started buying out their debt, your mother and I were very seriously thinking about declaring bankruptcy.”
“So let me guess,” I say. “Everest Corp. comes along and offers you a deal you can’t possibly refuse.” 
Dad cocks his head over his shoulder, like he’s admitting how right I am, even if he wouldn’t exactly put it like that. 
“Let’s just say, they not only offered your mom and me a new start in life at our old age, but a more or less worry-free life, Scout. We never have to worry about money again.”
Up ahead is the small park Dad would walk me too when I was still in grade school. It’s a little run down, but as far as I can see, it looks the same. We head through the opening in the old chain link fence, and without a word, head for the swing set, like the year isn’t 2028 but instead, 1998. I take the empty swing on the right, and Dad takes the left. Together we begin to swing, thrusting our legs out and then tucking them in, building up the momentum that sends us flying forward and backwards, gaining altitude with every swing. I forgot how much fun a swing set could be. Non-electronic, simple fun. 
After a while, we both come in for a landing, the two of us laughing like we used to do together all those years ago. 
“I know the whole thing seems pretty weird to you, Scout,” he says after a time. “But do you have any idea how many jobs have been eliminated in the past five years alone? There are gobs of twenty, thirty, and forty-somethings out of work thanks to automation. They were warning us about it all the way back before you were born, but it all seemed like science fiction at the time. I mean, the internet was brand new back then. Then this company comes along that only sells books at first, but then starts selling lots of other things, and pretty soon, it’s selling everything you can imagine, just like Sears used to. And not just physical goods, but things like television shows, movies, music, food, and everything in between. We use it because they’re all about the consumer and they beat all the prices at the physical stores, and they deliver fast by drone. What more could a shopper want?” 
He pauses for a beat or two like he’s trying hard to climb over a wall of sadness. 
“The reason your mother and I were so weird at the dinner table wasn’t because of Jacquie necessarily,” he goes on, while gripping the vertical lengths of chain and staring down at the ground. “Like millions of other people, we’ve been living with Jacquie in one form or another for years now. Truth is, we were acting strange because we thought you might be disappointed in us once you found out the truth. Like you’d think we gave in, or worse, gave up.”
“I don’t think that, Dad,” I say. “I want you and Mom to be happy. I also want you to be secure. And I guess if Everest can do that for you, who am I to knock it? It’s just that I’ve heard certain things that make me nervous.”
“Like what, Scout?”
“Like the termination clause for instance,” I say. “I’ve heard of people disappearing even for the slightest infraction.” 
My dad laughs, slaps his thigh. 
“Those are just silly rumors,” he says. “If your mom and I want out of the program, all we need to do is put in the paperwork. Or, electronic paperwork, anyway.”
“You sure about that, Dad?”
He nods. But I’m not sure he believes himself. I’m also wondering if he and Mom were acting weird at the dinner table not because they were afraid of disappointing me, but instead afraid of pissing off Jacquie.
“As sure as I’m sitting on this swing inside this park,” he insists. “But here’s the thing. Why would we want out? There’s no future for anyone in private business any longer which is why I sold the store to Everest in the first place three years ago. A person can try, I guess, but greenbacks are being phased out, honey. Soon, U.S. currency will be either useless or even illegal, sort of like Confederate money after the Civil War.”
“So you’re sticking,” I say. “You and Mom.” It’s a question for which I know the answer.
“Not much of a choice the way I see it,” he says. He sets his hand on my leg, gives me a little pinch. “And I gotta say, Scout, I’m not sure you have much of a choice either. You’re up to your ears in debt—”
“—and how do you know how much debt I’m in, pops?”
We’re both glancing at one another. 
“Jacquie,” I say, answering my own question. 
“She’s just looking out for you, Scout. She suggested to us that we talk to you about joining the Primary Program. Joining it soon. Don’t you want to be worry free?”
My stomach sinks. It’s my gut speaking to me. This all seems wrong. Like giving up our freedom for the sake of convenience and guaranteed income which in my mind, isn’t all that guaranteed. What if they change the rules on everything, for instance? What if instead of offering a couple thousand Everest credits per week, they downgrade it to five hundred? What happens then? Or what if they decide to can the program altogether after years of being unemployed? Would I be considered unemployable by that point? Certainly my parents would be at their age. These are the questions I want to pose to my dad, but what’s the point of arguing with him anymore? What’s the point of arguing with myself, for that matter? It’s like we’re no longer in control of our lives. 
Standing, I stuff my hands in my jean’s pockets and kick at a couple of loose stones with the tips of my boots. 
“I see the future, Dad,” I say, “and I don’t like it.”
“You see a future that’s very different from the one you and I envisioned twenty years ago, Scout. Maybe you’re angry because Everest put you out of a job.”
“I’m angry all right. There are hundreds, maybe thousands of editors just like me with Will Work for Food signs glued to their backs right now, thanks to Everest dot com.”
“If you can’t beat ‘em,” Dad says, “then at least beat ‘em at their own game. Join the Primary program and horde as many credits away as you can. You can live with us for a while, rent free. Just build up an account that will make you rich. Write books, publish them in the Cradle Direct Publishing program, just like Tony Smart is doing. Have you read any of his work yet?”
Just the sound of Tony Smart’s name makes my stomach go tight, my pulse beat a little bit faster than nature intended. 
“No,” I say, a bit under my breath. “I haven’t.”
“He’s still around, Scout,” Dad says. “Bit of a local celebrity. I’m sure he’d love to see you.”
I laugh, nervously.
“Are you kidding?” I say. “He’s probably married to some young hottie, with three rug rats running around.”
Dad shakes his head. 
“I don’t think do, Scout. Word up is he divorced some years back. Not sure about kids.”
I glance at my dad and smile. 
“I hate it when you give me love advice, Dad.”
He stands. 
“Enough said,” he says. Then, taking a look at his watch. “Come on, let’s get back. Mom is probably wondering where we are and talking Jacquie’s digital ear off in the meantime.”
We start for the opening in the fence. 
“Listen,” he says while we walk, “I’ll just say this one last time, Scout.”
I stop, turn, gaze into his face. It’s still the same face that I know and love but also a face that is getting older. And it makes me sad to know my dad is getting older and that I won’t have him forever. 
“Let’s have it, Dad,” I say, not without a sly grin. 
“Resistance is futile,” he says, in his squeaky, high-pitched, mock Nazi Germany Gestapo voice. 
“Oh stop,” I say, not without a giggle.
“Okay, all joking aside,” he says, “you can either fight it and be miserable and jobless. Or, you can get with the future, have your debts forgiven, and never worry about money again. You were always a great writer before you became an editor. Now you can write your books and publish them and become famous like Tony. And hey, if in the end, the program isn’t right for you, just request voluntary termination. Nothing lost, but quite a bit gained, if you know what I mean.”
I guess, for the first time since we started talking about the Everest Primary Program, my dad is making sense. My dad has always made sense to me. He’s always been the practical one, the nuts and bolts man. He is Bradly Teal the Hardware Man, after all. The man everyone visited on Saturday not only for proper nuts and bolts required to fix their sinks and toilets, but also for advice on anything from the right material to refinish their kitchen floor, to a good lawyer who will get them out of a traffic ticket or even a bad marriage. I guess he is what they had in the place of the Everest Corporation. 
“I’ll look into it after our dinner of Everest dot com pot roast, Dad,” I say. 
“Promise?” he asks. 
“Promise,” I say.
We walk home to Dad’s humming of one of our favorite old tunes, Where the Buffalo Roam. 
Oh give me a home, where the Buffalo Roam, and the deer and the antelope play. Where seldom is heard, a discouraging word, and the skies are not cloudy all day . . . Home, home on the range . . . 
It’s one of my favorite tunes. A song about living free. 
 




 
Okay so I gotta suck this one up and just come out and admit it. The Everest pot roast was delicious. The meat was so tender, it melted in my mouth. The wine was so good, Mom and I opened another bottle. Dad had a few more beers and suddenly, he and mom were singing in unison to some song from an ancient band called, Modern English. 
“I’ll stop the world and melt with you . . .” 
There’s nothing modern about Modern English. People had the worst taste in music back then. Even Jacquie was probably covering her digital ears with her digital hands. My folks kept singing while we cleaned up. I volunteered to do the dishes since they were having such a great time and it kept me from thinking too much not only about joining the Everest Primary Program, but from thinking about my ex, Tony Smart.
But it wasn’t working very well.  
Maybe you’ve gotten the message by now that Tony and I had been quite the item for most of high school. We went to the dances together, the proms, the house parties. I spent the fall weekends at his football games (he was an offensive linemen and linebacker on defense), the winters watching him wrestle, and in the spring, his baseball games (he played catcher). At five-feet-eight or so, Tony wasn’t the tallest guy in school, but he loved to hit the weights, so he was most definitely one of the strongest. 
His hair was thick and dark, and his eyes brown and shaped like almonds. His face was round, and his nose a little pugged from having broken it a couple of times on the football field. But he had an energy about him, a charisma that many taller, more classically handsome boys didn’t come close to. He was also gifted. Like me, he knew from day one that he wanted to be a writer, and he was determined to make it happen. Whereas most kids dreaded English class, Tony couldn’t wait for it, and he spent many hours on his papers, making sure they would not only receive A’s (an A wasn’t good enough for him or me), he wanted them to the best in the class. Often times, the teacher would point out what terrific work Tony did, and cite his paper or short story as an example of the kind of writing that could be accomplished, even at sixteen or seventeen years old, if you just put a little effort into it. I loved that about him. 
But here’s the thing. His only competition in our English classes came from me. Just as often as his work would receive the kudos, so would mine. Thus began our little friendly feud. Whenever a short story was due in class, it was like watching a wrestling match to see which story was better. Sometimes he won the day and sometimes I would win. Sometimes we’d receive equal praise. But we had a blast competing with one another, and it was one of the things that bound us together. No one could write like we could and the entire school, including the faculty knew it, and respected us for it. To say the least, it was a magical time to be alive. 
On occasion he’d write me poems . . . little two or three paragraph pieces that I would stuff into my dog-haired copy of To Kill a Mockingbird. That book is still on my bookshelf up in my bedroom and I can bet the poems are still there too. Could it truly be that Tony isn’t married anymore? 
I’d seen his profile many times on Facebook, before all the social media giants were swallowed up by Everest. But there wasn’t a whole lot of personal information offered up. I think he used the site mostly as an advertisement for his Cradle books. Judging by his social media photos, which were mostly professional studio shots taken for his website and book dust jackets, he still maintained his rugged good looks and his muscular shape (I could never imagine Tony giving up the gym). Sure his hair was thinner and a little grayer, and he sometimes wore eyeglasses now, but he was still the same Tony. 
As I dry the last dish and set it into the cabinet above the oven, I wonder how Tony would feel if I reach out to him. If he would feel horrified, or if he would welcome seeing me. Because here’s the sticky thing. Over the years, Tony would send me the occasional manuscript in hopes of striking a deal. Because he and I were so close once, I always passed without reading it. I know it sounds like a shitty thing to do, but listen, Tony was my very first. I mean the first. First real kiss, first 1st base, 2nd base, 3rd base, and yeah, first nakeds (yup, that plural spelling is correct), first boy I ever slept with. That’s a huge deal when you’re only seventeen years old. After he dumped me just before we went off to different colleges in different states, I didn’t sleep with another boy until three years later. That’s how upset I was. And yeah, that’s how much I still loved him. 

Stealing one of Dad’s beers from the fridge, I take it upstairs with me to my room, set it on my nightstand beside my lamp. Undressing down to my undies, I slip under the covers. It’s then I notice my twenty-five-year-old copy of To Kill a Mockingbird has been precariously placed on the bed, directly next to my pillows. 
“Gee, I wonder who is responsible for that?” I ask aloud. 
“Your mother thought it would be a nice surprise for you,” Jacquie says. “I hope this answer satisfies your query, Tanya.”
OMG, does the AI ever sleep?
I drink some beer, set the bottle back on the nightstand.    
“Thanks, Jacquie,” I say. “I’m going to say goodnight now.”
In theory, once you say goodnight to the current generation of Jacquie, she’s not supposed to chime in, or bother you in anyway whatsoever, unless there’s an emergency like a house fire, a carbon monoxide leak, and/or a home intrusion in progress. 
“Goodnight, Jacquie,” I say. “I’ll talk with you in the morning.”
“Goodnight, Tanya,” she says. “It’s good to have you back home again. I downloaded your application for the Everest Primary Program to your email address, so please look it over at your convenience. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to never have to worry about money again? Wouldn’t it be lovely to live a worry-free lifestyle?” 
The AI woman . . . if she really is a woman . . . just doesn’t stop, does she?
“Yes, Jacquie,” I say, “I’m looking forward to checking it out.”
“And all your debts will be forgiven, don’t forget. And you have quite a heavy load, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
If only I could toss my beer bottle at her. But she’s just a voice . . . a nothing . . . but a very powerful nothing . . . 
Breathing in and exhaling a calming breath. 
“Thanks again, Jacquie. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Tanya,” she says. “I hope our little conversation was a satisfactory one.”
“Very,” I say. 
For a brief beat, I wait for yet another Jacquie response. When it doesn’t come, I get the feeling she is finally dormant for the rest of the night. One can only hope. I drink some more beer and set it back down. For a moment, I just stare at the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf directly across from me. It’s stuffed with all the books I loved as a kid. All the Harry Potters, the Lee Childs, the Michael Connelly’s, the Ernest Hemingway’s, and even a sexy book called 50 Shades of Grey that I loved, but that Tony thought of as total junk. 
Tony might have been a gifted jock, but he loved to read as much as I did. While a bunch of our friends would be partying in the cemetery with six packs of beer and pint bottles of Jack Daniels, more often than not, Tony and I would hang out at either my house or his house, just reading together. Many of our date nights were filled with silence, because we loved to snuggle up against one another and just read. On occasion, we’d write together, he clacking away at his laptop and me, mine. It was a magical time. 
“Where are you tonight, Tony?” I ask aloud. 
Then, knowing that Jacquie is liable to chime in, I regret having said it. But when she doesn’t answer me, I realize she is indeed, dormant until morning. Or should I say sleeping? To Kill a Mockingbird is sitting beside me on the bed with all the weight and presence of Tony himself. 
“Oh what the hell,” I say, taking hold of the old book. 
Here’s the thing. My mom didn’t put the novel there so I could reread it for what would be my thirtieth time or so. She put it there so I could reread some of the old Tony Smart poems that are stuffed inside the pages. Why does my heart start to pound just by picking up the book? Why does my breath grow shallower, my stomach tightening? 
A slip of paper falls out. A little page torn out of a notebook. I pick it up with my free hand. 
Rose
The rose is plucked from the bush beside the bike rack
It is the most red thing under the sun
I give it to you and you place it in your hair
You smile and mount your bike and ride off into the sunset
I follow the sun
I follow my rose
 
My heart beats faster. I pull another couple of poems out, then set the novel back down onto the bed. 
Tanya
She makes me laugh when I want to cry
She makes me cry when I don’t feel anything at all
She makes me love when I want to run
She is my opposite and my equal
She is me and I am her.
She is my Tanya
 
“Oh my God,” I whisper to myself. “We were sooo freaking in love.”
Stealing a sip of beer, my eyes fill. I read one more.
Night
Lying in my bed alone
It’s night 
Darkness blankets me
Lonely
The pen and paper keep me company
Make Tanya come alive for me
She comes to me in the night
My love
 
Okay, full disclosure. Now, I’m pretty much balling my eyes out. 
“Whatever happened to us, Tony?” I say. 
Then, a gentle knuckle rap on the door. 
“Tanya,” comes the soft voice of my mother. “You up, honey?”
Oh crap. Dry my eyes, wipe my nose, breathe in deeply. I stuff the poems back into the novel and clear the lonely frog from my throat
“Yeah, Mom,” I say, slapping the novel down beside me and stealing another sip of beer. “Just getting in bed.”
The door opens, and in walks my mom in her nightgown. Without her face on, she looks older. My mom has always been the forever young, hip, spry one. But now, she too, like my dad, is starting to look older to me, and it’s a bit disconcerting. That’s life, I guess. From the cradle to the grave. 
She smiles and sits down on the edge of the bed. Staring at the beer bottle, she picks it up and takes a small sip, sets it back down. 
“That’s funny,” she says. “When you were a little girl, I would sometimes take one of your Dad’s beers up to bed with me. It helped me get to sleep faster.” She giggles. “Of course, it made me belch too.”
Now she outright laughs.
“Jeeze, Mom,” I say, laughing along with her. “You should have just stuck to wine. Poor Dad.”
She rolls her eyes. 
“Maybe,” she says. Then, her eyes shifting to To Kill a Mockingbird. “I see you found my little surprise.”
“Don’t worry,” I say. “Jacquie blew your cover.”
Wait for it. 
“That’s not entirely accurate, Tanya,” Jacquie says. “I was not given explicit instructions not to reveal the source of the placement of the novel on your bed. I hope this explanation addresses your concerns satisfactorily.”
Shaking my head. 
“We’re good, Jacquie,” I say. 
But what I really want to do is edit her use of the double negative. That just might piss her the hell off, however. 
My mother takes hold of my hand, holds it tight. 
“You should call him, honey,” she says. “Or at least email him. Let him know you’re back in town. That you’ll be here a while.”
I release Mom’s hand, cross my arms over my chest. 
“Whoever on earth are you talking about, Mom?”
She smirks, the way she always smirks when she knows that I know that she knows exactly what she’s talking about. It’s what Dad calls a Cut the bullshit expression. 
She pokes me in the ribs. 
“You know who, silly,” she says. “Tony Smart, who was really dumb to breakup with you all those years ago.”
“Good one,” I say. “Glad to see his name is still the brunt of so many jokes.”
She hesitates for a moment, her eyes looking into my face, like she’s admiring her creative handiwork.
“You’ve been reading some of the old poems he sent you back in high school, haven’t you?” 
“First of all, Mom,” I say, “how would you know about any poems? You been snooping?”
“That’s what parents do. Or used to do anyway. Back when you were still a young woman. It’s called parenting.”
I pat her hand. 
“I know,” I say. “And thanks for watching out for me like you did. You and Dad. I was your only child and you were overprotective, but fair.”
Mom’s eyes go wide.
“You’re welcome,” she says. Then, “You’ve been crying.”
“Have not,” I say, just to be difficult for difficulty’s sake. 
“You can’t fool mother nature or Momma Teal,” she says. “I can always tell when you’ve been crying.”
“Snagged,” I say. “And yes, I started reading some of the old poems.”
Re-crossing my arms over my chest, I sit there and sulk. I hate showing too much emotion. It’s a trait I inherited from Bradley Teal The Hardware Man. Mom nods in the direction of To Kill a Mockingbird. 
“May I?” she says. 
“Oh no, Mom,” I say, “I’m forty-two years old. I’m a little beyond being read to at night. And please don’t tell me you wanna read Tony’s poems, because that’s where I draw—”
She places two fingers against my lips. 
“Shush already,” she says. Then, holding out her hand. “Now, the novel please.”
I place it in her hand. Much to my surprise, she doesn’t flip through the pages, or pull out any of Tony’s old poems. Instead she goes all the way to the back of the book and pulls out a card. A business card to be precise. She hands it to me. 
“Well, look at that,” she says, “Tony Smart’s card. I wonder how on earth it got there?”
She smirks again. She is absolutely loving every minute of this. Mom the matchmaker. Placing the book back down on my lap, she kisses me on the cheek and stands. She looks me in the eyes. 
“His email address is on there and his cell phone number. Not telling you what to do, but what could it hurt by giving him a call or at least an email? I’m sure he’ll respond right away.”
Me, holding up the card. 
“And how did you get this?”
Another smirk. “Let’s just say I ran into him in the Everest Garden-Fresh Market the other day.”
“And, of course, you told him your broke, in debt, now middle-aged loser daughter is back in town, living with the ‘rents in her old bedroom after being fired from her job.” 
“Well, I didn’t exactly put it that way, but I did tell him you were back in town for a while. And you know what, honey? His face lit right up. He dug in his pocket for his card and he asked me to give this to you.”
I furrow my brow and squint my eyes. 
“You’re telling me the truth, Mom? Hope to die?” 
She makes the sign of the cross. Something you rarely see these days, even inside some old church that’s either soon to be abandoned, converted into a restaurant or music club, or turned into a mosque. 
“Hope to die,” she says. “Well, not really. But you know what I mean, honey.”
I stare at the card. It’s a simple presentation. It says, Tony Smart, Everest New York Times and Everest Cradle Overall No. 1 Bestselling Thriller Author. Under that, it’s got his email address and his cell number. 
“I’ll think about emailing him,” I say. 
Mom’s smirk turns into a smile. 
“I truly hope so,” she says. “Maybe you two can hook up and write together again, like you used to do in the old days. Wouldn’t that be special?”
“Whaddaya mean by hook up, Mom?” I say snidely.
She winks at me. But then she does something I’ve always hated. She gives me a real good dose of her up-one-side-and-down-the-other inspection eyes.   
“You know, Tanya,” she says, “not to be overly doting and motherly at your advanced age, but you really could use some new underwear. I mean, there’s a tear in your underpants, and that bra is not only old and faded, it’s too big for you. You need something that will make you look more . . . oh what’s the word?”
“Perky, Mom,” I say.
Her face lights up. 
“Exactly.” Then, “Jacquie, excuse me for a moment. But please order Tanya two new sets of Victoria Secret black lacy thongs, size medium, and two black laced push-up bras, cup size C.”
“Already done,” Jacquie says. “The package is scheduled to arrive in one hour via drone. It will be placed outside the front door where I will make sure to monitor it since you will be asleep. Thank you for your order and your loyalty to Everest dot com. I hope you have found our services satisfactory.”
“Yes, thanks, Jacquie,” my mom says. “You always get me my stuff when I want it. Goodnight.”
“Thanks for the new undies, Mom,” I say. “Or perhaps I should say, Tony thanks you in advance.”
She winks at me again. 
“Night, dear,” she says heading out of the bedroom. 
I watch her close the door, knowing full well my own mother is trying her hardest to find me a husband.  
 




 
Grabbing hold of the beer, I chug the rest. I stare at Tony’s business card. I wonder if my mom is telling me the truth. That he gave it to her with the express purpose of my calling him. 
Heart beating in my throat, I reach down along-side the bed for my jeans. My phone is still stuffed inside one of the pockets. Using my thumbprint, I unlock the device and go to the dialer icon and press it. My mouth goes more and more dry with each digit I dial. My stomach also grows tighter. What is this? Am I still in high school? 
After plugging in the final number, I automatically punch the fire-engine red stop icon. I feel a quick wave of relief swim over me, followed immediately by a wave of shame. 
“What the hell is the matter with you, Tanya?” I say aloud. “You’re forty-two years old.”
I don’t care if Jacquie can hear me or if she comments. I’m that angry with myself. That disappointed. Of course, there is always another option. I could send him a friendly email. But email takes too long. It’s after ten at night. He might already be in bed reading, and not interested in reading his emails until tomorrow morning. In fact, the stable of thriller authors I used to edit would almost always go to bed early to read and often times, not get to their emails until after they’d written a significant number of new words come the next morning. It wasn’t unusual for me to email them on any given afternoon and not hear back from them until the following afternoon, twenty-four hours later. Might as well send an old-fashioned letter using an old-fashioned stamp. That is, the U.S. Postal Service still existed. 
But a third option might just be the perfect solution. Why don’t I text him? The authors I was just speaking of, they might not answer an email right away, and they almost never answer the phone, but they always seemed to respond to texts right away. I’m not sure why they did that, but texts always seemed like the perfect way to communicate with them. It was also the less personal, which right now, works fine by me considering I’m talking about the man who stole my heart back in the early two thousands. 
I thumb the text option set below Tony’s phone number. As I position my thumb to type a quick text, I feel myself growing almost as nervous as I was when dialing his number. For a woman who prides herself on her ability to create words, sentences, paragraphs and even full stories, I am, at present experiencing the worst bout of writer’s block possible. 
“Just fucking say hi, Tanya,” I insist. Then, as though I’m my own twin standing on the opposite side of the room. “Don’t put so much pressure on me.”
Breathing in deeply, I slowly empty my lungs. 
I type, Hi there Tony. You’ll never guess who this is.

I find myself smiling. I guess I could be less cryptic, but if I’m about to go through with this, which I obviously am, I might as well make it fun. I press the green send icon. Message sent. I set the phone down on top of To Kill a Mockingbird, as if there’s some special significance in placing it there. While my heart pounds against my sternum, I wait for a reply. 
I could shut out the light and pray for sleep, but I know damn well, sleep isn’t going to come very easily tonight. My eyes gravitate toward my old dresser of drawers. My laptop is set on top of it. It beckons me to take hold of it and take care of some business. Slipping out of bed, I reach for the laptop, carry it back into bed with me. Opening the lid, the scanner recognizes my face and automatically boots up the Drake Search Engine home page. 
First things first. See how much money I have left in my account at a bank that’s set to shut its vault for good in just a few months, now that Everest has bought it out. I log into my account and I’m immediately faced with a whole bunch of red numbers. 
“Oh good God,” I say aloud. 
My account balance is negative $231.23. I check my credit card statement, which is attached to the same bought out bank (and now officially an Everest.com card). It’s also a doozy. I owe $15,000 and change. Sure, I was a powerhouse editor at a big, high-paying publishing house that paid more per month than my dad would make in three months at the hardware store. But living in New York City in 2028 is a horribly expensive venture. My Park Avenue apartment might have been located at a primo address, but the one bedroom, galley kitchen, one bath space cost me upwards of nine thousand per month, not including doorman and other associated fees. In other words, I couldn’t afford it, no matter how much I tried to skimp. But skimping was never much of an option with friends like Kate who live for their cocktails and nightlife. 
“At least I still have a couple hundred cash stuffed in my bag,” I whisper, as if this is supposed to somehow reassure me. 
My heart is all aflutter and it isn’t because of my text to Tony. Instead it has an awful lot to do with my debt and what’s looking more and more like a bleak future. What the hell am I going to do? What choice do I have? Do I want to live with my parents forever? What if Tony texts me back and he wants to meet me? What do I tell him then? I’m broke, without a prayer of getting another editing job, and in fact, owe fifteen-thousand-bucks on my credit card. He finds out the truth, he’ll run for the hills. 
I click on my email. I delete a whole bunch of useless spam and sure enough, there it is, just like Jacquie promised. The subject heading, Everest Primary Membership Program. Attached is an application that I must sign digitally. But before that, there’s an explanatory video that goes along with the program. I click on the video. 
It shows a good-looking man and an equally good-looking woman walking in a park, hand in hand. He’s African American and she’s white. They have lovely smiles on their faces, and they are dressed handsomely. You can’t tell what it is they’re talking about, but you get the distinct feeling that it’s nothing important. Just two very happy and in love people whiling the day away with not a care in the world. 
“Imagine going through life without having to worry about money?” poses the voice over. “Imagine being debt free for the rest of your life? Imagine being free from all financial worry and concern? Imagine living life on your terms? Being free to do whatever you want to do whenever you want to do it. Free from having to drag yourself to a job you hate, day in and day out. Free from having to waste away your precious free time running errands here, there, and everywhere. Free even to just do nothing at all if that’s what you choose. 
“Imagine living a much happier, healthier, fulfilling life where your time is yours and yours alone? Well, that dream can now be accomplished by applying for the Everest Corporation Primary Membership Program. When you become a member, you will be paid the equivalent of two-thousand dollars per week in Everest Credits. Are you presently losing sleep over mounting debt? For a limited time, Everest dot com is offering a promotional package that includes total debt forgiveness. Once you become a Primary member, all that’s required of you is to purchase all your products and services through Everest dot com. Since most of you are doing that now anyway, it should make for an easy and seamless transition. 
“So, why not get free today? Why not throw all those worries away and become a much happier, anxiety free you? Why not take back control of your life?”
“Is this for real?” I silently ask myself. “Of course it’s real. You’ve known it’s real for a long time. You just refused to believe it. But now that your own parents believe it, maybe it’s time you did, too.”
My phone buzzes. The buzz and the vibration that goes along with it means I have a new text message. 
Heart be still . . . 
I pick up the smartphone, gaze at the digital face. It’s from Tony. I open the text. I spot my original text to him. 
Hi there Tony. You’ll never guess who this is.
His response: I heard you were back in town, Tanya. A little birdie told me. 
My heart feels as if a soft little fluffy puppy has cozied up to it. I wrack my brain for something witty to text back. Oh, crap, just tell the truth and hope he’ll find it witty enough. 
I’m afraid my life has become a bit of a train wreck, Tony. You wouldn’t like me anymore. LOL. 
Nonsense, he writes. The world is changing, and I guess we sort of have to change along with it.
If you remember, I hate change, Tony Smart, which I guess makes me Tanya Not So Smart.
Back in the day, Tony used to call me that, as a joke. We’d introduce ourselves as Tony Smart and Tanya Not So Smart, which always elicited a laugh or two. The point of the joke was this: How smart was I if I was hanging out with Tony Smart?  
He writes: And if I remember, you are one of the most stubborn women in the world. Lucky for you, you didn’t ride the Titanic, or you would have gone down with the ship. 
Excellent metaphor, Bestseller, because God knows I’m drowning. 
Let’s talk about it. Meet me for a coffee in the morning, Tan.
Are you asking or telling?
Asking, Lady. 
Don’t you have to work on the word count, Bestseller? 
I’m my own boss, Tan. I’m even my own publisher now, which probably makes you want to slap me. I can decide my own hours. 
One eye on the Everest Primary Program on my laptop screen and the other on my text messages. 
Let me guess, Bestseller, you’re also an Everest Primary Program member. 
Hey, I’m a writer. You are, too. Or used to be, anyway. That program was heaven sent for any artist, Tanya. Use it or lose it. 
 I’ll be dipped, but he is absolutely right. As an editor, the artist angle of the Everest Primary Program never even dawned on me. Had I been thinking about it as a writer, like my dad suggested while we were out at the park today, I might have put two and two together and signed up ages ago. 
Thanks for that, Tony . . . 
I’m in for coffee, I write. What else do I have to do with my time?

How about meet me at the Everest Starbucks across from the old Times Union Newspaper building? Ten AM. Wear something sexy and revealing.
Oh my God, that is so Tony . . .   
Good to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor. How do you know I’m not four- hundred pounds and toothless? 
Ha ha, because one, your mom would have told me, and two, I’ve been keeping up with you and your accomplishments on the web. Oh, and thanks for publishing me, BTW.
My stomach sinks. 
We’ll talk about it tomorrow, Bestseller. Looks like you didn’t need me in order to conquer the literary world. 
Would have been nice. 
Goodnight, Tony Smart.
Good night, Tanya Not so Smart. Glad we’re in touch again.
Is that what we are, back in touch? I suddenly feel lighter than air. And yeah, I certainly hope my new underwear gets here on time. You never know. Setting the phone down, I once again stare at the laptop screen and the Everest Primary Program website. I click on the PDF application form and it comes up for me. There’s a whole bunch of terms and conditions which I skip over (I’m too lazy and way too tired to read the fine print. Who isn’t?). I scroll all the way to the electronic signature portion of the contract. 
In my head, I see my Dad’s face, hear him talking about what a relief it is to not have to worry about money. I see my mom laying out a feast of Everest pot roast and red wine. Very good red wine, I might add. I reread Tony’s text without having to look at it again . . .  the one text that’s really hit home.  
Hey, I’m a writer. You are, too. Or used to be, anyway. That program was heaven sent for any artist, Tanya. Use it or lose it. 
Now, if the people I love the most (and used to love the most, in Tony’s case) are signing up for the program, maybe my worries about Primary Program violators disappearing are entirely unfounded and the result of my rather overactive imagination. 
Just do it, Tan . . . live a worry-free life . . . 
Electronically signing the contract application, I thumb the Enter key and send it back to Everest.com. 
“I wonder when I’ll find out if I’ve been accepted or not,” I whisper out loud. 
“You already have been accepted,” says Jacquie. “Congratulations, Tanya. You’re not only debt free, you never have to worry about money again. Just remember to use only Everest products and services exclusively. I hope that you find the Everest Primary Membership Program an enjoyable and satisfactory, stress free life experience.”
Why am I not surprised that Jacquie chimed in so quickly?
“I’m sure I will, Jacquie,” I say, closing the laptop and setting it beside my smartphone, and To Kill a Mockingbird. “It’s a new, worry-free era for old Scout.” 
Shutting off the lamp, I lie in the dark staring up at the ceiling. So, why is it then, that I’m still worried? 
 




 
Next morning I’m up early. Making my way downstairs, I greet my dad who’s sitting at the head of the dining room table, reading the news on his Cradle device. Set before him are the remnants of a bacon and egg breakfast. The television is going in the living room. My smartphone in hand, I give him a kiss on the cheek. 
“A pleasant good morning, Dad,” I say. Then, making my way into the kitchen where Mom is already pouring me a cup of coffee. “Morning, Mom.” 
I take the coffee in hand and offer a quick peck on the cheek. 
“Morning, Jacquie,” I say perhaps a little too loud. 
“Good morning, Tanya,” Jacquie says from out of nowhere. “How did you sleep?”
“Like a baby on some killer drugs,” I say. 
“That’s great,” Jacquie says. “I hope you have a satisfactory and worry-free day.”
“You know I will, Jacquie.” 
Bringing my coffee back into the living room, my mom follows. 
“Okay, lady,” Mom says, “either you downed some very serious happy pills before you got out of bed or something’s definitely different.” 
“Well,” I say, “first off, I have a coffee date at ten o’clock with an old friend—”
“—Flame, you mean,” Dad interjects, not without a smile. Okay, let’s call it for what it is: a shit eating grin.  
“All right, yeah, flame,” I say. “And second, I’m one of the newest members of the Everest Primary Membership Program. Which means I am now debt free and do not have to worry about my income any longer. So how’s about them apples?”
My mom takes my coffee from me, sets it onto the table. She gives me a big hug. 
“I’m so happy for you, honey,” she says. “You’ve embraced the future.” 
“See how that happens?” Dad says. “You took control of your life and made an executive decision that will give you the freedom to write some books or travel or whatever you want to do, Scout. Good going.”
“I guess you could say, I’ve gotten with the program,” I say, the knot in my stomach telling me I’m still not convinced it was the right move. 
I pick my coffee back up and take a sip. It’s hot and delicious. Everest dark roast, no doubt. Or maybe a special roast from one of their many thousands of associated vendors. 
“You look like you’re ready to hit the bricks,” Dad says. 
He’s referring to the fact that I’m wearing my running shoes, running shorts, and tank top over a purple sports bra. Strapped to my arm is the black holster that will hold my smartphone. Attached to my ear lobes are my blue tube pods that allow me to listen to the Everest Music app while I run. 
“You wanna throw on some sweats and come with, Dad?” 
“Are you out of your mind?” he says. “You know how many miles per day they made me run in the Army?”
“We know already,” Mom says, taking her seat at the long table across from Dad. “Enough for all three of us.”
“My body is purely for pleasure now,” he says not without a sly smile. “Isn’t that right, Sar?”
“Shhh, Bradley,” she says, “not in front of the child.” Then, getting back up. “Oh, speaking of pleasure, I have a gift for you, honey.”
She heads into the kitchen, comes back into the dining room carrying an Everest box. 
“My new undergarments,” I say. “I don’t suppose you’ll be wanting me to wear these today.”
“Couldn’t hurt,” she says. 
“Somehow, I don’t think Tony and I will be jumping right back in the sack, Mom,” I say. “But thanks for the thought.”   
Dad’s got both hands covering his ears. 
“Do I really have to listen to this?” he asks. 
“Sorry, Pops,” I say. “Your wife is already picking out her dress for the wedding.”
“I can certainly help with that,” Jacquie chimes in. “I’m sure Everest dot com could come up with a more than satisfactory choice.”
I laugh. “Thanks, Jacquie, but we’re good for now.”
“Oh good God,” Dad huffs. 
“Okay then, I’m off,” I say. “See you all in about forty minutes.”
Sipping a little more coffee, I set the cup back down and head out of the dining room and into the living room. On the flat screen high def hologram television, I can’t help but notice that an ad is running for the Everest Primary Program. It’s the same one they’ve been running on the Everest Corp. official website. The one I watched prior to applying for the “worry-free” lifestyle. Again I see the happy couple walking hand in hand in a place that resembles Central Park on a beautiful, crisp fall day, happy-go-lucky smiles on their youthful faces, and an anxiety free swagger to their step. 
I guess I’m one of them now, minus the perfect relationship. I am not just an Everest Corp. customer, but instead, a part of the massive global Everest machine. A dependent part of the massive corporate machine. Which begs me to ask the one-billion-dollar question again: If I’m supposed to be so worry-free right now, why does the very notion of being so dependent upon Everest for my physical and financial well-being send a wave of ice water up my spine? Why does it twist my stomach muscles into knots? Maybe my gut is trying to speak to me. Or what the hell, maybe being worry-free takes some getting used to. 
Heading out the front door, I descend the porch steps and then the concrete steps until I get to the sidewalk. I’m about to engage the Everest Streaming Music app, then shove the phone into the bicep holster when my phone chimes and vibrates. I recognize the number. It’s Kate. 
“Answer,” I say, while placing the phone into the holster, making sure it’s strapped in securely (you know how many phones I’ve destroyed while jogging?). Then, “Kate, where are you, baby?”
“I’m in NYC, baby,” she says. “Nice of you to call since you abandoned us.”
For those not in the know, Kate, who is both my now ex-neighbor and best friend, used to work as a marketer at a competing publishing house, prior to their collapse two years ago.
“I didn’t abandon you,” I say. “I got canned, remember? No job means no apartment, no New York City.”
“You could have stayed with me for a while, till you got back on your feet.”
“Yeah right, just another New York acquisitions editor out of a job in an industry that no longer exists. How long would you have planned on me squatting in your place for free, Kate?”
“Hey, you’re an editor and a writer, which means you’d be a shoo in for a job at Everest PR. They’re currently hiring. Did you see my ad on the website and TV?”
In my head, I see the happy, worry-free couple walking through the park.
“No way, that’s yours?” I say. 
“So, you have seen it then. It’s not mine entirely, but I was a part of the team that put it together.”
I’m picturing the spunky, thirty-something, big brown-eyed redhead seated on her couch in the living room of her midtown, Park Avenue walk-up—my old building. She’ll be dressed either in a pair of underwear or a pair of old sweats, maybe a black t-shirt that says CBGBs with the sleeves cut off. If her boyfriend is staying over, he’ll still be asleep. That is, she still has a boyfriend. Kate likes to play the field. And who can blame her. 
“So, you like working for Everest?” I ask, my curiosity peaked.  
One of the little scruffy kids I noticed yesterday when walking with my dad passes by on his bike. I smile at him, but he hardly notices me. I must be ancient to him. I start walking the sidewalk in the direction of the park. 
“Love it, baby,” Kate says. “Great people, great team.”
“Ha,” I say. “You’re just saying that because Jacquie is listening.” 
Kate’s still got the old-fashioned stand-up, plug-in Jacquie model from the twenty-teens that everybody wanted for Christmas at the time. At least, she had it as of last week. Soon those will be relics of the past while the entire world switches over to a new generation of direct Everest Jacquie AI system—a satellite system that’s supposed to be launched into orbit soon. 
“No,” Kate insists, “I’m dead serious, baby. The team is fun. The hours are good, and the money is even better.”
“I thought you went Everest Primary back when you got canned?” I say. “Why work at all?” 
“That doesn’t mean you still can’t work for the corporation. In fact, they encourage it. It’s in the contract fine print. If you take a job with Everest . . . and by the way if you’re a Primary Program member, you’re only allowed to work for Everest . . . they put your weekly credit allowance into an Everest Savings account. So you could say, I’m getting rich.” 
Goosebumps breakout on my skin. But I’m not sure if they are the result of my seeing the enormous potential of being a Primary member while working for the corporation, or they are happening because a woman like Kate, who has always been a little naïve, is going further and further down the rabbit hole. What I mean to say is, the Everest Corporation owns her entirely. And let’s face it, she’s not writing PR for them, she’s writing propaganda.
But what’s even worse, is now I have to admit the truth to her. That I too have entered into the rabbit hole. 
“Listen, baby,” I say, while taking a left at the corner. “I have news on a couple of fronts.” 
“Spill it, baby T.”
I tell her about Tony, how he ran into my mother and how he, in turn, gave her his business card to give to me. How I’m meeting him for coffee. 
“You have got to be kidding me,” she says, genuine excitement if not awe in her voice. “You have a coffee date with the Tony Smart. I’ve never personally met him, but he was with my first publishing house for years, and every now and then he’d pay a visit to meet with his editor. And I must say, Tanya, he is like totally hot. Kinda short, I will admit. But still hot.”
“Yeah, well I used to date him in high school, Kate. I haven’t seen him since.”
“Oh my God!” she barks. “Why did I not know that until now? I bet Jacquie knows it. She probably knows how many times you went down on him. Are you going to sleep with him?”
“Jesus, K babes,” I say, “between you and my mother I’m getting the feeling you want me to be a mommy.”
“There’s still plenty of time.”
“We’re just meeting for a friendly get reacquainted coffee and that’s all,” I say. “He’s divorced but I can bet he has some girlfriend who’s a young, tall drink of water and a Ford Agency model.”
“Everest Ford Agency, that is,” Kate corrects. “Well, if I were you, I’d dress like a slut for the date. Can’t hurt.”
“Thanks,” I say, as I approach the park on my right. “I’ll take it into consideration.”
“So what’s the next bit of news?” Kate presses. 
I clear my throat while out the corner of my eye, I notice a youngish man stretching out inside the park. He's wearing black Lycra running pants and matching shirt, and dark wraparound sunglasses. Like me, he’s also got a smartphone holstered to his arm. He spots me, and smiles. Returning his smile, I keep walking.
“I’ve joined the Everest Primary member ranks,” I say. “And you know what convinced me to do it?  Your commercial. So now I’m debt free and don’t have to worry about money. Theoretically speaking anyway.” 
“You have got to be kidding me,” Kate says. “Well it’s about time you joined the modern world, baby. It’s only a matter of time until they make the Primary Membership Program mandatory, or else you’ll have no choice but to be banished to Elba or something.” She laughs. 
“Well, I’m told if I don’t like it for any reason, I can quit.”
Dead air. 
“Ummm, earth to Tanya,” Kate says after a few long beats, “once you’re in, you’re in.”
More goosebumps, more ice water shooting up my spine.
“And what’s that supposed to mean, Kate?” 
“Let’s just put it this way, Tan,” she says. “First of all, I never once heard of anyone quitting the program. I’ve heard of a few people violating the terms and conditions, and what happened to those people isn’t exactly pleasant.” 
“Meaning what?” I press. 
“It just means that once Everest makes an investment in you by agreeing to let you join their program, they don’t take kindly to anyone who violates their rules. Think of it like an author who signs an exclusive series contract with a publisher, cashes his advance check, and then immediately goes out and signs with another publisher for the same series. You just don’t do those things.”
“Publishing is dead, remember?” 
“Yeah well, I’d hate to see what happens to those dumb asses who openly violate the Everest rules, especially once their debt has been forgiven.” 
“Rumors,” I say, as I reach the opposite end of the park. “Scary rumors.”
“Maybe,” Kate says, “but I wouldn’t mess with it. Once you’re in, you’re in, baby. Just accept it and work with it. Come work with us. Be a part of the biggest corporate team in the whole wide galaxy. We miss you down here.”
“Tell you what,” I say, “I’ll definitely give it some thought. Okay?”
I tell her I’ve got to go, since I’m about to take a jog. 
“Gross,” she says. “I prefer the couch and I hate sweating. Unless I’m getting laid, of course.”
“Love you, Baby K,” I say. 
“Love you too, Baby T,” she says. “Get back down here soon and let’s freaking party already.”
 




 
I don’t know if I’m disturbed by my phone call or just confused. I’m also more than a little anxious at a time when I’m supposed to be enjoying the most worry-free experience of my life. I try to put it all out of my mind while I cross the road and enter into the massive New York State Employees campus which also houses the brand new New York State Everest.Com Corporate Headquarters now that the corporation is not only working with the government on the Federal level (A former U.S. President’s Press Secretary has become the number two man at the Everest Corporation), but also the State. The corporation’s presence can be felt right down to the district level. Is there nothing Everest doesn’t touch anymore?
I imagine Jacquie answering my question. 
“No, Tanya, that’s the point. Everest intends on controlling every aspect of your life, so you don’t have to worry about it. I hope this answer is a satisfactory one.”
I begin my run, slow and easy, along the four miles of roadway that wraps around the entire campus perimeter. As a teenager and a young twenty-something, I used to run this exact route, long before the Everest Headquarters was constructed and all that existed were the five, identical 25-story rectangular buildings, all of which are connected by ten-foot long glass corridors.
I pick up my pace, feel my leg muscles expanding and contracting. Was I a jock in high school? Depends on who you talk to. But I ran track (the 100 meter, the hurdles and, on occasion, tossed the discus), and liked to hit the weight room with Tony. I also earned my Black Belt in Budokai Karate. In our senior yearbook, Tony and I were described, and I quote, as “brawn, brains, and badassness.” 
Once I got to New York City (not the safest of places these days), I learned how to shoot, both handgun and long gun. And I not only joined a gym, but I took boxing and self-defense lessons to compliment my Black Belt. What that means is, I’ve not only sparred with some pretty tough cookies, I actually competed in more than my share of three-round bouts, of which I won seven, lost two, while one ended in a draw. What’s amazing about being hit repeatedly in the face and the upper body, is that after a while, you don’t really feel it anymore, so long as you remain entirely focused on your opponent. I realize the term “mind over matter” is totally overused these days (I’d more than likely edit it out of a manuscript), but when it comes to self-defense and hand-to-hand combat, there is nothing truer. 
With the sweat starting to build up on my back and forehead, I’m feeling loose and good. Some people hate running when it’s warm or hot, but I love it. Bring on the heat and humidity. There’s nothing better for detoxing. I pass by the first big glass and brick building. The offices of the New York State Tax and Finance. It’s a rectangular structure—utilitarian but futuristic in its own way, constructed way back in the late 1960s, designed to house as many cubicles and state worker offices as possible. The next building is identical. It houses the State Comptroller’s offices. Then comes the New York State Forensics Science building and after that, the headquarters of the New York State Troopers, and finally, the New York State Department of Military Affairs. 
Nestled beside Military Affairs and in what had been a massive parking lot, is a brand-new structure. It defies all the utility of the others with its pyramid shaped, almost mountainous design. It is the Everest Corporation New York State Headquarters. The neon lit Everest.com Mount Everest summit-shaped logo is the most eye-catching thing about the place. Your eyes can’t help but be lured to it, its bright red image burning itself into your brain. If one were to attach words to it, it would say, “I’m the leader now. I am your life. You live for me.” 
The first mile down, I continue along the road, the occasional driverless, electric car passing me by, along with the still far more prevalent old-fashioned gas guzzling manually driven cars. Ten years ago everyone thought that driverless cars would totally replace drivable cars by 2022 or something like that. But it hasn’t happened, nor will it ever. At least, that’s the way I see it.  
The music plays in my head. Something old, like really old. The Beatles. Hey Jude. I find myself singing along with Paul McCartney (who’s still rocking it out in his mid-eighties), “Hey Jude, don’t let me down. Take a sad song, and make it better . . .” I am in my element when I’m working up a glistening sweat and feeling pretty good about my future. I’m not confusing feeling good with being unconcerned about my having signed on with the Everest Primary Program. I’m just saying that despite the minor anxieties involved, it is beginning to feel good knowing that my debt has been erased and finding a new job is no longer a priority. If all that’s required of me is to exclusively purchase Everest products and services, so what? That’s pretty much the way I live my life now . . . the way everyone lives their life. So what’s the big deal? 
But will there be times when I might want to seek out something that’s not owned or at the very least, not sold by Everest? Say a hotdog at my favorite old hotdog stand, Gus’s, down by the river. Gus’s was mine and Tony’s favorite place to eat when we were young. From what I’m told, it’s still there. Its days are numbered since cash, and even Blockchain Crypto Currencies (many proved hackable and went broke, and the ones that proved secure and profitable were bought out by Everest) is about to become a thing of the past, but the owner is still hanging in there. Or so rumor has it. Still definitely anti-Everest even if he does accept Everest credits in exchange for dollars. There most definitely will be a time when I hit up Gus’s Hotdog Shack for a sausage and pepper sandwich, sooner or later. I mean, how will Everest.com know if I decide to eat there? It’s not like Jacquie is following me around and from what I know, the corporation hasn’t yet employed its Jacquie satellite.    
The music plays and the sweat builds as I begin rounding a long, arcing curve. This is the part of the run where the road is two-sided by thick patches of woods. The trees are old oaks and pines and they are surrounded by dense brush. Trails lead into these wooded areas and I’m told State and Everest employees are encouraged to hike the trails on their off hours as a way of cleansing their heads and their souls. Not a bad idea. Getting away from it all isn’t as easy as it was when I was a kid and only eight billion people inhabited the earth. Now we’re heading toward twelve billion, all of them potential Everest customers, no doubt. All of them making the richest most powerful man on earth—the President, Founder, and CEO of the Everest Corporation, John D. Rutherford—even more rich and more powerful. Not bad for a guy who never graduated from college.  
The air seems cooler while jogging through the wooded area. Darker too, as if rather than jogging an inner-city road that surrounds a State and Everest worker paradise, I have somehow entered into a forbidden forest. You’ll have to excuse me if my mind tends to over dramatize any given situation. I’m an editor after all, and a writer. It’s my nature to over dramatize. 
He appears for me quite suddenly, jogging out from one of the wooded trails and onto the perimeter road. I manage to see him out of the corner of my eye. He startles me for a quick moment, not only because I didn’t expect him, but because I didn’t expect anyone to come from there. But then, why shouldn’t someone come out of there? I can bet dozens of people per day jog those trails. Maybe I should attempt them one day now that I’m living back up here. 
It’s the same man I saw in the park while I was talking to Kate on the phone. The man dressed all in black. He must have taken a different route onto the campus. One that led directly to the woods and the trails. He’s behind me now. Maybe a distance of fifteen or twenty feet separate us. No more than that, anyway. Back in New York City, if I jogged on the East River or in Central Park, someone was always following me, and I was always following someone. Lots of people were always running on the river or in the park. Biking and rollerblading, too. Young and old people alike. But here, it’s different. Even on a Sunday morning, like today, you can easily run this entire campus and not run into a soul (never mind 12 billion souls strangling planet earth). So, suddenly running into this man and knowing he’s following me right now sort of wigs me out. But that’s silly. He’s probably just someone like me who’s trying to stay in shape, and the campus is a great place to run. 
I feel him cutting the distance between us. It’s not like I have eyes in the back of my head. I can just feel him coming up on me. It’s what they taught us in both Budokai Karate and self-defense class—in the place of eyes in the back of your head, you must develop a gut instinct for danger. Not a paranoia, mind you. But a built-in danger detector. Mine is going off right now.  
The music is still playing in my head, but it’s doing nothing to distract me from this man’s presence. I pick up my speed. Still, he’s on my tail. That means he’s increasing his speed, too. Why would he do that unless he wanted to catch up with me? Jesus, is he a rapist? Is he about to grab me by my hair, pull me into the woods? Is he the Big Bad Wolf and I’m Little Red Riding Hood?
Stop imagining things, Tanya . . . just run . . . the guy behind you is just a neighborhood dude who’s trying to lap you . . . 
Still, I pick up my speed even more. My breathing grows heavier. I’m straining now to keep up with myself. Blood is speeding through my veins, heart beating, pulse pounding in my temples. I can hardly hear the music blaring through the ear pods anymore. Then, just like that, he’s beside me. He looks at me over his shoulder. He smiles. 
“You’re pretty fast,” he says, zero strain in his voice. 
At least, that’s what I think he says. 
“Pause music,” I say aloud, the strain most definitely evident in my voice.  
The music pauses. I slow my pace because no way I’m keeping it up, and maybe if I go slower, this guy will run ahead and leave me alone. 
“I’m sorry?” I ask. 
“You’re fast,” he repeats.
He’s smiling. But there’s something odd about his face, the way his eyes are entirely masked by the wrap-around sunglasses, the way his head is entirely hidden by a black kerchief tied around it, and his black Under Armour running outfit. Even his Nikes are black. He reminds me of the Phantom from the old comic books I used to read as a kid. 
“Oh, fast,” I say, sucking wind. “Not really . . . I’m usually much slower.”
“You run here every day?” he asks. 
Oh Christ, he wants to talk. I don’t want to talk. I just want to be left alone. 
“No,” I say. “But I used to when I lived here.”
“So,” he says, “an out of towner.” It’s a question. 
I could tell him that I live here again, but it’s none of his business. 
“I work for the Everest Corporation,” he goes on. “I run this every day.”
“You work on Sundays?” I say. 
As soon as I say it, I regret it. Because the last thing I want to do is engage the Phantom in conversation. 
“Hey, it’s Everest,” he says. “We’re always working for the people. You know, getting you all your goods and services on demand. Automatic for the people so you can live a stress-free lifestyle.”
I’ll say it again; his speech is not the least bit strained. It’s like he’s not running but standing still. 
“At this point,” I say, “I can’t recall a time when there wasn’t an Everest dot com.” Inhaling and exhaling. “My parents can remember when there wasn’t even a world wide web.”
“Mine, too,” he says. “They’re dead now, of course.”
We round a curve that’s flanked by the woods and come upon the State worker buildings, along with the backside of the Everest property. For some reason, I feel a little bit more secure. As though, now that I’m out of the woods, the Big Bad Wolf can’t tear me up with his claws and fangs. 
“I’m sorry,” I say. 
“Don’t be,” he says, “you had nothing to do with it. They died in a car accident last year. Everest dot com provided all the funeral services we needed, including two beautiful caskets.”
Okay, now I’m really starting to be creeped out by this guy. Everest now provides funeral services? But then, why the hell should that surprise me in the least? Everest provides everything a human being needs from the cradle to the grave. They’ve partnered up with everybody and everything that money can buy.  
The Phantom holds out his gloved hand. 
“Where are my manners?” he says. “I’m Matt. Matt with two Ts.”
Reluctantly, I take the hand in mine while keeping up my pace. But because we’re running, and also because I really don’t want to hold his hand, I pull the hand back just as fast. 
“Tanya,” I say. “One T.”
Can’t help but be witty, can I? Even if I do want Phantom Matt with two Ts to go away now.
“That’s Matt Tyrel,” he goes on. “You run every day at this time?”
“Depends,” I say, because I genuinely don’t want to offer up any more info. 
“Well,” he says, cocking his head in the direction of the Everest pyramid high-rise, “this is where I get off.”
A wave of profound relief swims over me. 
“Nice meeting you, Tanya,” he says. “Hopefully, I’ll see you around.”
“Same here, Matt,” I say, without trying to show too much enthusiasm. 
He ducks behind me and heads across the road toward the campus and the bronze glass tower. 
“Oh, by the way,” he says, as he steps over the curb onto the neatly mowed green grass, “I hope you give the Everest Primary Program the chance it deserves. It really does provide for a worry-free life experience.”
Turning his back to me, he heads for the Everest corporate headquarters at an all-out sprint. 
 




 
Jogging the remainder of the three-mile campus, I can’t help but mull over how this total stranger knows that I’ve just become an Everest Primary Program member. He’s never met me before. He doesn’t even know my last name, or where I live. I mean, he doesn’t even know my credit score, which by now should be near perfect. That is, if Everest kept their promise and wiped out my credit card debt immediately upon my signing on the dotted line . . . electronically, that is. 
I come to the edge of the campus, where it meets the road that separates it from the park and my old neighborhood. Gazing both ways, I cross the road and enter into the park where I try to push out one-hundred pushups and an equal number of crunches. By the time I’ve finished with the calisthenics portion of my routine, I am sufficiently drenched in sweat and I’m breathing hard. But I feel damn good. I feel fit and confident. What I also feel is a little weirded out by my new jogging partner. 
Matt with two Ts. 
Taking one last gaze at the massive State campus, I half expect to see Matt jogging toward me. But luck is on my side and he’s nowhere to be seen. I head out of the park then, and speed walk my way back to my folk’s house. Just prior to hopping in the shower, I notice that time is getting tight. Why does washing my hair and shaving my legs have to take so long? 
When I head back into my bedroom, I notice a surprise for me laid out on the bed. It’s my new underwear. A lacy black pushup bra and matching thong undies. Frankly I’d rather where boy’s boxer shorts than be forced into wearing a piece of elastic material that rides up my butt crack all day. But a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, am I right? 
“Thanks, Mom!” I shout.
“Don’t mention it, honey,” she calls out from down in the living room. “Oh, and I love it when you part your hair neatly over our left eye. Makes you look smart, confident, and gorgeous.”  
“Thanks again, Mom,” I say. “Do you want to pick out my clothes for me too?”
I can hear her laughing.
“I’m sure you can do a better job than I ever could, sweetie. And if you wish to purchase new clothing, I’m sure Jacquie would be only too happy to assist.”
“I can certainly be of help in providing you with a more than satisfactory online shopping experience, Tanya.” 
“Thanks Jacquie,” I say. “But I’ll make do for now with my present wardrobe.”
I choose a short, brown, summer-weight dress with a V-neck top that shows off the perfect amount of cleavage. For footwear, you can’t beat gladiator sandals. Naturally the entire outfit was purchased from Everest.com back when I was still living in the city. Drying my hair in the mirror, I then part it on the side over my left eye, just like Mom suggested.  
“Here’s hoping Tony likes the smart look,” I whisper. “Get it?”
“If you are referring to Tony Smart, bestselling Everest Cradle author,” Jacquie says, “he has dated women in the past who have worn their hair straight and parted on the side. The many photos in his Facebook account prove it. I hope this answers your question satisfactorily, Tanya.”
Unbelievable . . . 
“Yes, thanks, Jacquie.” Then, my curious mind spinning. “Jacquie, without my having to look at it, what’s Tony’s Facebook relationship status?”
Jacquie takes a silent moment to retrieve the information. 
Then, “It says, ‘In a relationship.’ I hope I’ve given you a satisfactory answer.” 
My stomach drops to somewhere around my ankles. I also feel the pangs of real anger poking at my stomach lining. If the asshole is in a relationship, then why is he so desperate to see me? Or wait just a minute. Maybe he’s not all that desperate to see me. Maybe he truly just wants to get together to catch up and reminisce about old times. I guess I should go over his Everest Facebook page again on my own. But I absolutely hate Facebook now that it’s turned into a surrogate advertising platform for the Everest Corp. 
My phone chimes and vibrates. Taking hold of it, I glance at the screen. It’s a new text from Tony. I open it. 
Just arrived, he texts. 
Glance at my watch. Holy crap, it’s three minutes till ten already. I forgot how punctual Tony Smart is, and how pathologically late I always am. 
On the way, I text back. Running ten min late.
Then I add a frown faced emoji to it.
“Crap, crap, crap,” I whisper.  
Tony responds. No worries. I brought my laptop. I can write while I wait.

Cool, the daily word count . . . something to keep him occupied . . . 
Pulling off my towel, I slip into my new underwear. The bra feels great and I must admit, it does wonders for my boobs. The thong is a little snug and it feels like there’s something caught inside my ass, precisely because there is. So, why am I going through all this if Tony is in a relationship? What the hell, I promised to meet him for coffee and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.  
Throwing on my dress, I then slip some silver bracelets on my left wrist and a matching bird pendant over my neck. A small splash of Chanel No. 5 and I’m ready to go. Racing down the stairs, Mom is already waiting for me with the keys to her three-year-old black Volkswagen convertible in her hand.
“Don’t speed and please make sure to take care of my car,” she says. “It’s all paid for, finally, now that I joined Everest Primary.”
I grab the keys with one hand, open the front door with the other. 
“Don’t be late,” Dad says, from the kitchen, a fresh cup of coffee in his hand. He adds a “Ha ha” after he says it.   
“Actually, darling,” Mom says, “you have the car all day and all night if you wish.”
I can’t help but laugh. 
“Jesus, Dad,” I say, “was Mom this pushy with you when you were young?”
He smiles. “You have no idea,” he says. “She had her diamond picked out after the first date.”
“Second date,” she says. “And hey, life is short. Why waste precious time?”
“Well I’m not married,” I say, just to be difficult. “And I like not being married.” 
Closing the door behind me, I head down the steps to the street and Mom’s parked car. 

Even though I’m desperately late, I steal two more minutes to put the top down on the Volkswagen. It’s a beautiful day, and so what if Tony has to wait a little longer. He’s in a relationship. What difference does it make if I’m not quite on time? Pulling away from the curb, it suddenly dawns on me that I haven’t driven a car in a while. I’ve only been home for a couple of days and thus far, I haven’t had a reason to take the car out. In New York City, you just don’t drive. Not with tens of millions of people vying for every square inch of space on both the sidewalk and the road. 
The morning sun feels good on my face while the cool breeze whips through my hair. The air smells sweet. The smell is not success necessarily, but it is freedom. Maybe I’m still experiencing the high from having run three miles, but I haven’t felt this good in a long time. 
“Thanks, Everest dot com!” I say aloud, as if it helps me to believe it. 
Tony and I haven’t been in a relationship in over twenty years. One entire generation has been born and raised since then. No reason why I can’t be a mature adult, enjoy a coffee with him, a couple of laughs and then politely and confidently be on my way. All it will take is a little strength on my part to pull it off. Like I said, I still love Tony, even if I have gotten over him. Or mostly gotten over him, anyway. After we broke up, we went on to live very separate lives in the same industry. But separate all the same. 
I went on to writing school, as did Tony, and became a writer myself, and then a powerhouse editor. Tony, in turn, become a New York Times bestselling author, never mind my rejections. He was also famous for something else. He was one of the first authors to refuse a major contract from a major New York City publishing house in order to publish with Everest’s Cradle Direct Publishing Program. 
That one very radical move shook the very core of the New York City publishing establishment, and to this day, I recall thinking that the days of the New York City publishers being king of the hill were most definitely over. Leave it up to the maverick, Tony Smart, to make it happen. I remember reading news of Tony’s decision in Publishers Weekly and smiled wryly to myself. I couldn’t help but wonder if Tony knew how much his decision would burn me up personally. 
In all my years (decades) as an editor, I never did run into him at a writer’s conference, or a reading, or an event. That’s probably because I always avoided him like the plague. If I knew we were both attending a festival, like ThrillerFest for instance, I would make sure I stayed away from the hotel bar and for God’s sakes, I would stay away from his panel discussions while he would avoid mine. Far as I know, we never once so much as passed by one another in the corridor or while trying to catch an elevator. Later on, when he stopped working with the publishers altogether, avoiding him was easy since he rarely attended the conferences anymore. Instead, he was home in Albany, writing his books exclusively for Everest.com and making a killing at it.
 
I pull into the new Everest strip mall that houses the coffee shop. Oh Christ, there’s Tony seated at a table outside. Suddenly, Miss Free, Confident, and Strong feels a brick lodge in her stomach. Sweat breaks out on my forehead, and my palms go cold and sweaty. I think I’m gonna throw up. Throw up and faint. Could I be any more of a mess?
“Get your shit together, girl,” I whisper to myself. “It’s only Tony. You went to high school with Tony. You didn’t marry him and/or have his child. You can handle this. What the hell is this, a scene out of that old movie, Bridgette Jones’s Diary?”
Parking the car, I get out. I steal a breath so deep I grow dizzy.
Dear God do not allow me to pass out in the parking lot . . . 
 I take a step forward . . . and another, and begin my very short, but what feels like a forever journey, toward my first love, Tony Smart. 

I enter the outdoor terrace at an Everest Starbucks that’s furnished with metal tables and chairs. Tony spots me and waves. The wave feels like a punch to the gut. He’s smiling, and even from a distance of twenty feet, I can see that he’s just as handsome and put together as ever. 
Fuck me . . . 
Planting the sweetest smile on my face I can possibly muster, I make my way to the table, hoping to God he can’t tell that I’m trembling. Like a gentleman, he stands. Not only does he stand, he comes around the little table, gives me a hug and a quick peck on the cheek. Damnit if he doesn’t feel good and smell good. Now, I’m not only trembling, I feel like my skin is about to melt off my bones. 
We both sit down. 
“You’re blushing, Tanya Not So Smart,” he says. 
“Go right for the jugular, why don’t you?” I say. “I haven’t spoken to you in more than twenty years, and you start right in.”
He laughs. “You know me.”
“I do?” 
Set before him is his laptop. Set beside that is his smartphone. Set beside that is a cup of coffee. He’s got his whole mobile desk set up. This morning he’s wearing a denim button-down that’s unbuttoned enough to show off a little chest hair and pecs that still don’t fail to impress. Obviously, he’s been hitting the gym per usual. His hair is admittedly receding, and it’s cut fairly short, but it somehow makes him look more distinguished and mature. He’s wears black, rectangular rimmed eyeglasses now. They only add to the air of maturity that seems to surround him. He hasn’t shaved in a few days. Maybe a full week, and the scruff is sexy as hell. 
Ok, Everest.com and Jacquie, thanks for the new underwear delivery, because I’d like to ravage Tony right on the spot . . . How’s that for jumping right back in?
 He stands, comes around the table. 
“Let me guess,” he says. “Black, just a splash of milk.”
“No milk,” I say. “I like mine black and don’t say it, Tony Smart ass.”
Another laugh. He is truly happy to see me. Or so it seems. 
“Be right back,” he says. “And no peeking at what I’m writing. Not that you care, Ms. Acquisitions Editor.”
“Former Ms. Acquisitions Editor.”  
He heads into the coffee shop and leaves me alone for a much-deserved breath of fresh air and the chance to compose myself. What the hell is it about true love that it refuses to go away? I’ve had plenty of boyfriends over the years. A couple were married at the time. Some were poor, some were rich, some were younger and a lot of them older. I even saw a girl for a while during my senior year in college. Nothing serious, but curiosity got the best of me, and it was some of the most fun I’d ever had in bed with another person. Okay, the wine, the pot, and the ecstasy helped. 
In all of these cases, I might have been merely in like with that person. In other cases, I might have been in love. But in none-of-the-above did I actually come to truly love that person. I merely fell in love. There’s a distinct difference. When you’re in love, it wears off, sometimes quickly, sometimes not so quickly. But in the end, it goes away and you’re no longer interested. 
But when you love somebody, the way I loved Tony—and still do—it never goes away. You can fight it, you can ignore it, you can pretend it doesn’t exist. Most of all, you can separate yourself from the source of that love by eradicating him or her from your life entirely. But then, all it takes is the mere mention of his name, or a quick glance at his photo on the internet, or like now, seeing him right up close and personal, and you’re right back in the shit. You’re no further away from the love than you were the day he walked out on you. That kind of love is an affliction, not a blessing. It is the worst luck any human being can have. 
I am a forty-something grown woman, and I have loved only once in my life. He is presently buying me a coffee and delivering it to the first table we have shared in more than twenty years. So, why do I feel like crying? If I need to explain it all again, you haven’t been paying attention. 
I need something to distract me from all the emotions that are swimming through my veins, or I’ll just lose it and fall apart before my coffee even arrives. Tony’s laptop. Glancing over both shoulders, I spin it around just enough to get a look at what he’s writing.
I discovered the decapitated head under the floorboards of a newly installed, twenty-first century, modern appliance-equipped, eat-in kitchen. The floorboards—and they are expensive floorboards—belong to a vinyl-sided raised ranch nestled within a brand spanking new housing development that was once the home to a postcard perfect Christmas tree farm. The head belongs to a woman. A woman of maybe forty. Blonde hair (natural, as far as I can tell), blue eyes that gaze up at us, her pretty mouth slightly ajar, her pink tongue sticking out slightly from between two thick, if not sultry lips. 
Quickly turning the laptop back around, I consciously try to place it in the exact position it was in before Tony left to buy me a coffee. A decapitated head discovered under the floorboards of a kitchen, uncovered by his most famous private investigator, Dick Moonlight. 
I recall ten years ago when Tony sent me the first manuscript in the mystery series, and I rejected it outright without even reading it. It was eventually picked up by a major house in a mid-six-figures deal. It was the talk of the town, and I was called into the corporate office and asked why on earth I allowed such a talent to, and I quote, “slip through my fingers,” end quote. I guess I could have told the panel of four women and two young men the truth. That I had lost my virginity to said talent. But instead, I lied and told them the story didn’t speak to me. So there, bitches! Months later, I moved on to another house anyway, so no skin off my little behind. 
But Tony went on to publish more and more Moonlight novels (plus a bunch of psychological suspense stand-alones) until he shocked the entire publishing community by refusing a mega deal to strike out on his own, independent, Everest.com publishing crusade. 
“So, what did you think?” Tony asks. 
His sudden reappearance nearly scares the thong off of me. 
“Whatever are you talking about, Tony?” I say in a faux British accent. Something we used to do as kids. 
He sets my coffee in front of me and sits back down in front of his laptop. 
“Because you don’t tell a writer-slash-editor of your caliber to not look at a piece of writing and expect her to obey orders.” 
I gaze into his big brown puppy dog eyes. 
“Snagged,” I say. “So, you’re still writing about Detective Moonlight.”
He cocks his head over his shoulder, purses his lips. 
“Gotta give the people what they want, Tan.”
“Now, isn’t that pretty much the Everest Corp.’s mantra?”
He laughs. I sip some of the still too hot coffee. 
“I guess you’re right,” he nods. “I’m officially part of the machine. The more content I write, the more my fans gobble it up. You gotta feed the beast, or else. When I first started in the publishing business, I wrote one book per year because that’s all the publishers could handle. Now, I find myself writing one book per month. It’s totally crazy.”
“Feed the beast, or else, Tony,” I repeat for emphasis (it’s the editor in me). 
“The money is good,” he says, while gently closing the lid on his laptop. “Or the Everest credits I should say.”
“And you’ve become an Everest Primary member?”
“Like I said,” he says. “I’m a writer. Royalties are steady, but up and sometimes way too down at the same time. Primary Membership means I have a steady, guaranteed, stress free income.”
He smiles like he’s super proud of himself and super stoked he can write what he wants, when he wants, and not have to worry about if it sells or not. 
“Seems tailor made for people like us,” I say.
I attempt to smile, but for some reason I find it difficult. 
“And you, Tan?” 
“Last night,” I admit. “I’m now debt free and no longer have to worry about finding an editing job that doesn’t exist at a publishing house that also no longer exists in an industry that no longer exists.”
I sip some more coffee. It’s cooler now and the caffeine is already packing a punch. Across the street from the strip mall is a huge plant that once housed the Albany Times Union Newspaper. It had a run of something like 150 years before it was finally put out of its misery by Everest.com’s Cradle News Service, and after the corporation bought out every major print news producer in the business, including Hearst Media. To add insult to injury, the former newspaper plant has now been transformed into an Everest Fulfillment Center. 
“Now you can be that great writer you always wanted to be, Tan,” he says. “You’ve got talent. I’ve seen it.”
I nod, bite down on my bottom lip. 
“I just might do that, Tony. Finally get down to writing my novel. I think I’ll make it a rom com and call it, In a Relationship.”
Silence. He scrunches his brow, shoots me a perplexed look.
“I don’t get it,” he says guiltily. Or maybe what I perceive as guiltily. 
I can’t help but smile. “Isn’t that what your status is these days? In a relationship?”
“Oh that,” he says. “You got me. Facebook, right?”
“Yup,” I say. 
“I divorced a couple of years ago,” he says. “My wife, Lori, and I still get along fine, and we have a daughter together. She’s ten. They live in Boston with my ex’s new husband. I see Claudia on holidays and the occasional weekend, much to her dismay, because she’s not very thrilled with me, seeing as I spend all my emotional time on my writing.” He makes air quotes when says ‘my writing.’ “Lori’s husband, Bruce, is a wealthy Everest corporate lawyer and a total . . . fucking . . . dick, if you don’t mind my saying so.” He smiles broadly. “All is well with their world.”
“And you’ve since found someone else,” I push. 
He shakes his head. 
“I’ve had the occasional girlfriend and fling since then.” Shaking his head. “But nothing that qualifies as a relationship, I’m afraid.” Then, wide eyed. “Wait, why should I say I’m afraid? Actually, I’ve enjoyed not being in a relationship. There’s something to be said about getting out of bed on any given morning, and not getting a dirty look or the cold shoulder from the wife because maybe she had a bad dream about you during the night.”
Now I’m shaking my head. 
“I don’t get it,” I say. “Then why state your status as hooked up?”
“Maybe I’m not ready for a relationship right now. Or put another way, maybe I haven’t been ready for the past couple years, but now I am. You could say I’m as fresh and virginal as the season’s first snowfall.”
Suddenly, what seemed an impossible dream just moments ago, now looks entirely promising. 
Easy, Tanya, don’t go getting your hopes up. Have a nice chat with the old squeeze and leave it that . . . 
“The season’s first snow fall, Tony. Wow, this is a rom com.”
Stealing a quick look around the parking lot, I gaze at the people coming and going from the many stores, especially the Everest brick and mortar bookstore. When I was a kid, the bookstore was an independently run shop called The Book Nook. Not anymore. 
“But what about you, Tan?” he asks. “Why haven’t you gotten married and had six kids by now?”
I shrug my shoulders, gaze back out into the busy parking lot like it helps me to think.
“I guess I never had time,” I say. “Plus, no one interested me that much, I guess.”
Tony grins. 
“Once you’ve had the best . . .”
“Oh my God, you are still such a narcissist,” I say. “No wonder your wife and kid left you.”
“That’s not nice,” he says, pretending to be hurt. “And by the way, while we’re on the subject of rejection . . . thanks for all those form rejections throughout the years.”
I cross my arms over my chest. 
“Had to bring it up, didn’t ya?”
He drinks more coffee, then sits back in his chair, crosses his arms over his chest. 
“Bet you didn’t even read the manuscripts,” he says. “Maybe you thought you might show up in one or two of them.”
“Crossed my mind, I must admit,” I say. “But full disclosure, ex-lover and bestseller, did you really expect me to take on one of your books when my heart was still broken in all the wrong places?”
Nodding slowly. 
“I get it,” he says. “But I think deep down, I’d always hoped we could at least work together.”
I drink more coffee, set the cup back down. 
“Well, now it doesn’t matter anymore,” I say. “The days of big publishing are caput.”
“And here we sit, Tanya,” he says. 
Reaching out over the table, he takes hold of my hand, squeezes it. 
“I’ve really missed you,” he says, his eyes gazing intently into my eyes. “I mean that with all my heart.”
Talk about getting hit with a bombshell. I feel my hand in his, and the last thing I want to do is remove it. If it were to remain glued to his hand forever, that would be fine by me. But what am I supposed to do? Just melt back into him like twenty some odd years haven’t gone by? My eyes fill up. Damn, if I’m not already embarrassed, now I’m really feeling mortified. Making matters worse, the hand he’s holding is shaking. Now’s the time to take the hand back, which I do. 
“Sorry, Tanya,” he says. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
Wiping both eyes with the back of my hand. 
“I really wanted to make it look like I no longer cared, Tony,” I say, after a beat. “Like twenty years has enabled me to build a solid concrete wall between us. But for some reason, I think all twenty-plus years has managed to do is make me miss you all the more.”
He exhales. “Would it help if I said the same thing, Tan? That I’ve spent a lot of that time missing you, too?”
“You got married for God’s sakes.”
“I got married. I thought I could move on. Turns out, I couldn’t.”
We just sit there, staring not at one another’s faces, but into each other. 
“So, what now?” I ask. “We just pick up where we left off as kids?”
He runs his hand over his short hair, like it somehow helps him come up with the perfect response. 
“That’s not quite realistic, I guess,” he says. “People change and we really don’t know one another anymore.”
“Yeah,” I say, “for all you know, I’ve had a sex change. That would be a surprise, now wouldn’t it?”
“Tanya with a big Johnson,” he says. “Now, there’s some instant shrinkage for you.”
We both laugh out loud, and it helps to relieve the tension. I drink some more coffee. It’s getting cold now. I see him then, out of the corner of my eye. A tall, solid man dressed in black pants and a black t-shirt. He’s got dark aviator sunglasses masking his eyes. I’m pretty sure he’s the same man who caught up with me while I was jogging in the State campus. My stomach tightens and my pulse noticeably picks up. 
“Earth to Tanya,” Tony says. “You look like you just saw your own ghost.”
The man in black is standing in the lot, his gaze locked on me. It’s giving me a real case of the chills. What’s his name again? Matt with two Ts?
“Don’t look now, Tony,” I say, “but there’s a man staring at me.”
“Can’t say I blame him. You’re looking mighty hot these days, Tan.”
Shaking my head. “No, I don’t mean he’s staring at me like that. He’s someone I’ve met already.”
“How?”
“I met him when I was jogging this morning. He seemed to be waiting for me. He started asking me all sorts of questions. If I jogged the same route every day, stuff like that.”
“Ok, you’re creeping me out. You want I should have a little talk with him?” He starts getting up and out of his chair. 
“No, no,” I say. “I don’t think that’s necessary, Tony. He works for the Everest Corp.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“But I get the feeling he’s like a corporate guy, like your ex’s new husband. He works in the New York State Everest Corp. headquarters.”
As I say this, the man in black starts across the road toward the coffee shop.
“His name is Matt, with two Ts,” I say, “and here he fucking comes now.”

He stands against the decorative metal fencing that separates the exterior terrace with the road and the parking lot beyond it. Removing his sunglasses, he smiles, but it’s not like a real smile. How, as a writer, should I describe it? More like the kind of smile a fake Chuckie ventriloquist’s doll might make. It’s an evil smile. Or perhaps that’s just the defensive me being on guard. 
“So, what are the chances of my running into you twice on the same Sunday?” he says. Then, gazing at Tony. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything, buddy.”
I make a point of not saying hello to him. Instead, I politely offer, “Tony this is Matt. Matt meet Tony Smart.”
Matt holds his hand out like, Put ‘er there. 
“Pleased to meet you, Tony Smart,” he says. “You look somewhat familiar to me.”
“Tony is a number one, bestselling Cradle author,” I point out. “Before that, he was a New York Times and a USA Today bestseller. Before Everest procured the papers.” 
Matt pretends to be impressed.
“I’m never short of amazed at the success, freedom, and control our authors have enjoyed in the CDP program,” he says. “So, that must be where I know you from.”
“Matt is an Everest executive,” I explain to Tony, even though I’ve already volunteered this information in private. 
“Guess that makes you my boss, sort of,” Tony says. 
Matt issues a fake laugh to go with the fake smile. 
“Not at all, friend,” he says. “The point is that you are your own boss, Tony. We’re just here to help you succeed at creating a passive income empire while offering a more than satisfactory, worry-free, consumer-centric online shopping experience for our customers. And if you, like Tanya here, has joined the Everest Primary Program, then your Everest credit income potential can know no bounds. Just make sure to shop for goods and services only with Everest and you can enjoy a carefree lifestyle humankind has never before experienced. Consider it nirvana on earth.”
Is this guy for real? I stare into his beady gray eyes, his black stubble-covered long face, his receding closely cropped hair, and I want to punch his lights out. It’s not that there’s something about him I just don’t like. It’s more like I just don’t trust him. He’s like a man who will be nice to you one minute, then wait in the shadows for you the next and physically go berserk on you when you least expect it. A real pathological case. Of course, I could be wrong. But Albany isn’t all that small, so why does he give me the feeling he’s following me?
“Well, it was nice seeing you again, Tanya,” he says. “Maybe I’ll see you hitting the bricks tomorrow. I’m gonna head over to the bookstore and see if I can’t find a couple of your books, Tony Smart.”
“Gee, thanks,” Tony says. 
“Don’t mention it,” he says. 
Turning, he gives me another quick look over his shoulder that makes my stomach queasy. It’s a look that says, I’m watching you.

“Jesus,” Tony says. “What the hell was that all about?”
“You mind if we get out of here?” I say.
“Not at all,” he says. “Why don’t we head to my apartment? I can fix us some lunch and we can talk more there.”
For long beat, we stare into one another’s eyes. The two of us alone in his apartment. Now, that can’t lead anywhere, can it? 
I clear the major frog from my throat. 
“Sounds like a good idea to me,” I say. 
Following Tony out to the parking lot, I suddenly realize I might need Mom’s car all day and all night after all. 
 




 
I follow Tony out of the Pine Hills district all the way to North Albany to an old brick apartment complex that looks more like the dorms at Harvard or Brown University. My grandmother kept a semi-studio apartment here before she died. By semi-studio, I mean, she had a bedroom, a living room, and a small galley kitchen. The old brick buildings surround a large quad with an immaculate lawn, or green, accented with old oak trees. My mother used to drop me off here for the day, and I’d play on the lawn while Gram would make us a picnic lunch of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches which we munched on while sitting on an old cotton blanket. Simple times, long before Everest took everything over.
Tony parks in the small lot in front of building number eight. I pull up beside him in an empty space. We both get out. 
“I haven’t been here in years,” I say, gazing upon the four-story old brick structure, some of which is covered in ivy. 
“Remember when your grandmother lived here in building one?” he asks. “She was a hoot.”
Back in the day, Tony and I loved to visit gram when we were dating. She loved beer, and she would allow us to have a couple during our visit. If only my parents knew. 
“Brings back a lot of memories, Tony,” I say. 
“Yeah,” he says, while grabbing his laptop shoulder bag. “It’s memory lane day.” 
He heads for the door on the left, and I follow with my own leather bag clung over my shoulder. He uses his key to let us in, and he heads down one flight of stairs to a terrace level apartment. Opening the door, I’m pleasantly surprised to find that it’s the exact layout of Gram’s. Makes me feel at home and at peace. 
“Just like your old Gram’s place, right?” Tony says. “Mi casa, su casa.”
He heads into his bedroom where he’s no doubt depositing his laptop. I head into the living room and laugh out loud at the set up. Typical Tony Smart. Sure, there’s a couch and TV mounted to the opposite wall, but the rest of the space is filled with gym equipment. A weight bench takes up the majority of the space. It’s set on top of rubber mat flooring. A rack of free weights has been placed under the TV, and another tree of iron plates is positioned opposite the weight bench. A chin-up bar has been installed in the opening between the living room and the galley kitchen, and the couch, instead of being a place to sit and relax, has become a storage space for all varieties of chains, leather belts, rubber resistance bands, wrist and knee wraps, and other torture devices. 
“Tony,” I say, as he comes back in, “are you sure you’re not hosting BDSM parties in this apartment?”
“BDSM is so twenty-teens, Tan,” he says. “Get with the program. This is the late twenties. I can date a robot that’s hotter than you if I want. She also cleans the place, doesn’t drink my beer, and never a complaint about my sexual performance.” 
“Oh my God,” I say, “you’ve got one in the closet, don’t you?”
“You never know,” he says with a grin and a wink. 
He takes my hand for the second time, and for the second time, I feel dizzy. 
“You wanna meet her?” he says with a wink. “Her name is Rosie.”
“Ha, Rosie the robot maid from the Jetsons. Perfect.”
He holds up his right hand. 
“I was talking about Rosie Palm,” he says. 
We enjoy a good laugh together, until the laughter suddenly subsides, and we once more find our eyes locked together. He slowly gravitates toward me and me to him. Our lips embrace. For the first time in decades, I find myself passionately kissing the one man I have ever truly loved with all my heart. The one man I will love forever. His lips feel soft, and our tongues play. If only I could somehow physically get inside Tony and curl up beside his heart, then everything would be perfect with the world. 
When we come up for air, he holds me close with a tight hug that makes me feel entirely secure . . . entirely wanted and loved. I am doing the same to him, but just feeling his still solid muscles wrapped around me gives me the sensation that this very moment in time is what I have been waiting for all my adult life.  
“I still love you, Tanya,” he whispers into my ear. 
It is a statement that is neither forced nor faked. I know it to be true. Not because I can hear it, but because I can feel it. God, how I’ve been longing for this day for a very long time, whether I’ve been conscious of it or not. We release our hold on one another, but somehow, we’re still holding on. Or perhaps that’s just what I want to believe. 
Silence surrounds us. But it’s not really silence. It’s the birds chirping outside the open windows and the cicadas humming. It’s an industrial sized pilotless lawnmower cutting the grass and two squirrels racing up one of the big oaks just outside the apartment. It’s the beating of our hearts and the breathing of our lungs and the blood racing through our veins. 
Do I risk being shattered again if I tell him I love him in return? 
You know the answer to that one, Tanya . . . 
I do my best to work up a smile and get my head in gear. 
“So what’s for lunch, Chef Boyardee?” I ask to change the subject.    
His brown eyes say he wants me to say I love him in return, but they also tell me he knows he’s not going to get it right now. Maybe not for a while. 
“Let me see what I can rustle up, Maw,” he says in his faux Texas Ranger drawl.  
He heads into the kitchen, opens the refrigerator. I stand in the opening between the living room and the galley kitchen, both my hands now grasping the pull-up bar. My eyes gravitate to a public school-produced photo of a pre-teen girl mounted to the side of the fridge with a magnet. She’s got Tony’s eyes, his pronounced cheek bones, the same thick dark hair he had as a teenager, and of course, his sweet smile. 
“That Claudia?” I say, already knowing the answer.
“My pride and joy,” he says. “Wish she was happier with me.” He says it with genuine sadness. 
“A child that adorable can’t hold out for long,” I say. “She’s a pre-teen. She’s going through some weird emotions right now. Her body is changing physically. Give her time, Tony. Don’t pressure her.”
He nods, bites down on his lip.
“That’s exactly what her mom says.”
For a time, everything goes still and heavy, until he resumes his search inside the refrigerator.  
“Pickings are slim, Tan,” he says. “That’s the problem when you live the bachelor lifestyle.”
About-facing, he opens up the cabinets above the sink. 
“Hmmm,” he says. “Looks like I gotta place an Everest Garden-Fresh Market order for some foodstuffs. In the meantime, we’ve got two choices. Tuna sandwiches or bacon, eggs, and toast.”
“How about Gus’s Hotdogs,” I say, enthusiastically. 
His eyes light up. 
“Oh my God,” he says. “They were our absolute favorites, Tan.”
“The place is still there, Tone?”
“Far as I know,” he says. “I know they are about to close now that everyone is becoming a Primary Member.” 
“It’s illegal for us to go there, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Tanya,” comes a voice from out of the blue. A voice I recognize as much as my own mother’s voice. Jacquie. “It is indeed illegal for an Everest Primary Member to visit Gus’s Hotdog Stand, or any other private business, service, and/or enterprise not currently associated with Everest dot com either as a direct seller, vender, fulfillment associate, or affiliate associate. I hope this satisfactorily answers your question.”
Tony gives me a look. 
“Well then,” he says, his eyes wide. “Bacon and egg sandwiches it is.” 

Twenty minutes later, we’re sitting outside on the lawn in the bright light of the mid-day, eating breakfast for lunch and washing it down with a bottle of red wine. Pinot Noir to be exact. A very good pinot I must say, from the same vineyard that Mom’s wine came from the night before. The bacon and egg sandwiches taste delicious, and the wine is giving me a nice, happy buzz. It’s the perfect way to spend a late summer Sunday afternoon. 
“Do you worry about Everest sometimes, Tony?” I ask after a while. 
“Whaddaya mean worry, Tan?” he asks. Like the Tony I knew from the past who could eat an entire double cheeseburger in about three bites, his egg sandwich is now history. 
“Rumors, I guess,” I say, still nibbling on the corner of my sandwich half. 
“Such as?”
I find myself gazing over both shoulders, as if Jacquie were standing on the lawn in range of our voices. 
“That anyone who goes against the Primary membership pays dearly,” I say, my voice hardly more than a whisper. 
He also looks one way, then the other. 
“Listen, Tan,” he says, his voice also low. “There’s better things to talk about.” He looks up at the sun while squinting his eyes. “I’d rather talk about us than discuss silly rumors.”
Why do I get the feeling he’s not only trying to change the subject, he’s trying to shut me up about it? He takes hold of my hand again, squeezes. I drink some wine and so does he. He then leans in for another kiss, and I swear my heart feels like it’s about to burst out of my chest. 
“Eat faster,” he says not without a laugh. 
That’s it then . . . You know what he wants, Tanya. So how are you going to play this one?  
“Maybe I’m just nervous about the whole thing, Tony,” I say. “Being dependent on Everest for my life. I guess I’m not feeling the whole stress-free nirvana thing yet. They’re literally taking over the world, every aspect of our lives. It’s a bit unnerving.”
I finish one half of my sandwich. It’s about all I can stomach right now while Tony starts running his finger up my bare leg. Not that I’m trying to stop him. I drink more wine and feel my insides convulse. I also feel something else responding. It’s between my legs, and it’s been a while since it’s awakened like this. That enough of a hint for you? 
I down my glass of wine, as does Tony. He grabs both glasses by the stems, along with the bottle and stands. Holding out his free hand for me, he helps me up off the blanket. Without his having to ask, I know precisely where he’s leading me. 
“What about the leftover food?” I ask.
“Our gift to the squirrels,” he says. “It’s the least we can do for our collapsing, overpopulated climate.”

We head into his bedroom. He sets the wine and glasses on the nightstand and then together, we fall onto his bed. It’s not like it happens in one of those romance novels where we slowly remove each piece and parcel of clothing. Instead it’s a race to see who can get naked first. Initially, we start undressing one another, but when that turns out to be an exercise in futility, we just remove our own clothing. I actually make an effort for him to see my new black underwear, but I’m not entirely sure he cares all that much. For Tony, it doesn’t seem to matter much what the present is wrapped with. He just wants to get at the present. 
Our mouths connect so hard we’re lucky we don’t break our front teeth. For certain, I feel like I’ve split my bottom lip, but there’s no blood. Tony runs his hands through my hair while I lie on my back and wrap my hands around his shapely ass. We’re both breathing so hard we can barely speak. But there ain’t a whole lot to talk about while he slides into me and fills me in every possible wonderful way. It’s been a while, and it hurts a little at first, but I don’t really care as he slowly moves his hips. 
“Don’t stop,” I tell him. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
His pace quickens with each stroke. Already, I can feel myself coming to that special place and judging by how excited he is, I know he’s there, too. His face tells the entire story. It’s tight and the artery in his neck is throbbing while a vein on his forehead is pulsing, his wide eyes never blinking but staring into my own. I don’t think it takes even a full minute before the two of us release. I can’t help but scream, until I bite his shoulder. Not hard enough to break the skin, but it’s hard enough to make him utter, “Ouch.”
We then break out in laughter and roll onto our backs.
“Was it good for you, too, Tony Smart?” I ask. 
“Never better, Tanya Even Smarter than Me,” he says, in between breaths. He laughs some more. “So much for foreplay.”
“We’re middle-aged,” I say. “Who’s got time for foreplay?” Then, “Jacquie, you don’t have to answer that.”
“Everest dot com offers an array of sexual enhancement products designed to arouse both sexes especially during foreplay. Does this answer your question satisfactorily?” 
Okay, now Tony is curled on his side. He’s laughing so hard he might pull a muscle. In terms of AI, Jacquie is as smart as they come, but boy oh boy can she interject some weird shit at the most awkward of times. Taking hold of Tony’s hand, I turn to him, kiss him gently on the mouth. 
“Yeah,” I say. “I still love you, too.”
 




 
We sit in bed under the white sheet, our backs pressed against the headboard, and drink our red wine until it’s gone. Then we start on another bottle. We laugh and we hold hands and then we make love two more times, not like we’re forty somethings but seventeen all over again. After a while, I tell Tony I gotta pee. Slipping out of bed, I’m so dizzy from the wine I need to press my hand against the wall or else risk falling on my face. Of course, that just makes us laugh all the more. 
I manage to pee without slipping off the toilet, and when I come back in, I throw myself on the bed. 
“I’m suddenly starving, Tony Smart,” I say. “I need something really good to eat.”
“You hardly ate your lunch,” he says. “I’m not surprised. And you know me, I’m always hungry, lady.”
“So, what shall we do about our hunger pains? You’re the date master.”
“Is that what I am?” he says. He drinks some more wine, sets the glass down on the bed table. “I am a drittle lunk.” 
I burst out laughing. 
“A drittle lunk? That makes two of us.” 
“We can use the self-drive mode in my Jeep,” he says. “That’s not a problem. So, where you wanna go? Everest Mickey Ds? Or maybe Indian takeout at the Garden-Fresh Market?”
“Screw that,” I say, sitting up and gathering up my clothing. “I have a much better idea.”
Across from the bed is Tony’s writing desk. It’s actually not a desk at all, but a rectangular kitchen table that’s covered in all sorts of manuscript pages, a wireless printer, and of course, his laptop. Mounted to the wall above the table is a corkboard that’s got mementoes pinned to it. There’s a black and white photo of Paris and the Eiffel Tower, another of Tony standing outside the Taj Mahal, and yet another of him standing in front of a white 4X4 truck in what appears to be the West African bush country. I’ve been following Tony’s adventures throughout the years and not only is he a prolific writer, he’s a prodigious traveler and adventurer. No wonder he had trouble settling down with a wife and daughter no matter how much he loves them. 
“Mind if I borrow a pen and paper?” I say.
“Knock yourself out,” he says. “Su casa . . . Or did I already say that?”
Stepping into my underwear, I find a pen on his desk and pull a blank sheet of paper from out of his copier. I write something simple onto the paper and hand it to him. His eyes go wide with surprise, but not in a bad way. 
“You really think we should?” he asks. “But it’s dangerous.”
Raising my thumb over my shoulder at the cork board and the many photos of his travels, I take a step toward him, position my mouth beside his ear. 
“Is Mr. Adventure really afraid of taking a little chance on a snack?” I whisper. “I mean, you’ll travel to the ends of the world in order to research a novel, but you can’t drive me a couple of miles to feast on one of the best munchie experiences of your life?”
He bites down on his bottom lip and nods. There’s an energy and life in his brown eyes that I haven’t noticed until now. 
“You know what,” he says, ripping the bedsheet off, and slipping on his eyeglasses. “You are absolutely right, Tanya. Where the hell are my cojones, these days?”
He slips out of bed and does this kind of confused three-sixty spinning on his heels thing, searching for his clothes. Of course, they are scattered all over the floor. He finds his boxers, tries to slip into them while standing, but he can barely get one leg in, much less the second one, without falling back on the bed. We’re both laughing so hard, Jacquie must think we’re out of our minds. 
“I gotta say, Tan,” Tony says, through a snort. “I haven’t had this much fun in a hell of a long time. Why the hell did we ever break up again?”
“You tell me,” I say, throwing my brown dress over my shoulders. “You ditched me, remember?” 
He squints his eyes, furrows his brow, like he’s opening up a slightly sticky memory drawer in his brain. 
“Oh yeah,” he says. “College. You were headed all the way out to California. I guess I must have not wanted to be in a long-distance relationship or something like that. My big ass mistake.” Then, smiling again. “The important thing is I have you back now, Tan.”
I can tell he really means it, and don’t I just love his ass for it. Jesus, what’s happening to me? I’m drunk. I’ve just had the best sex of my life, not once but three times (the only sex I’ve had in a couple years, I should point out), I no longer have to worry about money or a job, and for the first time in a very long, long time, I’m happy as hell. Could all this be really happening? Or am I somehow dreaming it? 
Maybe I should pinch myself. But then, if I do that, it’s possible I’ll wake up in my bed in my parent’s house, and Tony will not have come back into my life again. Better to stick to the dream, let it take me where it will. 
  Managing to get himself dressed without falling back on the bed again, Tony takes one last drink from his wine glass. 
“Ready?” he says. “Let’s grab something delicious.”
Spotting the note I wrote just a few minutes ago, I grab it up, fold it and quickly stuff it into the back pocket on Tony’s jeans while he’s walking away from me into the vestibule. That way no one can see. Especially Jacquie. Because the words I wrote on it are not necessarily ones she’s going to like. The words are, Gus’s Hotdog Shack. 

Tony has always been into his Jeeps, and if I recall from the various articles I’ve read about him over the years, he collects them. Old, vintage Jeeps mostly. But the one he’s presently got parked in the lot is a newer model. Relatively speaking, that is. Maybe a 2020 or 2021. We pile in, him behind the wheel and me in the shotgun seat along with my leather bag. The soft top is already off, so we are totally exposed to the beautiful late August summer day. 
Engaging a couple of buttons on the dash set beside the GPS screen, Tony then says, “Start up. Full automatic. GPS, please take us to Gus’s Hotdog Shack in Watervliet.”
“Gus’s Hotdog Shack,” repeats the GPS. “Your destination is two point three miles away and will take approximately eleven minutes to arrive taking into account congested traffic conditions on State Route Seven-Eighty-Seven. Or would you prefer an alternative route?”
“Please select the fastest route.”
“Fastest route selected.”
Crossing his thick arms over his black t-shirted chest, Tony exchanges his eyeglasses for a pair of Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses. They match mine perfectly. Only difference is, I assume his are prescription. With his jeans and cowboy boots on, I swear we’ve gone back in time to 2005 and we’re heading to Gus’s like we always did on weekends when we got the munchies. Maybe time has shifted somehow. 
The Jeep auto drive backs us out of the parking spot, then pulls forward and out of the lot. We follow a route out of the apartment complex and down a hill toward the highway which, it turns out, is congested with all sorts of cars driven by people coming back from summer vacation. The going is a little slow, but it feels great to have the sun shining on my face, the wind blowing in my hair, and Tony holding my hand tightly. I never thought this day would come. In fact, I put it out of my mind the best I could, thinking that this day was an absolute impossibility. 
“This is sooo illegal, Tan,” he says, after a time. “You know that don’t you? Jacquie said so herself just a few hours ago.”
“You mean illegal in terms of the Everest Corporation,” I say. “But they ain’t the boss of me.”
“You don’t think so, huh?”
In my mind, I see Jacquie. Or, what I imagine a physical Jacquie to actually look like. I see a woman of maybe my own age, on the shorter side, with shoulder length red hair, a round face, blue eyes, and big boobs. I’m not really sure why I’ve fabricated that image of Jacquie in my mind, but there you have it. Maybe it has something to do with my fifth-grade teacher whose name was Jacque but was pronounced like Jacquie. She was a short, fiery red head with brilliant blue eyes who demanded discipline, but who was also good natured at the same time. Unlike the Everest Jacquie however, my fifth grade Jacque had a nice laugh. 
“Hey, Tony Smart,” I say, “I’m pretty sure we’re out of Jacquie’s jurisdiction at this point. And as far as I can tell, we’re not being monitored by any kind of satellite.”
“Yeah, not yet anyway,” he says, his arms still crossed over his chest while the Jeep drives itself. “But trust me, lady, it’s coming. Sooner than you think.”
“Now, that is some scary shit when you think about. Worse than Orwell’s 1984, worse than anything Philip K. Dick predicted in his sci fi novels. It’s complete control, Tony, and that’s what’s got me worried.”
He turns to me, squeezes my hand even harder. 
“I’m too drunk to be worried right now,” he says. “Drunk on wine and drunk on Tanya Teal.”
I feel a wave of warmth run up and down my body, from my toes to the top of my head and back down again. 
“Me too, babe,” I say. “And I am bloody starving.”
“Let’s eat,” he says, as the Jeep pulls off the highway and onto a quiet road in the village of Watervliet that will lead us directly to Gus’s Hotdog Shack. 

It’s not hard to believe that Gus is still manning the hotdog shack. The original Gus, that is. Gus Truman. The shack is exactly the way I remember it. Just a tin roofed shack nestled between two abandoned multi-story commercial buildings in the mostly vacant village business district. Actually, the lot is so small it’s more like an alley than a piece of land. But you can smell the overwhelming meaty goodness coming from the place while riding in the Jeep. The fact that we don’t have a roof doesn’t hurt either, I guess. 
The first thing that strikes me is the absence of a long line of hungry people waiting to be fed. When Tony and I were kids, the line of famished souls would stretch halfway down the block, every day, all day. At night it got worse as people came for dinner. On weekend days and nights, fuhgeddaboudit. Gus would keep the joint open until one or two in the morning so inebriated young people afflicted with the munchies could feast on hotdogs with the works, or sausage and peppers, or bratwurst, or maybe kielbasa cooked in beer, or hamburgers and cheeseburgers, or even barbequed chicken, brisket, and ribs.  
“You have arrived at our destination,” the GPS system announces. “Would you like me to park for you?”
“Yes,” Tony says, authoritatively. “Against the curb if that’s possible and please watch the tires. They cost me a month’s royalties.”
“Does the GPS ever respond to orders that have nothing to do with driving and directions?” I ask, already knowing the answer. 
“No,” Tony says, finally unfolding his arms. “But it feels good to say it, anyway.”
The computer parks the Jeep perfectly, which isn’t much of a challenge considering the closest vehicle is maybe one-hundred feet away. We get out. Wrapping my bag strap around my shoulder, we head to the order window. A tall, solidly built man is cooking some sausage and peppers on one grille, while grilling foot long hot dogs on the other. At present, he’s got his back to us. He’s wearing white pants and a white t-shirt under a long, meat-stained apron, plus a white cap on his head that says Gus’s Hotdog Shack in thick red letters. The aroma is to die for. Whoever is on the fence about being a vegetarian should visit Gus’s. Never again will there be a question about becoming a full-fledged carnivore. 
“Hey, Gus,” Tony says. “Is that you?”
The man is startled. He turns slowly, as though we’ve come not to order food, but to rob the joint. A thin gray beard covers his long, coffee and milk-colored face and tired eyes peer at us from across the old wood floor. Finally, recognition kicks in, and he smiles. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” he says, setting down the long metal spatula and cleaning his hands with his apron. “If it ain’t Tony and Tanya. I thought you kids moved away long ago.”
“We did move away, for a while, Gus,” Tony says. 
“And we’re not kids anymore,” I say. “But thank you.”
Gus approaches the window, sets both his hands flat onto a sill that contains a napkin holder along with a ketchup and mustard dispensers. Although he’s smiling, I detect a sadness in him. No, that’s not right. More like a profound sadness. 
“Gus,” I say. “What’s happened? Where’s all the people?”
I might be a little drunk still, but he does something that takes me more than a little by surprise. He sticks his head out the order window, looks one way and then the other, as if he’s looking out for spies. Maybe he is. 
Pulling his head back inside, he says, “Not many people come to the window anymore,” he says. “Not since the Everest takeover.”
“Takeover,” I say, not without a confused grin. “What do you mean takeover, Gus?”
“You talking about the Primary Membership Program, Gus?” Tony adds. 
“If that’s what you call it,” he says. He hesitates. “Listen, I get caught taking real dollars, the Everest police are on me like flies on rotting meat. They don’t even want me serving people who attempt to pay with credits since I don’t want to have nothing to do with them. No association whatsoever. No vender account. No associate account.”
“You aren’t a part of the Everest system yet?” Tony asks. “How’s that working out for you?”
“Hey, Mr. Tony,” Gus says, “some of us proud independents. Some of us holding out for as long as we can. And when we can’t hold out no more, maybe we take to the hills, start over somewhere else. Somewhere free, you know what I mean?”
“So, you don’t have Jacquie hooked up inside the shop?”
“Run the place by generator now,” Gus says, not without a sly smile. “Off the grid.” 
A funny feeling fills my stomach. Suddenly, I’m not as hungry as I was before. I’m not nearly as drunk or nearly as happy either. 
“But Everest is the only show in town now, Gus,” I say, feeling stupid as soon as I say it. “There’s Drake, but that’s just a search engine.”
He nods, slowly, contemplatively. 
“That’s the problem, Miss Tanya. When something that big, that powerful, that controlling takes over, it can only mean one thing for people like you and me.”
“What’s that, Gus?” Tony says, his face having turned a distinct shade of pale.
“Slavery,” Gus says. “Take it from a man whose extended family has got an intimate history with slavery. We ain’t ever goin’ back there, you hear me, Mr. Tony? Never.”

Gus tells us to go around back. That’s where people usually pick up their food now after texting him their orders on a secure line. He tells us that no Primary Program members purchase his food anymore for fear of reprisal, and the few non-members who still buy from him have no choice but to pay with Everest credits, even though he doesn’t belong to the corporation. He still takes dollars, he insists with a sly smile. He’s one of the last private business’s left in the area to do so far as he knows, and that it’s a matter of principle for him. But he also says that once Everest gets crushed by what he calls, “The Resistance,” the dollar will once again “reign supreme,” and that’s a quote, which is why he claims to be hoarding as many of them as he can.   
I find myself shaking my head. 
“There’s an Everest resistance movement, Gus?” I ask, genuinely shocked to hear it.
Again, he looks over both shoulders. 
“And if I was you,” he says in place of answering my question, “I’d park your ride somewhere else. Somewhere away from prying eyes.”

Having grabbed my bag out of the Jeep, I head around back of the shack while Tony parks the Jeep further up the road in the residential section of the village. He takes a dark alley located behind a long row of commercial buildings and meets me in the back of Gus’s shack. The small space is surrounded by a privacy fence cobbled together with old wood slats and some rusted tin panels. Barbed concertina wire tops the fence as though Gus is worried about intruders. A couple picnic tables have been set up, but they remain vacant. 
“What the hell is going on, Tan?” Tony says, stuffing his hands in his jean’s pockets. “I get the feeling that Gus is truly afraid.”
“You think?” I say. “This is precisely what I’ve been talking about. Everest is not the friendly, worry-free, mega corp. they want us to believe. Something’s not right here. It’s almost like Gus feels he’s one step away from something terrible happening to him. You heard him. He said the word slavery. A dude like Gus—an African American dude—does not just toss that kind of language around, Tony.”
He nods, bites down on his bottom lip. 
“Would it be entirely insensitive of me to say I’m still starving?”
I can’t help but grin. Tony’s still feeling the effects of the wine. My guess is, otherwise, he wouldn’t allow himself to be here. While it pains me to admit this, he’s way too ingrained in the Everest system for him to risk messing things up with the corporate giant. Everest is not only his publisher, but they are his meal ticket and his life. He disrupts that situation in anyway, it spells disaster for him. 
“I’ve gone ahead and ordered for us,” I say, my grin now wiped from my face. “But I gotta tell you, Tony, I’m not the least bit comfortable. Let’s get the hell out of here ASAP.”
He gives me this squinty-eyed look like, I told you this wasn’t a good idea in the first place. And he’s absolutely right. But just because he’s right, doesn’t make the situation right. The United States of America used to be a free country. That was before the social networks and search engines stole our personal data . . . before Everest bought it all out, essentially crushing the social media behemoths, leaving only one search engine giant standing in its way of total internet dominance. But on a micro-level, this whole thing . . . this visit to Gus’s . . . was my idea. Mine and my empty stomach’s idea.  
“Let’s grab our food and run,” Tony says. “You’re right. This is no longer a healthy place. And I’m not just talking about clogging our arteries.”
Gus emerges from the shack’s back, screen door. He’s carrying a big paper grocery bag in his hand. He hands it to me. It’s filled with hot food. Tony pulls out his wallet and slides out his Everest credit card.
“’Fraid all I got is E-credits, Gus,” he says.
“Wait a minute,” I say. 
Like Gus before me, I find myself looking over both shoulders before reaching into my bag, pulling out a stack of tens and twenties. 
“Good ole U.S. currency,” I say. “What’s left of my once hefty bank account. I’m supposed to surrender these to an Everest kiosk at some point, I guess.” 
Tony’s expression is best described as shock and awe. 
“Where the hell did you get that, Tanya?” he says, his voice tense and suddenly quite sober. 
“I only became an Everest Primary member last night, Tony,” I say. “I haven’t had time yet to clean the coffers, as it were.”
Shaving off sixty dollars, I hand them to Gus. 
“This cover it, Gus?”
He nods. 
“More than enough,” he says. “Now skedaddle. You never know who’s watching you these days. Soon, Everest will have a Jacquie satellite that will monitor our every word and movement indoors and out. These are dangerous times, kids.”
I feel the urgency in his voice, and I hear his warning loud and crystal clear. One day, in the not so distant future, an operation like Gus’s Hotdog Shack will be considered an illegal operation even for those who don’t belong to the Primary Program. Who knows what kind of punishment will go with operating an enterprise independent of Everest, but I can bet it won’t be just a slap on the wrist. At least, if this were a novel, that’s how I’d write it. God help the poor little kid who starts a lemonade stand.  
Taking a step toward Gus, I give him a kiss on the cheek. 
“It was so good seeing you again, Gus,” I say. 
I swear, his eyes fill up. 
“You were always good kids,” he says. “Now go. Go.”
Turning, we leave Gus’s Hotdog Shack for what I fear will be the last time. We head into an alley that’s dark, cold, and foreboding. Why does it feel like the perfect metaphor for what might lie ahead?
 




 
We don’t chance bringing the food back to either Tony’s or my house. Not with Jacquie’s all omniscient presence inside both residences. That’s omniscient, as in God Himself. Instead, we drive to the old abandoned Port of Albany and pull up to one of the old concrete docks which allows us to gaze out onto an unobstructed view of the Hudson River. On the way, Tony stopped at a beverage store and picked up a six pack of Bud cans with his Everest credits. 
“You gotta drink a cold Bud with this stuff,” he insists, stealing a huge bite out of the first of two mustard and relish covered foot-long hotdogs, and following up with a deep drink of beer. “This brings back a ton of memories, Tan.”
I take a bite out of my sausage, onion, and pepper sandwich. It’s as good as I remember. My eyes focus on a flock of seagulls catching some wind drafts over the swift moving river. One of them suddenly nose dives into the water and comes shooting back out with a fish in its mouth. Survival of the fittest incarnate. 
“What do you think Gus meant by a resistance, Tony?” I pose after a time. 
He shrugs his shoulders. 
“Who knows,” he says. “Maybe it’s just the ramblings of a paranoid late middle-aged man who just can’t get himself to change with the times . . .”
“I’m sensing a but here.”
“Yes,” Tony says, taking hold of his second hotdog, “what on earth would a writer do without a but sentence?”
“So,” I go on, “what if Gus’s mentioning of a resistance isn’t exactly the ramblings of a crazy old dude? What if Everest is threatening him somehow? Threatening him directly?”
“Threatening him how, Tan? You’re beginning to sound like you’re plotting your new thriller.”
“Gus looked scared, Tony,” I say. “You can’t deny it. You could see it in his eyes.” 
In the distance, a tugboat is slowly making its way upstream. The seagulls continue to circle in the blue sky, hunting for fish. Tony finishes off his second hotdog, drinks more beer.
“Yeah,” he says, solemnly. “He did seem scared. I mean, we had to use the back door for God’s sakes. Why even be open for business if he fears for his . . . . . . safety.”
“There, see?” I say, nearly jumping down Tony’s throat. “You were gonna say life, weren’t you?”
“What are you talking about, Tan?”
“I’m an editor,” I say. “I can spot these things a mile away. You were originally gonna say, why even be open for business if he fears for his life. But the editor inside you made you change your adjective at the last millisecond.”
He cocks his head, drinks some beer, looks out onto the river. 
“I don’t know,” he says. “But I will admit there are times I think Everest is just a mega-corp. no different from our government. But I guess there are times I don’t think of them as the worry-free saviors they make themselves out to be. Times I believe their takeover is very dangerous. That if you don’t follow their program exactly as prescribed, it could lead to some pretty bad things.”
He looks away, like he’s being coy . . . like he knows precisely what those pretty bad things are, but he’s having trouble believing that they do indeed exist. My stomach sinks a little. 
“Not exactly a comforting thought, boyfriend,” I say. 
He squeezes my hand, smiles at me.
“That what I am now?” 
“Maybe,” I say. “I’ll have to think about it.”

For a time, we remain quiet, our eyes fixed on the river. I manage to eat half my sandwich until I’m so stuffed, I can’t manage another bite. My, how times have changed. When I was a teenager, I could eat two sausage sandwiches and have room for more. Or maybe it’s just the result of all this Everest talk. I’m not sure what prompts it, but suddenly I’m picturing Tony’s extended family. His parents and his little brother, Mike. Why hasn’t Tony mentioned them at all? 
Handing the second half of my sandwich to him before he asks for it, I say, “How’s your family, Tony? You haven’t spoken a word about them. How’s Mike? Did he ever become a stockbroker?” 
He hesitates for a long beat, as if he doesn’t want to talk about Mike. Then, before he can offer up some sort of satisfactory answer, a mechanical buzzing noise shatters the quiet. Something wizzes past, not far above our heads. 
“What the hell is that?” I ask, startled. 
Tony is already munching on what’s left of my sausage sandwich. 
“It’s a drone,” he says, his eyes going wide. “A newer model, if I’m not mistaken. What the hell is it doing here?” 
The drone looks like a flying X. It’s got cameras mounted to its bottom. Probably listening devices, too. Drones are all over the place now. The Everest police use them, especially in large gatherings to sniff out terrorist attacks. The media uses them in their filmed reports and commercials (the happy couple in the Everest Primary Program commercial was clearly filmed by a drone-mounted camera). Engineers use them for surveilling property and construction sites. And of course, the Everest Corporation uses them to deliver billions of packages to billions of satisfied customers.   
But this drone isn’t transporting anything, least of all, an Everest box. It cruises over our heads at a pretty decent rate of speed, until it comes to stop at the edge of the dock where it hovers in mid-air, maybe ten feet in front of us.
“That thing is definitely meant for us, Tony,” I say, my heart now jumping into my throat. “It’s taking our picture.” 
Tony carefully wraps up what’s left of the sandwich and sets it on the center console. 
“Start engine,” he orders the Jeep AI. 
The engine roars to life. The drone continues to bob in mid-air, its camera no doubt filming us. Tony seems sober enough now to switch over to manual mode. He throws the Jeep in reverse and backs away from the dock. Turning the vehicle around so that we face away from the dock and the drone, he punches the gas. We speed across the empty parking lot toward Broadway. 
But here’s the thing. The lot isn’t entirely empty. A black sedan is parked directly ahead of us. A man is standing outside of it. The closer we come to him, the more I can see that he’s holding a pair of binoculars in his hand. I can also make out his face.
Matt Tyrel.

“It’s Tyrel!” I bark while the wind whips my face.
“You mean that creep from Everest who spied on us earlier?” 
“That’s him,” I say. 
The Everest higher up is dressed all in black, just like he was when we saw him at the coffee shop. He’s not acknowledging us. He’s not waving. He’s not doing anything but staring us down, his eyes hidden behind his dark sunglasses. 
Tony races passed him. 
“That drone’s on our tail,” he says. 
I turn around in my seat, spot the drone flying directly behind us. Only about ten or fifteen feet separate us from the unmanned flying device. Facing the front again. 
“It’s the Everest Corporation, Tony,” I say, my stomach so nauseous with desperation I feel like I’m about to lose my lunch. “They after us. They’re going to terminate us.” 
Tony’s face goes so tight, I can make out his cheek bones. He makes a fist and punches the steering wheel. 
“I knew it!” he shouts. “I fucking knew it. We should have never gone to Gus’s.”
“Why would they care if we buy a stupid hotdog for Christ’s sakes? It’s not like we tried to assassinate the Everest CEO.”
“It’s not about the hotdogs, Tanya,” he says. “It’s what the hotdogs represent. We cheated the system. We signed a contract to purchase products only from Everest and we cheated.” 
“Wow, a couple of hotdogs. Big fucking cheat.”
“Doesn’t matter. The smallest infraction will get you terminated from Everest. Take it from one of their authors. They find my books being sold anywhere but on Everest, even if it’s not my fault, they can terminate my author platform just by pressing a single button. That’s how powerful they are.” He shakes his head. “You remember that story in the Bible where God tells Abraham to kill his only son with no reason given as to why? That’s Everest. If they tell you to kill your son or you’ll face termination, trust me, you’d better kill your son.”
My head is spinning. I don’t know if it’s because of all that wine, or because I’m being chased by a freaking flying robot, while listening to my old boyfriend compare the Everest Corp. to God, but I feel like my world is being turned upside down. And it is.   
“The rumors are true then,” I say. “Primary Termination is real. But I still can’t believe they’d go to this length over a stupid hotdog.”
Me, glancing again at the drone. Eyes back in front, I watch us come up on Broadway. Tony only toe taps the brakes before making a sharp right onto the main road. For a split second, I’m convinced we’re about to flip over. This is a Jeep after all, and from what some of my authors have told me, it doesn’t take all that much to make a 4x4 flip onto its side. 
“They’re going to this length over a stupid hotdog because Gus is a part of the Resistance,” he explains. “It’s got to be the only explanation. Either that or they had you pegged from the start as someone who would question the system . . . maybe fight the system. Resist it.”
His words hit me like a baseball bat to the head, because he’s right. Not only did we violate our Everest contract, but it’s entirely possible we conspired with a member of a resistance movement that I had no idea about until only an hour ago. Jesus, take it from an editor, you cannot make this crap up. 
Tony’s eyes going from the road to the rearview mirror and to the road again. 
“We’ve got to lose that damned drone, Tan,” he insists.
“We can’t just tell it to go away,” I say. 
Up ahead, a tractor trailer is going way too slow, like he’s stuck in first gear. 
“Gotta get around this guy,” Tony insists. 
Turning the wheel sharply to the left, he veers around the trailer and into oncoming traffic. 
“Are you crazy?” I shout. 
“Out of my mind!” he barks. “Look for the goddamned drone.”
Glancing into the side-view mirror, I don’t see anything but blue sky. But that doesn’t mean it’s not there. I turn around in my seat. Sure enough, there it is, coming around the tractor trailer. I once more face the front 
“Still there,” I shout. 
Then, spotting the car that’s coming directly for us. 
“Tony, look out!” 
He guns the Jeep. We head directly for the oncoming car, but at the very last second, before we collide front grill to front grill, he turns the wheel sharply to the right. We swerve directly in front of the tractor trailer. The driverless truck’s AI hits the horn, but Tony ignores it. He’s glancing into the rearview. 
“Shit,” he spits, once more punching the steering wheel. “That thing is wearing us like underwear.”
“Any more ideas, Tony Smart?” I beg. 
He nods slowly. 
“Yeah,” he says. “Hold on.”
Speeding along Broadway in the direction of North Albany, Tony turns off onto a narrow side road that once accessed a massive square-shaped, twenty-story refrigerated concrete building. Far as I recall, the structure has been abandoned since at least the early 1980s, before I was born. 
“What are you up to?” I ask, my right hand gripping the roll bar tightly.
“There’s tunnels under that building that access the old delivery bays.”
“How do you know that?” 
“I used to party down there when I was a kid.”
“Must have been before my time,” I point out. 
“Me and the fellas would ride our bikes down there and smoke pot. It was way before your time, Tan.”
“I never took you for a pot smoker,” I say. “You were always the athlete . . . the athlete writer guy.”  
He shoots me a glance and a quick grin. 
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” he says. 
Just ahead, a tunnel is blocked off by a series of boards painted red and yellow. A red STOP sign is nailed to the boards. 
“This is gonna hurt me a lot more than it’s gonna hurt my Jeep,” Tony goes on. “But hang on.”
He plows right through board barrier. We enter a narrow tunnel that would be blacker than even the darkest night if not for the Jeep’s LED headlamps. The air suddenly turns much cooler and the odor of rotting garbage and cat pee slams our senses. Ahead, a skinny gray-bearded man runs for cover. I can make out his screams over the roar of the Jeep engine. 
“Vagrants live down here now,” Tony informs. “Let’s pray they’re not so drunk I run any over.”
“Maybe if you slowed down,” I say. But that statement just might qualify as one of the stupidest things I’ve ever said. Then, “So, where do these tunnels come out?”
“In the north part of the city,” he says. “No way that drone followed us in here, so let’s hope whoever is controlling it has given up already.”
Tony makes a sharp right turn, enters another tunnel that has a gentle uphill grade to it. The further we maneuver it, the more I can make out a light at the end of the tunnel. 
“There’s our exit,” he says, confidently. “Get ready, Tan.”
Not bothering to slow down, he prepares to plow through the boards. I hold on for dear life as he smashes through the barrier, making splinters out of it. He cruises along a dirt road for maybe one-hundred yards until he pumps the brakes and hooks a skidding right turn back onto Broadway. His eyes gazing into the rearview, I see his expression go south. 
“You have got to be shitting me,” he says. “How the hell did that thing follow us through those tunnels?”
I turn and see the drone right back on our ass. 
“Only one way it’s following us that close,” Tony says, answering his own question. “It’s got to be tracking us.”
“You think they’ve locked onto our smartphone signals?” I ask. 
He shakes his head. 
“Smartphones are tough to track nowadays, even for Everest. I think somebody stuck a tracking device on the Jeep somewhere.”
In my head, I see the creepy face of Matt Tyrel. 
“Matt,” I say. 
“Yup,” he says. “I’ve got one last idea for getting rid of this drone. Only, you’re not going to like it.”
“Why wouldn’t I like it?” I say. 
Reaching across my lap, he opens the glove box, pulls out a gun. What looks to me like a Kimber .45 caliber, Model 1911. 
“Excellent choice in weaponry,” I say, even if I am a little shocked that Tony would be in the possession of a hand cannon.
He closes the box. “I got my license just a couple years prior to the handgun ban after the partial repeal of the Second Amendment.” 
“So, it’s legal?” I ask.
“Grandfathered in, thank God,” he says. 
“Would it surprise you to know I also have my license? Also grandfathered.”
He shoots me a quick glance. 
“Tanya Teal, shooting a gun?” he says. “I don’t believe it.”
“Live in New York City for a while and you’ll believe it. It’s not the New York of the twenty-tens, that much I can assure you.”
“Gospel,” he says. Then, “Take the wheel and bring your left foot around and press it on the gas.”
“Why don’t you let the AI drive?”
“Because it will go too slow and obey all the rules of the road. Humans are still better drivers. Especially when we’re being chased.” 
Taking hold of the wheel with my left hand, I raise my left foot, and bring it around the center column. I press my toes against Tony’s booted foot. He slips the foot out from under mine so that only my foot is pressing against the gas pedal. The Jeep bucks and slows up for a second, but I’m able to immediately build up speed. 
“You good?” he asks.
“I think so,” I say. 
Unbuckling his seatbelt, he turns completely around so that he’s kneeling on the bucket seat. I’m watching the road, but I’m also straining to watch Tony out the corner of my eye. He’s planting a bead on the drone with his gun. That’s what my thriller authors used to call it when their characters aimed their guns at someone or something—planting a bead. It wasn’t until I got my license and started attending the range on a regular basis that I understood what they meant. 
He fires. 
“Got it!” he shouts. Judging by the sound of his voice, it’s like he’s having fun. 
“Is it dead?”
“No such luck,” he says. “Still flying. Still on our tail.”
We enter a quiet North Albany neighborhood that doesn’t look all that different from Pine Hills with its many old Sears bungalow kits lining both sides of the road. Up ahead, a red traffic light. A mother and her two kids are crossing the road. She’s holding their hands. 
“Tony,” I say, “I’ve got to hit the brakes.” 
He fires again. I hit the brakes and he falls against the windshield, dropping the gun into my lap. 
“What the hell are you doing, Tan?” he barks. 
“Trying to avoid a triple homicide,” I say, glancing at the gun in my lap. 
The mother and two kids run for cover while I blow through the light. In the near distance, Broadway ends. I’ve either got to make a very hard right or an equally hard left or just stop altogether, which is not an option. Not with that thing still chasing us. 
“We’re running out of road, Tony,” I warn, while picking up the gun. “We gotta kill that thing now or we’re toast. You want me to give it a whirl?”
“Just give me one more shot,” he says. “This bitch is mine.” 
I hand him the gun, grip first. I can’t exactly see him, but I can tell he’s doing his best to make this shot count. He fires again. 
“Got it!” he screams. “Crash fucking landing!” 
I take my foot off the gas and allow Tony to take over the driving again. Turning, I spot the crashed remains of the drone now littering the street. Tony stores the pistol in the center console cup holder beside the sausage sandwich and slows the Jeep down enough to make a left-hand turn onto another neighborhood road. Pulling over to the curb, he throws the Jeep in park and gets out. He goes around to the back of the vehicle. In the side-view mirror, I can see him feeling under the Jeep’s rear end. It takes him maybe thirty seconds, but then I see him yank something out from under the vehicle’s rear bumper. 
“Sometimes, I hate it when I’m right,” he says, bringing the small digital device around to the passenger side seat. “That, my new girlfriend, is a professional grade tracking device.” He drops it to the pavement, stamps on it with his boot heel. “Or was a professional grade tracking device.” 
Picking up the now crushed device, he walks a little up the road until he finds a sewer grate. He drops the destroyed device into the sewer and returns to the Jeep, slipping back behind the wheel. 
“Next move, Tan,” he says, like a question while returning the pistol to the glovebox. 
“They’re watching us,” I say. “Or were watching us. My car . . . crap, my mother’s car . . . is still at your place.” 
“We can’t go back there, Tan. Not yet anyway. They attached the tracking device to my Jeep which means they attached one to your ride, too. That creep, Matt Tyrel, must have followed you to my place after tracking you down at the coffee shop this morning.” 
“Tell you what,” I say. “Why don’t we head back to my parent’s house? They are as Everest dot com law abiding as two people can get. They even kiss up to Jacquie. No way they’re on Everest police radar. We can hide out there until we figure out our next move.”
He nods. 
“But what about Jacquie?” he asks.  
“Maybe she won’t be the wiser if we simply act like nothing is wrong.”
“I guess it’s worth a shot,” he says. 
“Might be our only shot, Tony,” I say.  
“Pine Hills,” he says after a beat. “Do your folks still live in the same house?”
I can’t help but smile. 
“You don’t think Bradly Teal The Hardware Man would ever move, do you?”
“Answer enough,” Tony says, pulling away from the curb. 
 




 
As we’re driving back toward the heart of the city, I rerun the events of the day, try to make sense of them. Meeting Matt Tyrel this morning while jogging must not have been a coincidence. From the moment I signed on with the Everest Primary Program just last night, the corporate higher ups must have singled me out for something . . . red flagged me, so to speak. 
But for what, exactly? 
Do they consider me a risk? 
Why? 
Maybe they knew I was questioning the program prior to joining it. But who would have told them that? The only person I truly voiced my concerns with were my dad. I also voiced my concerns to Kate, but I never said anything that would make Everest overly suspicious of me. I’m an out of work editor. I’m not exactly a threat. Certainly, I’m not a part of the resistance movement Gus Truman was going on about. That is, a resistance movement against a giant corporation like Everest truly exists.  
None of this is making much sense to me. The only thing that does make sense is that Matt Tyrel was somehow assigned to me from the beginning. He followed me to the coffee shop and from there to Tony’s apartment where he placed some kind of high-tech tracking device on Tony’s Jeep. And like Tony said, no doubt there’s one on Mom’s car now, too. We made the mistake of getting drunk and going to Gus’s for some good eats, knowing the place was strictly out of bounds. But we did learn something very important while we were there. I’ll say it again. The Resistance. If what Gus says is true—that there are people hiding in the mountains bent on destroying the Everest Corporation . . . people off-grid . . . people who will never be slaves to Everest—then the world’s most massive corporation is about to face an armed uprising.   
So, where do we stand now that we’ve destroyed the drone that was tailing us? It can only mean one thing. We are wanted by the Everest Police. It means we’re criminals in the eyes of Everest Corporate law. But that’s ridiculous. I’ve never gotten so much as a parking ticket and now it feels like Tony and I are running for our very lives. There’s got to be some kind of logical explanation to all this, and some sort of logical way of setting things straight. Maybe in the end, what it will take is our heading over to the Everest New York State Headquarters, turning ourselves in (so to speak), and pleading our case. We’ll simply apologize for patronizing Gus’s Hotdog Shack and everything will be hunky dory again. Plus, Mom and Dad will accompany us and help set everything straight. Everest can even take the cost of the drone out of mine and Tony’s Everest credits if it means that much to them. 
Already, I’m beginning to feel more optimistic about our situation when Tony pulls onto Fairlawn Avenue and pulls up to number 20—my parents’ old yellow bungalow. 
“Wow, Tan,” he says, killing the Jeep engine. “Been a long, long time since I last pulled up to this curb.” He grins. “Times have changed, but I’ll be damned if this place doesn’t look exactly the same. And that makes me feel good.” 
We both get out, head up the concrete steps to the front porch. Pulling my keys from my bag, I unlock the wood door and open it. Tony steps inside and I follow, closing the door behind me. I immediately get the sensation the place is empty. 
“Mom?” I call out. “Dad? You guys home? I have a surprise for you.”
But no one answers. Taking a step or two inside, my insides turn cold and goosebumps cover my skin. Crossing over the living room, my eyes gravitate to the dining room table. Not only is there an open bottle of beer set before Dad’s breakfast plate, but his reading glasses have been left behind along with his Cradle device. The device is still on, as if my dad only got up to grab himself another beer. 
“Everything all right, Tan?” Tony says after a long beat. 
I shake my head. 
“Something’s most definitely not right,” I say, a little under my breath. “My dad would never leave his reading glasses behind, and he’s an absolute stickler for conserving the battery on his Cradle when he’s not using it.” 
My eyes shift to my mother’s end of the table. Her dirty breakfast plate is still sitting out. Something she would never allow if she was heading out for just a few minutes or a whole day. I take a few more steps toward her chair. It’s been knocked over. Heart jumps up into my throat. 
“Tony,” I say, slightly under my breath. “Go get your gun.” 
I picture my own gun locked away in my underwear drawer in my bedroom. I also recall that I am entirely out of ammo which renders the piece entirely useless since it’s a 9mm. Means I can’t borrow any ammo from Tony. 
He’s turning for the door when the alarm sounds. 

The alarm is a high-pitched, repeating siren that makes my eardrums feel like they’re bleeding. Where the hell it’s coming from, I have no idea. It must be a part of the Everest security system that was wired into the old home’s walls and ceiling some time ago. For sure I know it’s a part of the system when Jacquie begins to repeat the words “Primary Termination! Primary Termination! Primary Termination!” over and over again. 
“Jesus, Tony!” I shout. “They were waiting for us!”
“Let just get the hell out of here, Tanya!” 
“You don’t have to tell me twice.”
The sound of heavy mechanical locking devices pervades the air. I thrust myself at the front door, try to pull it open. But it won’t budge. 
“Jesus,” I say. “Everest is locking us in.” 
Tony picks up one of the chairs from the dinner table, carries it to the window. He makes like he’s about to toss it through the front plate glass. But a series of steel vertical bars drop down and close it off, trapping us inside like wild animals in a cage. I can’t believe my eyes. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I have got to be dreaming this nightmare up. 
“Holy shit,” Tony says, “we’re trapped, Tan.”
“Primary Termination!” Jacquie repeats. “Primary Termination!”
I want to shoot the AI bitch . . . 
The house siren is still blaring, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make out something happening outside the house. 
“Tony,” I say, “you hear that?”
We both stand very still. 
“More sirens,” he says. “But those are coming from police cruisers.” 
“I think I can hear a helicopter also, Tony. Maybe more than one helicopter.”
He raises his hands like he’s telling me he’s fresh out of ideas. 
“Tony Smart to Tanya Even Smarter!” he says, his face tighter than a tick. “What the hell do we do now?”
It hits me then that there might just be a way out of here. But it’s going to mean a little bit of climbing.
“Follow me,” I say to Tony, as I head for the staircase. 
“Where we going?” he asks. 
“I’d tell you, but Jacquie is listening.”
He follows anyway. 

Bounding the stairs, two at a time, I stop when I reach the second-floor hallway. Heading into my parents’ bedroom, I go into their closet and locate an old stick that’s got a hook attached to it. I carry the stick back out into the hallway and use the hook to latch onto a second hook attached to a rectangular ceiling panel. The panel belongs to a combination door/ladder that accesses the attic.  
“Brilliant,” Tony says not without a smile. 
Pulling down the spring-operated, retractable wood ladder, I climb up into the attic space. Tony follows close on my heels. When he gets to the top, I tell him to pull the ladder back up and seal the door. 
“Good idea, Tan,” he says. “Now what?”
The attic is hot in the summer and in the winter it’s cold as hell. Regardless of season or temperature, I used to play up here when I was a little girl. It was my hideout and my refuge—a place for a girl who knew from the time she started writing her first words that she wanted to be a writer someday or, at the very least, make my living creating books. That said, I didn’t come up here to play with Barbie dolls way back then. Instead, I came up here to create my first little books which usually consisted of crayon drawings on colored construction paper, maybe with a little caption or two written under the artwork. I must have created dozens of those little books that my mother has stored somewhere for safe keeping. 
Raising my hand, I point to a thin metal panel embedded in the roof. 
“You see that there, Tony?” I say. “My dad was always paranoid that if ever a fire started downstairs while we were sleeping, there’d be no way out. So, he built this removable panel into the roof as a last resort exit. All we have to do is find a way to open it.” 
“You got a ladder?” he asks while looking around. 
I search the place with my eyes. I spot something that might work. 
“How about a chair?” I say.
“Good enough,” he says. 
There’s a couple of extra dining room chairs stored in the far corner. I grab one for Tony and place it under the removable panel embedded in the gabled roof. 
“This shouldn’t be that much of a problem,” he says. “It’s held in place by four butterfly screws.” 
He attempts to loosen the first screw. 
“Jesus,” he says, “what the hell did your father tighten these with?” 
“It must be the heat up here,” I say, feeling my brow now beaded with sweat. “Everything expands.”
Outside the house, the sirens are getting louder. Big Sister Jacquie can also be heard repeating “Primary Termination” again and again and again. It’s entirely unnerving. The chop-chop-chop sound of helicopter rotors is getting louder. It becomes so loud, the entire house shakes. It suddenly feels like the helicopter is about to chop off the roof. 
“Christ, that’s way too close,” Tony barks. 
“We have to get out of here, Tony. How are those bolts coming?”
“I need help,” he insists, wiping his brow with his forearm. “Something to loosen them up. Something like a hammer or a wrench.” 
I search the space again. Making my way over to a pile of boxes, I search them ideally for a hammer. But nothing of the sort is to be found. It’s then that I hear the house’s front door open so fast it slams against the wall. Mouth goes dry, and my stomach cramps.   
Gazing over at Tony. 
“The police must have a way of overriding the locks,” I say. 
My heart is pounding in my chest and in my head. 
“Quick, Tan,” Tony begs. “Find me something to loosen these damned bolts.”
“I’m trying, I’m trying.” 
I see the typewriter sitting on the floor. It’s an old solid metal typewriter from the 1940s that belonged to my great grandfather back when he was in the army during the Second World War. I remember playing with it as a child. I have no idea if it will work, but it’s worth a shot. Picking up the heavy machine, I carry it across the floor and hand it to Tony. 
“What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” he asks. “Type my way out of this mess?”
Voices coming from downstairs in the living room and the kitchen. Loud, manly, angry voices. Everest military police voices.
“It’s made of metal,” I say, urgency in my voice. “It’s the best I can do.”
He gives the heavy metal machine a look, nods. Positioning the machine’s corner near the first bolt, he proceeds to slam away at it. Footsteps, heavy and lug-soled, on the staircase leading up to the bungalow’s second floor. 
“Hurry, Tony,” I say. “They’re coming up the stairs.”
“Going as fast as I can,” he stresses, his voice coming at me through grinding teeth. 
He’s using the typewriter like a hammer head, pounding the first bolt to loosen it up. 
“It’s working,” he says. Then, holding out the typewriter. “Grab this.”
I take hold of it while he uses his fingers to loosen the first bolt entirely. When it comes free, he tosses it to the floor. 
“Three to go,” he says. 
I hand him back the typewriter, and he goes to work on the second bolt. 
“Check the bedrooms and the bath!” a man barks from out in the hallway directly below us. “No way they escaped the house. Check the closets. And be careful. They are armed and dangerous.”
Armed and dangerous . . . How is that even possible? 
But then I recall the drone we blew out of the air and I realize, he’s right. We are armed and dangerous, even if our one single piece of useable weaponry is currently stored in the Jeep. 
“Bolt number two is a go,” Tony says. 
Again, he hands me the typewriter while he loosens the bolt with his index finger and thumb. When it’s free he tosses it to the floor, then takes the typewriter back. He starts pounding against bolt number three. 
“There’s no one up here, Captain Tyrel!” barks one of the Everest Police. “We’ve checked everywhere.”
Captain Tyrel . . . 
“Sounds like our man Matt is really a cop, Tony,” I whisper. “Military police.” 
“Why does that not surprise me?” he replies, voice straining while he works at loosening the third bolt. “Everest police and military personnel are one and the same.” 
“Captain,” the same policeman says, “what do you make of this stick?”
“Shit, Tony,” I say. “They must have found the stick that pulls down the attic door. You’ve gotta work faster.”
“Going as fast as I can, Tan,” he says. “Take this.” 
Handing me the typewriter. He uses his fingers to unscrew bolt number three. My ears prick up when I hear the hook on the stick being connected to the attic panel door. My entire bloodstream runs cold when I make out the sound of the attic overhead door being opened, and the spring-loaded ladder unfolding. 
“Tanya Teal and Anthony Smart,” barks the voice of Captain Matt Tyrel. “We know you’re up there. Drop your weapons and get down on your bellies. Do it now or we will fire on you!”
Handing Tony the typewriter back, he starts pounding on the fourth and final bolt. That’s when something horrible happens. The butterfly wing on the final bolt snaps off. 
“Shit!” Tony utters in a screaming whisper. “It’s busted.” 
Booted footsteps ascending the ladder. Panic sets in.    
“What do we do, Tony?”
He starts pulling on the now loose panel. He’s bending it back toward him. 
“Toss that typewriter down on them,” he says. “Bust their fucking heads. Do it now.”
Making my way quickly to the opening in the floor, I gaze down at a policeman climbing the wood fold-out ladder. He’s dressed in black and has an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder. I take aim and toss the typewriter down on his head. It hits him square on the skull cap. He drops like a sack of rags and bones. Turning, I make my way back to Tony. He’s got the thin metal panel bent all the way back, and he’s climbing up and out the opening. 
“Come on, Tan,” he insists, now lying down on his belly on the angled roof while extending his free hand to me through the opening. “Let’s move. No time left.”
“You, Tanya Teal, stop right there!”
It’s Tyrel. I see him out the corner of my eye. He’s got a gun in his hand. He fires, the round nailing the wall only an inch or less from my head. I grab hold of Tony’s hand. Grab it tighter than tight. He uses all his weightlifter’s strength to pull me up and out through the opening onto the roof. He shifts himself to his feet, moves toward the front of the house. I follow. 
The street is filled with Everest cops dressed in black. Matching black police cruisers are parked in the street at all different angles, their rooftop flashers lit up. The whole street has been blocked off and shut down.  
“Jeep start up!” Tony shouts. 
I see the Jeep’s headlights go on. The engine comes roaring to life. Thank God for voice recognition. I see some of the cops gazing up at the rooftop. They’re onto us. Then, emerging from out of the opening in the roof, Tyrel’s head. Quickly, I go to the opening, raise up my right foot and bring it down on his head. He drops back down inside. 
“You bitch!” he screams. “Escape is impossible. You’re trapped. Give up now, Tanya, before we shoot to kill!”
You already did shoot to kill . . . 
“Tony,” I bark, “the tree, over there.” 
Without asking for an explanation, he follows me around the back of the roof to an old oak that’s taller than the house. It’s also got heavy branches we can use as a ladder. 
“Follow me,” I say. 
Together, we began climbing down the tree along the side of the house. No police seem to be patrolling this portion of the home, so we’re able to make it to the ground without being spotted. But that doesn’t mean the cops don’t know what we’re doing. 
“We’ve got to get to the Jeep,” Tony insists, as we inch our way to the front corner of the bungalow directly below the front porch. “And I think I know how we’re gonna do it.” 
He takes another step forward, then sticks out his right foot. One of the cops patrolling the front lawn drops onto his face. Tony quickly snatches up the Everest policeman’s automatic rifle, presses the barrel against his now grass-stained head. 
“Don’t move,” he says. Then, holding out his free hand for me. “Tanya, let’s move.”
While Tony aims the rifle barrel at the many cops, he begins leading me to the now idling Jeep. Out the corner of my eye, I see one of the cops raise up his rifle. But Tony gets a shot off at him. The bullet misses, and the cop returns the fire, nailing a big oak growing out of the sidewalk. 
“Hold your fire!” barks a booming voice from the rooftop. 
It’s Tyrel. He’s standing four-square on the roof of my childhood home. Like the others he’s dressed all in black, with a black tactical vest protecting his chest, and his pants tucked into his black combat boots. He’s wearing a utility belt that’s got a holstered pistol stored on it, along with a whole bunch of other weaponry and communications equipment that would be instantly recognizable to my former thriller and mystery series authors. With his tight face and eyes hidden behind the dark wrap-around sunglasses, he looks a lot like a bad guy character they’d invent. 
Keeping the rifle pointed at the cops, Tony opens the Jeep driver’s side door for me. 
“Scooch on in, Tan,” he says, urgency in his tone. 
I hop in, climbing over the center console. He gets in behind me and immediately opens the glove box. He hands me the rifle. 
“What the hell do I do with this?” 
“It’s already locked and loaded,” he says. “Anybody points a gun at you, shoot them.”
He slides back the pistol housing, cocking a fresh round in the chamber. He waves the piece at the cops as he pulls away from the curb, his right foot slamming down on the gas pedal. 
“Hang on, Tan,” he says, while the wheels screech and scream as they spin out on the macadam. 
When the tires catch, we speed down the center of the road toward a squad of cops who have no choice but to jump out of the way or else become fresh roadkill. We make it to the corner. Tony slams on the brakes. If I’m not holding onto the roll bar, I’m liable to go through the window. 
“Which way?” he begs. 
“Go left,” I say. “That way we can hit the east-bound highway that will take us to the Northway.”
He hits the gas again and make a sharp right, the Jeep back end fishtailing. We speed along the neighborhood street, blowing through the stop signs and even a red traffic light. When we come to the road that separates my neighborhood from the state employee’s campus, I tell Tony to go right and then follow the signs for the highway. 
“I know where I am,” he insists. 
He goes right, drives for maybe three-hundred yards, until a blue sign indicating State Route 90 comes into view. He hooks another left and navigates the on-ramp for the east/west highway. I’m just beginning to feel like we’re home free when we spot the first tank. 

The tanks are black. They bear the Everest logo on both their side panels. It’s printed in stark white so you can’t miss it. Corporate ID is everything to these people, even when they’re trying to terminate you. The company whose vision was originally to be the most customer-centric, stress free online shopping experience ever invented, now owns military tanks. There’s only one reason to own tanks and that’s to wage war. To kill. 
“Are they kidding?” Tony says, hitting the brakes. “Fucking tanks?”
“My God,” I say, my stomach once more cramping up, my skin turning cold. “They knew we were coming.” 
No other vehicles are traveling the highway. It’s like they anticipated our every move and put up roadblocks for everyone but us. The tank on the left starts motoring toward us, its cannon aimed directly for the Jeep’s front grill. The second tank follows, its cannon also aimed point-blank. 
“We’d better do something soon, Tony,” I say, gazing over both shoulders, searching for a way out of this. “Or we’re not going to live to see the next minute.” 
“I’m doing something,” he says, a little under his breath. “I’m gonna get us the hell out of here.” Then, both his hands gripping his semi-automatic, he says, “Auto Jeep drive. Reverse on my command.” 
Following his lead, I grip the automatic rifle with both hands. 
“When I give the signal, Tan,” Tony says, “start firing on the tank on your right. I’ll do the same with the one on my left.”
“Bullets against tanks?” I ask, feeling the despair fill my veins. “Might as well use spitballs.”
“Got any better ideas? At the very least, the small arms fire will distract them.”
“One only hopes.” 
“Auto Jeep control,” he says, “reverse now.”
The Jeep automatically begins to reverse. 
“Shoot, Tan!” Tony barks. “Let them have it.”
Holding the rifle out the open passenger side window, I finger the trigger and unload on the tank. The bullets ricochet and spark against the tank’s armor. Tony fires round after round at the tank on his left, the bullets also bouncing off its heavy metal front. 
“Faster auto reverse. Faster.”
The tanks approach us. They’re going faster than I ever thought a tank could travel. 
“Keep firing, Tan,” Tony insists. 
He sits back down in the driver’s seat and places the barrel of the pistol into the console cup holder. 
“Auto drive,” he says, “go to manual drive on my command. Wait for it . . .”
A flash from the cannon on the right. The road before us explodes. The blast cracks the windshield while broken blacktop, concrete, and gravel rain down on us. I hardly realize I’m screaming since my ears are ringing so badly.
“Go manual! Now!” Tony shouts. 
That’s when he turns the wheel sharply, the Jeep making a complete one-eighty so that we now face away from the tanks. Another round fired. It explodes only a couple of feet away from our back end. Tony guns the engine and speeds away from the tanks as fast as the Jeep engine will allow. Glancing at him, I can make out the slight smile on his face. Our lives might be in danger . . . No, make our lives might be in mortal danger by a huge corporation that is now a militant corporation, and there’s a part of him that’s enjoying himself. Enjoying the challenge of beating these bastards at their own game. Or perhaps he feels like he’s caught up in one of his thriller novels. 
We’re about to hit the on-ramp for the Highway 90 going the opposite direction when a third tank shell blows us out of the road. 

I end up on the grass outside the long row of office buildings. Tony is still lying in the road, stunned. We’ve been blown out of the Jeep, which I guess is a better situation than having been blown up inside the Jeep.
Tony sits up slowly, painfully. He’s clearly stunned.  
“Go!” he shouts. “Run for the office buildings. Get to the roof. They can’t get you up there, Tanya. Go! Go! I’ll be right behind you.”
“I won’t leave you!” I scream. “Now that I’ve found you again, I can’t leave you!”
Up above, helicopters circling us. On the ground, the police give chase on foot and on 4X4s.
“No time, Tanya,” Tony insists. “Just go. Head for the towers. I’ll be right on your heels.”
As much as I don’t want to do it, I turn, and sprint across the green to the first of the five New York State office buildings. I recall my dad telling me the buildings were constructed close together so that the different departments could enjoy easy access from building to building via glass tunnels every few floors. At the time, it was considered an architectural marvel for the city, or so my dad insisted many times before. Maybe if I can get up on the roof without the police spotting me, they will go away. I can only hope that Tony is true to his word and he is able to catch up with me. 
Coming to the door on the first building, the Department of Taxation and Finance, I open it, head into the vestibule. I spot a portly man wearing a green jumpsuit. He’s running a cordless buffing machine over the stone floor.
He turns to me. 
“You can’t be in here, miss,” he says. 
Think quick, Tan . . . 
“I work here,” I say. “I need something from inside my office. Just be a minute.”
He nods. Why would he have any reason not to believe me? Before he has time to object, I head to the elevators, punch the going up button. 
“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I whisper frantically to myself. 
The elevator arrives and the doors open. I step inside and punch the button for the top 25th floor. The doors close and the elevator rises. For a second or two, I see my face reflected in the stainless-steel paneled doors. I’m staring at someone I do not recognize. This is not the brave Scout that my dad bestowed upon me when I was a little girl. This is a frightened out of her skull woman who only days ago was a mild-mannered editor living and working in New York City. Now, I am running for my life. 
Where the hell is Tony?
Arriving at the top floor, the elevator stops. The doors open. Before I get out, I press the Stop command, disabling the lift. There’s three other elevators, but what the hell. I get out and make a quick search for an emergency stairwell. I find it not far down the brightly lit corridor. I sprint for the stairwell, throw open the door and ascend the concrete and steel stairs two at a time until I get to the top. The door is armed with an emergency panel-style opener that’s painted with bright red and yellow vertical stripes. What that means is when I push it forward, an alarm will sound. 
“What the hell choice do I have?” I whisper to myself. 
I thrust the door open. The alarm sounds and I step out onto the roof. Choppers circle overhead like black birds of prey. They must know by now that I’ve sought out the campus office buildings. I go to the roof’s parapet edge, look down. Squads of black, riot gear clad Everest police are entering the building’s ground floor. That means it’s only a matter of minutes until they are up onto the roof. No choice but to leap my way to the next building.
They don’t think you have the guts . . . 
Making my way to parapet that parallels the building directly beside it, I measure the distance that separates the two. It’s about ten feet. I’m in pretty decent shape. I run and workout at the gym on a daily basis. Plus, I work on my self-defense three days per week. A jump of ten feet is not impossible, but it won’t be easy. 
“Stop where you are,” comes an amplified voice from one of the choppers. “This is Primary Termination! Stop or you will be fired on!”
If I don’t do something now, they will shoot me, maybe with a tranquilizer dart, or maybe with a real bullet. Either way, my life is over. Taking a few steps back, I brace myself for the all-out sprint toward the parapet.
“Three, two, one,” I whisper. 
I run and leap off the parapet. I land on the rooftop of the second building, with three feet or more to spare, my brown dress creeping up on me all the way to my breasts. The choppers follow, shouting at me to stop where I am. Standing, I pull down my dress and gaze over my shoulder. I see that the Everest police are now on the roof of the first office building. There’s no going back even if I wanted to. The only option is to keep moving forward. But once I run out of rooftop space, I’m shit out of luck. That is, unless somehow Tony can make his way up here and fend off the police. It’s my only hope. 
I set my sights on the third building and I sprint for the parapet’s edge. I land hard, rolling rapidly on my side. Then I sprint and leap my way to the fourth building and finally the fifth. Another look over my shoulder. Dozens of them coming for me. They are able to bound the spaces between the buildings with ease, landing on their combat booted feet the entire time. As for me, I’m sucking wind. Drowning in my own air. Maybe I’m not in quite the shape I thought I was.  
“Stop right where you are!” bellows a booming voice over one of the helicopter loudspeakers. “Don’t move or you will be shot!”
My lungs are burning from strain, muscles aching, heart pounding in my throat, sweat soaking my entire body. I make my way to the parapet and climb up onto it. Nothing but open air between me and the solid ground 25 stories below.  
“Down on the ground!” a policewoman screams. “Primary Termination is initiated! Do you understand me? This is Primary Termination!” 
I’ve run out of building rooftop. There’s nowhere else to go but down. But the fall will kill me. Or what the hell, maybe I’m dead already. Maybe I’m a dead woman walking. 
 “Down on your face!” the policewoman screams again as she closes in on me. “Primary Termination has been initiated.”
“There’s got to be some place to go,” I whisper. “Some place free of the corporation.” Then, I feel myself smiling. “What would Scout do?”
Swallowing something bitter and dry, I shift one foot in front of the other until my toes hang over the edge.
I jump. 
 




 
I can’t tell if I’m alive or dead. All sense of reality has left my entire being. It’s as though I’m seeing everything that’s happening all around me but doing so from outside my body. Black police vehicles surround us, their bright, multi-colored flashers burning my eyes. Cops dressed in riot gear and helmets with dark visors run in every direction. 
An EMT van pulls up not far from where I’m lying on my back on a torn up patch of roadway. Looking up at the sky, I see black helicopters circling from above like big black vampire bats. Peering over my shoulder, I see Tony laid out on his side, his eyes closed. A small trickle of blood is running across his forehead. I wonder if he ever made it off the road after the Jeep was torn to shreds by that tank round.  
“Tony,” I say, my voice sounding not like it’s coming from me, but from someone else entirely. “Are you okay? Are you alive, Tony?”
But he doesn’t answer me. 
“Please, Tony,” I say, “don’t die on me. I’ve only just met you again.” 
Two men are suddenly standing over me. One of them is wearing the blue and white uniform of an EMT. The other is dressed in a black police uniform. He’s got a black goatee and dark sunglasses. Matt Tyrel. He’s gripping his automatic assault rifle with both hands. 
“Make sure they don’t die,” he says.
All I can recall is falling fast to my death, but then something snatching me from out of mid-air. A drone attachment maybe, or some sort of harness device that emerged from out of a helicopter’s belly. All I know is I was snatched out of mid-air by something mechanical, but it was a violent enough collision to cause me to lose consciousness. It must have then deposited me onto the road beside Tony.  
Everest EMT drops to one knee. He injects me with something. 
The world goes black. 

When I awaken, I’m still on my back. Only, I’m not lying in the road. Instead, I’m lying on my back on a bed. The overhead lighting is bright and burns my retinas. A flat-screened high-definition hologram screen television is mounted to the white wall directly in front of me. The television commercial for the Everest Primary Membership Program is playing. Kate’s commercial. I gaze at the happy couple walking through the park on a crisp, sunny, fall day, and I want to vomit. Little do they know they are being surveilled by the very people who are trying to convince them of a worry-free lifestyle. 
“Don’t do it,” I say aloud, as if they can hear me. 
My voice sounds raspy and old. I need water. My entire body aches. My head hurts. How long I’ve been out, I have no idea. 
“Don’t do what, Tanya?” comes the voice of Big Sister Jacquie. 
“Join your stupid fucking Primary Program, you AI shit!”
I try to sit up. But I discover that I’m strapped to the bed. Or, it’s not even a bed. It’s more like a table. A stainless-steel table like you find inside a morgue. Something that would only be comfortable for a corpse. What the hell is this place? A hospital? A concentration camp? Am I inside the New York State Everest Headquarters? 
Silence follows. Not real silence since the stupid Primary Program commercial is playing over and over again. 
“That’s not very nice, Tanya,” Jacquie says after a time. “We did pay your debts, after all. And you were only days away from earning your first Everest Credit deposit. Such a shame. We hoped you were enjoying a satisfactory worry-free experience with the Everest Primary Membership Program.”
“Yeah, a real shame. You tried to kill me and my boyfriend. I hope you short circuit tonight, you sterile bitch.”
“That’s not nice, Tanya,” Jacquie repeats calmly. “We’re only trying to help you. At the Everest Corporation, we’re all about the consumer. In fact, you could say, we are obsessively consumer driven. I’m sure with a little persuasion, you will easily see the value of the Primary Program, and beg forgiveness for your sins against Everest dot com. Then, in time, you can begin a worry-free life all over again. Does this sound satisfactory?” 
I’m just about to bitch Jacquie out again when the solid metal door opens, and a woman walks in. My pulse picks up speed, because it’s not just any woman. It’s a woman I’ve known for years and years. A woman I’ve gotten drunk with, and with whom I’ve revealed my most intimate secrets. She is one of my best friends, if not the best friend. 
Kate Simpson. 
She’s not tall, and she’s a little large in the hips, but her face and boobs are to die for. Or so the guys think, anyway. She’s dressed smartly for the occasion. A lightweight, almost sheer tank over a pair of faded Levis and leather sandals on her feet, her toenails perfectly pedicured. Like me, she loves her silver jewelry and her hair is smartly parted over her left eye, the same way my mother loves me to wear mine. She’s not carrying a bag, so I’m guessing she has surrendered it to security upon arrival. Not that I know where here is, or what kind of security they have. But I’m guessing it’s pretty damned formidable. The bastards have me strapped to a table, after all. 
Her face takes on this expression of grave concern. You know, corners of the mouth in major frown position, eyes wide, hands extended like she can’t wait to place her somehow healing fingers on me. 
“My God, Tan,” she says, “I came as fast as I could. The new high-speed Amtrak between Manhattan and Albany isn’t really all that fast, and I had to wait until late morning to get a ticket out. What the hell happened?”
My eyes half on the Everest Primary Membership Program commercial and its co-creator, Kate Simpson. 
“What the hell day is it, Kate?” 
She just gives me this look like, why so angry?

“It’s Monday afternoon,” she says almost shyly. “You don’t know what day it is, Tan?”
Eyes to the ceiling. 
“I’ve been out for twenty-four hours, at least,” I say. “Depending on which Monday you’re talking about.”
She volunteers the exact date, and I know for sure. I’ve been inside this place for a full day and night. 
“What is this place, Kate?” I say. “Where the hell am I?”
She looks around the hospital-like room, as though not sure how much information to give away. After all, Big Sister Jacquie is listening intently. She tries to work up a smile. 
“You’re in a safe place,” she says. “You’re with friends.” Then, nodding to the commercial on the television. “Look, it’s our advertisement. Isn’t it lovely, Tan? Best piece of work I’ve accomplished to date. I especially loved getting in the stuff about everything from dentistry, to house cleaning, to whichever church you choose all being provided by Everest’s super consumer-centric services and products.”
“Like I already told you, Kate, it’s propaganda.” Me, trying to move my arms. “They’ve got me strapped to this table. I’ve got to pee, and I’m thirsty and hungry. They’re keeping me here against my will.”
She’s still trying to maintain that corporate, I’m-only-here-to-help-you, smile. 
“You did a bad thing, Tanya,” she says, softly. “And when you do bad things, sometimes you need a timeout.” 
“I did a bad thing?” I beg. “These Everest lunatics tried to kill me. They tried to kill Tony. I think they’re holding my parents. Do you know where Tony is, Kate? Do you know if they have my parents?” 
Pulling desperately against the straps that bind me. I’m suddenly feeling panicked again, like whatever drug they injected me with is now rapidly wearing off. Tears fill my eyes. 
“Kate, what the fuck is happening?!” I scream. 
“Calm down, Tanya,” Kate says. “You need to be here, don’t you understand? You went against the program. If not for me, you would have already faced total Primary Termination by now. I have gone entirely to bat for you on this, at risk to myself. So, please, please, please be a good girl, Tan, and do what they say.” Now her face has lost all semblance of empathy. Now, it’s angry. “You really have no clue what you and Tony have done, do you, Tanya? You weren’t even in the program and you were saying dangerous things over the phone to me. Don’t you understand by now that Jacquie is always listening? Always helping us live more stress free lives? Soon the new satellite will be launched and there will be nowhere anyone can go without her monitoring you; taking care of your every need even before you realize you have a need.” 
My mind is spinning with odd bits of frightening events that have filled it the past couple of days. But I’m trying my hardest to see through the clutter. I see myself standing on the sidewalk outside my parent’s bungalow, talking on the phone with Kate. I hear myself voicing reservations over joining the Everest Primary Program. Talking about the possibility that people get taken away forever if they don’t play by the strict rules. Kate telling me that it was all rumor and hearsay. Sure, I worried about Jacquie overhearing me, but Jacquie can’t hear me outside the house. At least, she can’t until that satellite is launched. 
That’s when it dawns on me with all the force of a sledgehammer to the head. 
“You turned me in, didn’t you, Kate?” I say. “You’re the one who warned the Everest Police and that’s why Tyrel followed me on my jog yesterday morning.” I can’t help but laugh bitterly. “Jesus you work fast. You must have hung up with me, and immediately called in the dogs.”
I recall seeing Tyrel stretching out in the park prior to beginning his run. She must have called in her report and he happened to be the Johnny-on-the-spot cop. Her eyes looking into my own, her face now devoid of any emotion. 
“You were talking dangerously, Tan,” she says. “It had to be done.”
“Oh, you bitch,” I say. “You traitor. How could you do this to me? My family? To Tony?” 
“You went against the rules, Tan,” she says. “And did so with a suspected Resistance member. These are dangerous times and you’re a disrupter. Everest is about to go to war with the Drake search engine, their number one competitor. Both sides are arming up. Real war is coming. Real. Fucking. War. Not just some bloodless cyber warfare. And resistors like you going against the cause of a worry-free, consumer-centric lifetime experience represents existential dangers to believers like me.”
“Listen to yourself, Kate,” I say. “You never even talk that glowingly about God. You never believed in anything or anybody. Only yourself.”
She attempts to work up a smile. And of course, I want to slap it off her face. 
“Well, all that changed when I saw the enormous possibilities the Everest Primary Program afforded me and my loved ones.” She shakes her head like I’m just not getting the obvious. “They are offering you the opportunity to never have to worry about money or your life ever again. Not even Jesus could offer that to humanity when they crucified him on the cross. The Drake search engine wants to destroy all that so they can take over the world marketplace and replace freedom with anxiety and slavery.”
“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” I say. “If some writer sent me a book like this, I’d reject it for being entirely unbelievable.”  
“Believe it, Tan,” she says, once more placing her hand on mine. “Listen, Everest is willing to give you another chance. That’s why you’re here and not already facing permanent termination. You can blame me all you want, but if I hadn’t stepped in when I did, things could be a lot worse. I am trying to help you here. Do you understand me, Tanya? I’m your friend and without me, you’d already be terminated.”
 . . . Disrupter . . . the Resistance . . . dangerous times . . . war . . . what war?
 “Where are my parents, Kate?” I ask. “Where is Tony?”
She holds up both hands like she wants me to hold my horses. But I don’t want to hold my horses. I need to know if the people I love are in danger. 
“They are being well cared for,” she says. 
“Like me?” I say, yanking on the straps. “I’m a prisoner, Kate.”
The door opens then. A man wearing a white lab coat enters. Behind him is a man with a face I’ve come to dread. Captain Matt Tyrel. 
“So, how is Tanya feeling?” Tyrel asks with a happy smiley face. 
“Go screw yourself Matt with two Ts,” I say. 
“That’s no way to answer him,” Kate says. Then, leaning down so she can speak into my ear. “Listen, Tan baby, I’m begging you. Do what they say. Fake it if you have to, but this is your last chance. You want to see Tony and your parents alive again, you will do as they say. You will say you’re sorry, you will beg their forgiveness, and after a reasonable time of rehabilitation and re-education, your Primary Membership will be reinstated. Just answer their questions and all this goes away.”
Standing up straight, Kate smiles at Lab Coat Man and Tyrel. 
“Hello, gentlemen,” she says. “Thank God you’re here. My friend, Tanya, sees the wrongs in her ways, and from what she tells me, she’s ready to make amends for what she’s done and get with the program.”
Lab Coat man smiles and nods. Tyrel bites down on his bottom lip, his dead gray eyes lasering into me like they’re about to cut me up for lunch meat. 
“We’ll see about that,” he says. 
Kate takes one more look at me, gives me this stare with wide eyes like she’s pleading with me to play along. Right now I want to spit in her face. 
“Goodbye, Tanya,” she says. 
“Go to hell,” I say. 
She turns away from me, while shaking her head, as if she’s whispering to herself, this is most definitely not a good start. 
 




 
Lab Coat Man introduces himself as Dr. James Porter. He’s a tall man, and chunky, like he might have been a pretty good athlete in high school thirty years ago but has since sucked down way too many beers along with too many pizzas. His eyes are small and brown, and his salt and pepper hair is still thick even if it is receding. 
He glares at me from the foot of the table. He’s so wide, he blocks out Kate’s propaganda commercial. 
“I’m with the Everest Primary Membership Re-Education program,” he says in what I assume is his calming, superlative bedside manner voice. “I understand there’s been some issues with your outlook toward the program that blew up into something that got completely out of hand.” He glances at Tyrel over his shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Captain?” 
Tyrel takes a step forward, stuffs his thumbs inside his utility belt. His eyes connect with mine. 
“Oh, it got out of hand all right,” he says, with a sneer. “If it were up to me, you would already be terminated, Tanya. But it’s not entirely up to me, so here we are.”
“Where are my parents?” I ask. “Where is Tony Smart?”  
Dr. Porter pats my leg. It gives me the creeps when he touches me. 
“Now, now,” he says. “I assure you they are safe and sound. They have been shipped to another facility. If you cooperate with us, you will see them soon enough.”
Pulling on the straps, I look him in the eyes. 
“Why don’t I believe you?” I say. “What facility? Where?” 
“You see, that’s the core issue here, now isn’t it, Tanya?” Lab Coat goes on. “Trust. If you had seen your way to trusting the Everest Corporation in the first place, you and your family wouldn’t be in this rather difficult position.”
“Maybe now’s a good time to tell her about Tony Smart’s little brother,” Tyrel says. 
The doctor turns quick. “I thought we agreed to wait on that, Captain? There’s no reason to frighten Tanya unnecessarily, now is there?”
Tyrel takes another step forward. 
“I think she should know the truth about what happens to resistors and disruptors, Doc,” he says. “The sooner she knows what will happen to her if she continues to resist, the better. Save us a lot of time and resources that can be put to better use. Like gearing up for fighting Drake, for instance.” 
Okay, so they’ve piqued my interest. I also recall Tony and I parked at the Port, a Gus’s sausage and pepper sandwich in hand. I asked about his family and especially his little brother, Mike. He avoided the issue. But then, I believe that’s exactly when the drone and Tyrel showed up. 
The doctor stands. 
“Jacquie,” he says, “if you wouldn’t mind, could you bring up the photos of Michael Smart?” 
“Absolutely, Doctor Porter,” she says. “I hope you find them satisfactory.” 
The endlessly running, worry-free Primary Membership Program commercial is suddenly replaced with a still photo. It’s a face I have not seen in years. Tony’s little brother, Mike. He’s older in the photo than when I last knew him, but it’s the same pleasant, youthful face with that irresistible happy-go-lucky smile. Where Tony was serious about his writing, his weightlifting, and his sports, Mike joked at just about everything. I loved Tony to death, but in a way, I was in love with Mike, too. 
The photo switches to a film of Mike hanging out at birthday party filled with little kids. Mike is dressed in shorts and a brightly colored Tommy Bahama button down short-sleeved shirt. He’s got a beer in one hand, and a noise maker party favor in the other. Standing in front of him is a little girl in a pink party dress. She’s holding a big stuffed animal and her smile is just as infectious as Mike’s. Suddenly a young woman enters the frame. She’s tall and stunning, with thick blonde, shoulder-length hair and deep blue eyes. She bends over, gives the little girl a kiss and then kisses Mike lovingly on the lips. She must be his wife. In the background I can make out Tony. He’s also drinking a beer while waving at the camera. All around the little girl are opened Everest boxes along with torn up gift wrapping paper. 
Then, an older woman shows up carrying a cake with six lit candles on it. It’s a chocolate cake. The little girl’s face lights up like a Christmas tree bulb. 
“Ready everyone?” Mike shouts. “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday, Dear Miley, Happy Birthday to you . . .” 
 Of course, everyone cheers for the adorable little girl. Whoever is working the camera focuses in on her face, it’s so adorable, it just about tears my insides up watching her, knowing what I’m about to find out. 
“Now, take a look at this home movie again,” Doctor Porter says, matter-of-factly.
The movie starts from the beginning. It’s the house party with the balloons and the kids, and even Tony in the background. In the foreground is Miley and she’s smiling that adorable smile. But this time, her father is no longer there. He’s entirely missing, cut out of the picture as it were entirely edited. 
“Where’s Mike?” I say, a heavy sinking sensation overtaking my body. “Where’d he go?”
“Mike made a huge mistake,” Tyrel says, after a long beat. “He cheated on the Everest Primary Program. And because he cheated, he’s gone now.”
“Where?” I ask, my mouth going dry. 
“You don’t understand, Tanya,” Tyrel goes on. “He doesn’t exist. He’s been wiped clean from humanity, just like his entire social media and online presence was wiped clean by a Bleach Bit application.”
I’m lying on my back, shaking my head.
“You don’t just wipe out an entire human being’s existence,” I say. “You can beat him, you can kill him, but you can’t do away with his memory . . . the fact that he once existed. That’s impossible.”
“Actually, Tanya,” Doctor Porter jumps in, “I’m afraid it is. You see, Mike had everything going for him when he joined the program, but then he got greedy and his entire family had to pay the price.”
“What the hell could he have done for you to erase him like that?” I beg. 
Tyrel laughs. 
“You mean what didn’t he do?” he says. “If you need to know, he went broke working the stock market in the days leading up to Everest’s takeover of it. He went into horrific debt and had no choice but to join Everest Primary in order to relieve him and his family of their obligations. But some weeks down the road, he figured he could make some serious cash on the side by dealing in black market alternative crypto currencies. Of course, he got found out and he was promptly terminated.”
I’m watching the home movie, listening to everyone sing Happy Birthday again. Everyone but Mike, that is. 
“But how can you make him disappear like that?” I pose.  
“That’s part of the punishment,” Doctor Porter explains. “You don’t just go away when you’re terminated. You disappear. And as for your family, they are no longer allowed to speak of you, or else face their own termination.” He raises his head, as if there’s a third person in the room. “Jacquie, perhaps you can explain a little.”
“Primary Termination is a process by which a member is expelled for reasons stated in the terms listed within the standard Primary Membership Program operating agreement,” Jacquie states. “Once signed by a willing participant, all terms of exclusivity must be adhered to or Primary Termination ensues. Once initiated, the former participant must volunteer to enroll in a re-education program, the location of which, I am not at liberty to discuss in this setting. Family members and/or friends and acquaintances who are also enrolled in Primary Membership must cease to discuss and/or acknowledge the terminated member in both private and public settings or else face termination of their own accounts. Does this answer your question satisfactorily?” 
“You see, Tanya,” Tyrel says, “what you and Tony did was not only dangerous for the both of you as individuals, it also placed a lot of innocent people in danger.”
“The way the program was designed,” Doctor Porter interjects, “is for the actions of one person to affect those closest to him or her. That way, every primary member is better suited to following the rules of the program.” He smiles. “Ingenious, don’t you think?”
Me, pulling on the straps like they are about to come loose at any moment. And when they do, I'll be able to thrust my way past the two Everest Nazis and out the door to freedom. But I’m pretty sure at this point, freedom is a pipe dream. The commercial comes back online, the happy-go-lucky, stress free couple strolling together in Central Park or what I perceive as Central Park. Here’s the strange thing: I want to laugh. Because maybe . . . just maybe . . . if I had read the fine print on my Primary Membership agreement, I might be back in bed with Tony at his apartment in North Albany. But then, that’s as much a pipe dream as is my freedom. I know me, and no way is anyone going to force me to live like a slave, not an employer, not God, not the Everest Corporation. 
“So, what happens now?” I say. “Do I get to eat anything? Drink something? Can I at least use the goddamn toilet?”
Doctor Porter, still smiling. 
“Funny you should say that,” he says, glancing at his watch. “Because soon a team of specialists will arrive and take care of your dietary and nutritional needs. Also, your sanitary bodily function needs. And once that’s finished, we’ll be back to ask you a few simple questions.” 
I’m biting down on my bottom lip so hard, I swear I’m about to cut right through it. 
“Kiss my ass,” I spit. 
“Please refrain from using vulgar language in the Primary Everest Re-education setting, Tanya,” Jacquie says. “I hope this serves as a satisfactory warning.”
“That goes for you to Big Sister Jacquie.”
The door opens, and two large people—one man and one woman—enter into the room. Tyrel takes a step back to give them room. Both of them are dressed in white, just like the support staff inside a nuthouse for the criminally insane. The woman on the left—my left—is pulling what looks like a mobile intravenous setup that contains two translucent bags filled with clear liquid. The man on the right, is carrying a bed pan and a plastic blue case with a red cross printed on it. 
“We’ll take our leave now,” Doctor Porter says, going for the door. 
“Oh, and Tanya,” Tyrel says, “make sure to cooperate with the medical staff. Their bedside manner isn’t nearly as gentle as Dr. Porter’s or mine.” 
He gives me a wink and walks out. I would shout “Go to hell!” at him, if only the big white whale of woman wasn’t already sticking the blue vein on the back of my hand with a big fat needle. 

Hooked up to an intravenous line. Brain spinning. Visions of two huge Moby Dicks inside the room. Or am I swimming in the ocean surrounded by white whales? Big White Man did something to me that made me empty my bladder and my bowels into a bedpan involuntarily. Big White Woman unstrapped me long enough to strip me of every stitch of clothing. I would love to have taken the opportunity to jump off the table and flee, nakedness or no nakedness. 
But I can’t move. 
Whatever the hell they are shooting me up with is making me entirely paralyzed on one hand, but somehow awake on the other. Just to prove it, when Big White Woman pokes me gently with a needle, I nearly hit the roof. The touch is that tender, the pain that electric. 
“She’s ripe,” Big White Woman says with a smile. “She’s ready to go.”
That’s when the fear settles in. Real fear. I’m paralyzed, but my senses are so overly sensitive right now, what under normal circumstances might constitute minor pain or even just a slight physical annoyance, now feels like my skin is being ripped off my bones, bit by bit. Death by a thousand cuts. What the hell are these sick puppies up to? 
When the door opens again, and Dr. Porter and Captain Tyrel re-enter, I know I’m about to find out. Find out the hard way. 
 




 
Tyrell leans down, brings his lips to my ear. 
“This is sooooo gonna hurt,” he says. 
He stands. 
Dr. Porter is no longer issuing that shiny happy smile. His face is all business. He makes his way across the room, then comes back into view wheeling a mobile stainless-steel cart that looks like something a dentist might use. He’s still wearing his lab coat, only he places a protective plastic shield over his face, as though he’s guarding himself against anything that might fly into it. 
I’m trying my hardest to pull and fight against the straps. But even something as simple as blinking seems to take a supreme effort. The television on the wall is still playing Kate’s commercial. I wish it would malfunction somehow. I wish this whole place would somehow catch fire and everyone inside it, including me, would burn up. Somehow, I don’t think my luck is that good. 
“Tanya Teal,” Dr. Porter says in as clinical a tone as he can muster. A tone that would probably make Jacquie wet if she were in possession of real sex parts, “I’m going to ask you a series of yes or no questions that I would like you to answer truthfully, honestly, and thoughtfully. Blink if you understand me, please.”
I blink. What choice do I have? I’m lying here naked as the day I was born, strapped to a table inside a room in a building that might as well be on the other side of the world for all I know. 
“Now then,” Porter goes on, “when you and Tony Smart decided to go to Gus’s Hotdog Shack this past Sunday afternoon after engaging in carnal relations, did you or did you not understand you were breaking your agreement with the Everest Primary Membership Program and that it would be punishable by Primary Termination? Blink if yes, or don’t blink if no.” 
Naturally, I knew we were breaking the law. Everest law, that is. Tony and I even spoke about it and no doubt, Big Sister Jacquie picked up on it. I guess lying would be futile. But what the hell, why should I give in that easily just to please these two sickos? 
“Your answer?” Porter presses. 
I do not blink. 
“Okay, then,” he exhales.
He glances at the stainless-steel tray, picks up a steel pick. Again, it’s an instrument a dentist would use. Reaching for my jaw with his free hand, he squeezes with his thumb and index finger, so I have no choice but to open my mouth. 
“This is my favorite part,” a smiling Matt Tyrel says. “Bet you didn’t know Dr. Porter is a dentist, now did you Tanya? He knows where it hurts the most inside that pretty little mouth of yours.” 
Heart pounding in my chest, I know what’s coming. Maybe lying was a very bad idea after all. 
“Now let’s see here,” Dr. Porter says. He starts picking at my teeth, sending little spurts of pain up into my jaw and my head. “You could stand to have a cleaning soon. For certain, I’m spotting a cavity on rear molar number thirty. If you live through this ordeal and you are reinstated into the Primary Program, I can most definitely recommend a terrific Everest Corp. hygienist. Several dental offices are located within the city limits. An initial streaming face to face video can be performed right from the Everest video app.” 
That’s when he strikes a nerve, quite literally. He jams the steel pick into the molar cavity. My body wants to jump off the table. But I can’t move. Electric pain shoots throughout my nervous system. I’m screaming. But no sound is coming from my mouth. 
He pulls the pick back out. 
“Gee, Tanya,” he says, “I fully realize how much that must hurt. The nerve is very, very tender. You don’t want to go through that kind of pain again. So, please answer the question truthfully. Did you and Tony Smart know you were breaking the terms of your Everest Primary Membership Program agreement when you decided to go to Gus’s Hotdog Shack?” 
I blink. Blink several times. 
“Okay, good,” he says, that pick still in his hand. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Next question. Did you or did you not have a discussion with Kate Simpson over rumors about the so-called termination of Primary Members who’ve faced said punishment in the past?” 
How do I answer this? Is this something that’s going to get Kate in trouble, even if I do hate her guts right now? Okay, yes, I screwed up, and now I face the consequences. But does that mean Kate should also suffer? Sure she turned me in, but at least she’s going to bat for me, or so she says. Maybe by turning me in, it was her way of getting ahead of the situation. As much as it is going to pain me to do it, I don’t blink. 
Dr. Porter turns, glances at Tyrel over his shoulder. Then, setting the steel pick back down onto the tray, he picks up a cordless dental drill. He thumbs the latex-covered trigger on drill and squinting his eyes, he brings his fingers to my face and forces my jaw open once more. 
“That cavity is chuck full of decaying material,” he says. “Let’s get rid of it, shall we?”
He inserts the drill. I feel the solid sharp diamond tip entering into the cavity and I jump out of my skin. But I don’t really jump. Whatever drug their feeding me won’t allow it. It’s blocking all physical movement other than my ability to blink, breathe, hear, and pump blood throughout my circulatory system.
He turns the drill on. 
The screaming drill excavates my molar and I am transported to a place where pain is more than excruciating. It’s a place where pain is so profound, so bone deep, and so overwhelming, that my soul exits my body, and I find myself looking down at my own body from above. He pulls the drill out and my soul drops back into my body. Once more, the electric pain fills my head. Searing hot nerve endings throbbing, jumping. 
“Same question,” Dr. Porter goes on in his even, machine-like tone. “Did you discuss rumors of terminated members disappearing with Kate Simpson?”
I feel like I’m nodding my head while blinking, but I am only able to blink. Judging by my now blurry vision, I realize I am also weeping. 
Porter exhales. 
“Excellent, great, excellent,” he says. “We’re cooking with Wesson now. Next question. Is Gus Truman a member of the Everest Resistance? What will it be, Tanya? Yes or no?”
My God in heaven, how in the world can I expose poor old Gus and live with myself? What would Tony do if he knew the truth about Everest? He would resist. What would my father do if he knew the whole truth? He would resist. What would Scout do? Resist with every muscle fiber in her body. Even my mother would try to resist, bless her heart. What did my authors use to call it when you exposed someone with a pure soul like Gus? Ratting him out. If I blink, I am ratting out Gus. Oh good God in heaven, help me get through this. 
Porter shakes his head in disgust. 
“Make it really hurt this time, Doc,” Tyrel says. “Teach the bitch a lesson.”
Porter shoves the drill into my open molar. 
He drills.

When I come to, the drill is not in my mouth. But instead, Porter is probing the gaping hole in my tooth with the steel pick. What was electric pain is now an inferno of pain that feels as though my lower and upper jaws are on fire and melting away along with the muscle tissue and skin that covers it. My tears are flowing down my face and, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say I am about to die. 
Gazing at Tyrel I can’t help but make out his beaming grin. The way he’s tightly crossing his arms over his chest tells me he’s so excited and happy, he can hardly control himself. Porter removes the steel pick and stands. He walks to the opposite side of the room. I can hear him going through some drawers. 
“Hell you doing, Doc?” Tyrel says. 
“Trying to prove a point,” he says. 
“We’re not done,” the Everest cop says. “We’re just getting started with her.”
“Listen, Captain,” Porter says, “if not for Tanya’s relationship with Ms. Simpson along with Simpson’s testimony on her best friend’s behalf, Tanya would already be on her way to total Termination and the upstate fulfillment center. I need to prove to her that if she makes a real attempt at re-education, she can once more be reinstated as a Primary Member.”
“You’re a pussy, Doc.”
“You are a crude and rude man, Captain.”
Seating himself once more, Porter forces my mouth open again. I honestly don’t think I can take any more of this . . . this torture. But that’s when something wonderful happens. Porter reaches into my mouth with the tips of both his thumb and index finger. He’s holding something in between them. It’s a little ball of clay-like material about the size of a ball bearing. He shoves the ball into the hole in my molar and what had been seething, unbearable pain is now completely painless. 
Removing his fingers, he takes hold of a tool that looks like a flashlight but that contains an ultraviolet bulb. He shines the ultraviolet light into my open mouth.  
“I’ve just filled your tooth with a fast-acting mercury-based resin filling. The tooth is now as good as the day the God of earth and Everest created it.” 
“Like I said,” Tyrel says, rolling his eyes in their sockets. “Pussy.”
My tears suddenly dry up. For the first time since these creeps entered into the room, I feel a small ray of hope. 
“Just to prove to you that we mean it when we say we wish to re-educate you, not terminate you, I am willing to ease your pain in exchange for the truth. All you have to do is tell me if Gus Truman is a part of the Everest Resistance.” Porter forces a smile, while setting the ultraviolet light device back onto the dental tray. “Just tell me yes or no.” 
At first, I don’t blink. He presses his lips together and takes hold of the drill again like he’s got no problem with drilling the filling back out. I blink. He smiles again. 
“Excellent,” he says. “We’re making great progress.”
For long beat or two, he just sits there staring at me. My eyes shift once more to the Everest commercial being broadcast endlessly on the big flat screen. There’s the happy couple in the park, and then there’s a little boy seated in the dentist’s chair, and then a happy old woman being tended to by a medical doctor in brightly lit office. A young mother is grocery shopping with her little kids, and a family is viewing church services on a Sunday via a large high-def monitor broadcasting Everest live video. A big black Army tank, like the one that almost killed Tony and me, is being rolled out of a factory while a brand-new fighter jet screams overhead. Finally, the President of the United States is sharing a moment with John D. Rutherford, the CEO of Everest Corp., in the White House Rose Garden on a sunny brilliant summer’s day. The tall, white-haired, fifty-something Everest founder shifting himself to the podium where he is to deliver what will become a famous speech about America’s new strategic and financial alliance with the Everest Corporation. It was the day the CEO became more powerful than the President, and therefore, the most powerful man on earth. He was already the richest. 
“Captain Tyrel,” Porter says, after a time, “the note please. If I could have it.” 
“You asking or telling, Doc?”
“Please, Captain,” Porter says, showing signs of stress for the first time. “Time is getting short and I wish to finish up with this first session before the drug wears off and Tanya begins to convulse with spasms.”
Reaching into the chest pocket on his black military work-shirt, Tyrel pulls out a sheet of folded white paper. He hands it to the doctor. The doctor unfolds it, reads it. Reads it again. He then turns the paper around, revealing what’s written on it. 
Gus’s
It’s scribbled in my handwriting. 
“We discovered this in Tony Smart’s back pocket not too long ago,” Porter says. “It’s tangible proof that Mr. Smart has not only implicated himself in going against the contractual rules of the Everest Primary Membership Program, but it is also proof that he is conspiring with the Resistance. Turns out, Michael Smart wasn’t the only traitor in the family.” 
If my stomach could drop anymore it would be lying on the floor. He’s about to ask me if Tony is a member of the Resistance, and when I say no, he’s going to torture me again. Maybe I will have a chance to get out of Primary Termination because of Kate, but I can bet that as God as my judge, Tony is not going to get out of it. Maybe my own parents aren’t going to get out of it either. What’s the point of going on with my life—with the Everest Primary Membership Program—if I can’t do it with my loved ones? 
“Now, Tanya,” the doctor says. “I want you to tell me the truth. Is Tony Smart a part of the Everest Resistance?” 
There, he asked it. Exactly the question I thought he would pose. I gaze over the doctor’s shoulder at Tyrel. He’s staring at me with his little round eyes, the smirk on his face like that of a hungry vulture. He knows I’m caught between a rock and very hard place. Say yes and Tony is terminated forever. Say no and I face unbelievable torture that will last until I give in and say yes anyway. Funny thing is, in order to give them the answer they want, I have to lie. 
The room goes quiet, and everyone goes still. The only movement is what’s coming from the Everest commercial playing on the television. Porter holds the sheet of paper up with both hands so I can’t possibly miss it. 
“Is Anthony Smart a part of the Resistance?” he asks again. “Is he the enemy of Everest like his brother before him?” 
I don’t answer. I can’t answer. I cannot possibly lie to save myself from the pain. 
“Tell me what I want to hear, Tanya,” Porter says, his tone turning angry, his face flushed with blood. “Tell me or I will not only drill that filling back out, I will drill every one of your teeth, one by precious one. Do you understand me?”
“Now, that would be something to see,” Tyrel comments, the masochist’s grin turning into an ear to ear smile.  
I don’t blink. How can I? The doctor picks the drill up off the tray. 
“You leave me with no choice, Tanya,” he says. 
Maybe it’s impossible for me to move my body, but it goes rigid anyway. The tears are pouring out of my eyes, heart is pounding inside my throat, and my brain is screaming with adrenaline. I am caught in a nightmare that is impossible to escape. Impossible to wake from. 
Then the ceiling collapses. 
 




 
Shots fired. 
Not loud shots, but sound-suppressed shots. Shots that don’t pierce eardrums, but that still pack a solid punch.
Porter’s face disappears in a haze of blood, bone, and brain matter. Tyrel takes one to the shoulder and drops like a stone. He goes for his pistol, returns the fire. The straps that hold me down are quickly cut and I am thrust over someone’s shoulder like a fireman rescuing an unconscious woman from a burning building.
“Grab her stuff!” a man orders. 
I’m seeing everything from upside down now. The door opens. An Everest policeman steps inside. He’s got an automatic rifle gripped in his hands. But he never gets a chance to use it. He is shot as soon as he steps foot into the room.
“Go!” a man yells, “Go! Go!”  
“Please don’t talk, Tanya,” he says to me. 
I wonder if he knows it’s impossible for me to talk right now. More rapid-fire gunshots from outside in the corridor. Then two separate loud explosions, like detonated grenades. 
“Clear!” a woman barks. 
I’m carried into the hall, most of which has been blown away by the explosives. The walls are shattered, and I can see inside some of the windowless rooms. Several bodies litter the floor. Two of them are wearing black uniforms. My eyes try to focus on their faces, but they’re both lying on their stomachs. I can’t help but believe one of them has to be Matt Tyrel. Or maybe I’m just hoping Matt Tyrel is dead. 
“Ready for window extraction,” the same woman informs. 
I find myself being strapped to the man who’s holding me. Then, he’s carrying me out a window and we’re scaling the side of the building, down to the ground. Gunshots are exchanged as he carries me to a dark green van that matches their uniforms. I’m loaded into the back while two uniformed men get in up front. The van bucks forward and speeds away from the building, all the while, bullets ricochet off the side panels. 
“Jesus, you’re naked,” comes a voice. 
Now that I’m no longer hooked up to the intravenous, I’m able to slowly turn my head to see who’s doing the talking. But then, I don’t need eyes to know who it is. All I need are my ears. 
Tony Smart. 

One of the dark green uniformed soldiers, the lady, hands me my clothes. 
“You might have to help me, Tony,” I say, after a few beats. “I’m still not fully functional.”
“They injected you with that shit, too,” he says, like a question. “It takes a few minutes to wear off.”
I start getting dressed. It seems to take forever, but eventually I’m fully clothed in my brown dress and sandals. 
“Who the hell are these people?” I ask. 
“The enemy,” Tony says. He’s sitting against the cargo bay side panel, his face pale but no worse for wear. “Everest dot com’s enemy, anyway.” 
“The Drake Search Engine, am I right?”
“They must have gotten word of our abduction,” he says. “Either through their intelligence agents, or hell, maybe Gus Truman called them, warned them on our behalf.”
“Is the Drake Corporation good?”  
“What’s that mean, Tan?” Tony asks.
“Meaning are they friendly?”
“Hey,” he says, “they are the enemy of our enemy, so what’s that make them?”
“Our friends.” 
He smiles. I go to him. He takes me in his arms and hugs me as tightly as he can without breaking my ribs. 
“Tony,” I say, “did they torture you?”
“Let’s put it this way,” he says while showing me his teeth. “I got myself some free dentistry.”
I nod. 
“The annoying cavity I had in my molar is now filled,” I say. Then, shaking my head. “Imagine torturing while at the same time, providing a valuable service. Maybe they should call it, consumer-centric, stress free torture. What the hell is the matter with these people?”
“What’s the matter is what’s always the matter when someone or something attains supreme power. You get paranoid. Caesar feels as though Brutus and his sharp dagger are waiting right around the next corner for him.”
“Everest is Caesar.”
“Yes, it is, and the Everest Primary Membership Program is Caesar’s twenty-first century form of slavery.” He shakes his head, as though very disappointed with himself. “I owe you an apology, Tan. I had no real idea the extent Everest is willing to go to enslave their customers. I guess I should have realized it when Mike disappeared. But I just didn’t want to believe it. Or maybe I refused to believe it. I just always assumed he’d be back one day, and all would be well, all would be like it was.”
The van bucks and bumps as it speeds along. 
“I saw what happened to him,” I say, after a time. 
His face seems to go even paler. “The worst part about that . . . his termination . . . was never being able to speak about it. Never being able to acknowledge his life, Tan.”
I take hold of his hand, hold it tight. 
“Tony,” I say, “is he alive?”
“I have no way of knowing.” 
Then, feeling the pit in my stomach. 
“They have my parents,” I say, swallowing something dry and bitter. “Were you able to see what happened to them?”
He shakes his head. 
“No,” he whispers. “I never saw them. Not once. Nor did Porter or Tyrel mention them when they decided to work on my teeth.”
I sense there’s something else he’s not telling me. 
“What is it, Tony?” I beg. “What is it you’re not telling me?”
He turns to me, looks me in the eye. 
“Listen, Tan,” he says, “Everest plays for keeps. Even if they’d just slapped us on the wrist for going to Gus’s, they’re still going to find a way to make sure we know who is in control. Somebody is going to have to pay. For me it was my brother.”
“Oh Jesus,” I say, “for me it’s my parents.”
“Because what’s worse than you being terminated?”
“My loved one’s being terminated.”
“You’re learning,” he says. “You’re learning how Everest operates. We’re both learning, the hardest way possible.”
A few beats pass while the van motors on. 
“And Drake?” I say. “They are a part of the Resistance?” 
“Not directly,” he says. “I haven’t really paid much attention to the organization until now, to tell the truth. In fact, I’d always had a suspicion that the Resistance didn’t really exist. That their existence was the stuff of fantasy. Just like Primary Termination was fantasy.” He shakes his head again. “You know, Mike wasn’t really gone so much as relocated in a nice cushy place where he was working out his problems with Everest.”
“Okay, but what about the Drake Corporation?”
 “My guess is the Drake Search Engine helps fund the Resistance. It’s sort of a strange alliance when you think about it, because how can the Resistance trust the Drake Corp. any more than they trust the Everest Corp.? Both sides are about to engage in a war for ultimate domination.” 
“Maybe Drake funds the Resistance because it’s the expedient thing to do,” I offer. “Your enemy’s enemy is your friend.”
“There’s that old dictum again, Tan.”
“And why are we only now talking about this?”
“Number one, because Everest tried to kill us today, and they took your parents away. And two, because there’s nowhere safe to talk. I don’t even trust talking outdoors anymore. Everest has the Jacquie satellite that’s about to go into orbit any day.”
“What makes this van a safe place to talk?”
He cocks his head over his shoulder. 
“I’m guessing this would be just about the safest place in all of New York State to talk about Drake, our terminated families, and the Resistance. I’m guessing these soldiers are constantly sweeping for Jacquie.”
I find myself opening and closing my hands. Finally, all movement and feeling have returned. But that doesn’t mean I feel real good about anything. In my head, I see the faces of my mother and my father. I also see Mike, and what I remember as his perpetual shiny, happy smile. That’s when it hits me. 
“We have to get them back, Tony,” I say. 
He gives me a look like I’m out of my mind, and I probably am.
“That’s like asking God to turn off the sun,” he says. “Even if we were somehow lucky enough to find out where the Everest Corp. keeps the terminated, we’d never stand a chance going up against the Everest goliath, Tan. Not without getting ourselves killed in the process.”
His words don’t discourage me. Instead, they make my blood begin to boil. 
“So, that’s it then,” I say. “We just give up? Live in the shadows for the rest of our days? Hope Drake wins the war whenever it comes, and pray that by some miracle, my parents and your brother will somehow be liberated?”
He turns to me quick, eyes me over his shoulder. 
“You’re forgetting one important thing,” he says. “Liberating them suggests they might actually be alive.”
My blood, getting hotter. 
“I believe they’re alive, Tony,” I say. “I can feel it in here.” Making a fist, I punch my own chest. “I can sense these things.”
“Glad you can,” he says, “because I sure as shit don’t.”
I let that one sit for a while, until the smell is too rotten to be ignored. 
“What happened to the Tony Smart who used to be the fighter?” I say. “What happened to the strong as hell man who never backed down from a fight, even if he knew he was going to get his ass kicked in the process?”
“I got smart,” he says, poking at his head with extended index finger. “No pun.”
“I think you got something else.”
“Yeah, and what’s that, Tan?”
“I think you got married to Everest. I think you became so dependent on the system for your life and work and your very existence, that you couldn’t see beyond yourself. Even with Mike being terminated, you just refused to believe anything was wrong.” 
He exhales a breath. 
“This was your idea, Tanya,” he says. “Gus’s, the whole bit. I tried to warn you.”
“No one put a gun to your head, Tony,” I say. “And you know what? I’m glad we did it. I’m glad we showed Everest that we’re free people no matter how much they want to enslave us, no matter how much they want to intimidate us. At the very least, it’s woken you up to the truth.”
He laughs, bitterly. 
“It’s easy to say we’re free when we’re alive and well,” he says. “But not so easy for Mike or your folks.”
The van continues to speed along a road. A road I have no clue about. 
“I’m going to get them back,” I say after a long heavy beat. “If it costs me my life, I’m going to get them all back; and then, I’m going to join the Resistance and I’m going to fight Everest until it’s dead and gone.”
“And we can all go back to shopping in the malls,” Tony says. “You can go back to New York City and be a big editor at a big, newly resurrected publishing house. I can go back to praying that one of those newly resurrected publishing houses buys one of my books. Because if they don’t, I’m shit out of luck. I’ll have no means of income and no books being published anymore through the Everest Cradle Direct Publishing program.” 
The van makes a hard right turn, and it’s all we can do to remain sitting upright. Then, it slows, and finally comes to a stop. I make out the sound of something mechanical, like a garage door being raised. The van moves forward again, and I sense we’ve just driven into a garage of some kind. The mechanical noise resumes, and I’m guessing it means the garage door is closing.
“You’re forgetting one very important thing, Tony,” I say. 
“What’s that, Tan?” 
“You’ve been terminated, too. From the moment we escaped that Everest re-education hell-on-earth, we were terminated. And that means you’re already without your Primary credits, and your books are already deleted from the system. You are now Tony Smart, unpublished author.” 
His wide, unblinking eyes look through me to a future that truly frightens him. 
“Jesus,” he says. “That really, really hurts.”
“But it’s reality.”
Exhaling what’s left inside his lungs, “You are absolutely right. We’re terminated. We are all terminated, Tanya.”
“Believe it, Tony,” I say. “And use it to make you mad. Make you strong again. Make you do the right thing.”
“What’s the right thing, Tan?”
“We’re going to get our loved ones back. And then we fight for everyone to be free.”

The van’s cargo bay doors open wide. The soldiers gesture for us with their hands to get out. Standing outside the van, we find ourselves inside a massive warehouse. The walls are concrete and cement block. The floor-to-ceiling industrial windows have been blacked out with black paint and the harsh, overhead lighting illuminates the wide-open spaces like it’s Monday Night Football. 
To my left, a series of folding tables are occupied by more dark green uniformed soldiers. All of them are staring into laptops. Mounted to the wall above them, are three mammoth LCD hologram televisions that seem to be broadcasting a real-time map of the world and what I’m guessing are the movements and locations of Everest police. Or should I say, Everest soldiers. Everest is represented by the same black symbol of the Everest summit-shaped logo that appears on the boxes delivered to the billions of Everest customers and Primary members on a daily basis. What’s disturbing is this: just a quick glance at the electronic map tells me Everest has spread like a cancer throughout the globe. 
Directly ahead of me are more opens spaces, more tables occupied by soldiers. Beyond them are military vehicles including a few Jeeps and even a tank or two. The woman who helped free me from my re-education captivity removes her helmet, allows her mid-length brown hair to fall to her shoulders. She holds out her gloved hand for me. 
“I’m Mary Dawson,” she says. “Drake Upstate Commander.” 
“But you’re so pretty,” I say. 
“Too pretty for a military type?” she says, not without a warm smile. 
A wave of embarrassment washes over me. 
“You’ll have to forgive me,” I say. “That was a silly thing to say, even for me.” 
She laughs. It’s a friendly laugh, as opposed to Matt Tyrel who would laugh bitterly. 
“You look tired, and like you could use a few good hours of shut eye,” she says. Then, glancing at Tony. “You too, my friend.”
Tony introduces himself, shakes her hand. 
“I don’t have to tell you both you are most definitely terminated at this point,” Mary says. “I’m sure you’ve figured that one out for yourself.”
I give Tony a look over my shoulder. 
“We were discussing it on the pleasant drive over here,” I say. “By the way, where is here?”
“Not far from your favorite hotdog shack,” comes a voice I recognize. A sweet, but manly voice. 
I turn. 
“Gus,” I say. “You’re alive. I thought . . .”
I allow the thought to trail off, because he knows exactly where I’m going with it. 
“You thought I would have been picked up by now by Everest Police,” he says. “I heard all about the attack on you and Tony. Also about your folks being terminated. Not good news. But if there is some good news, it’s this: by being less than subtle in their attempt to take you and Tony out, they alerted both the Drake Corporation and the Resistance.” He takes hold of my hand, holds it in his big paw of a hand. “Whether you like it or not, Tanya, you are part of the Resistance now.” 
I smile. 
“I couldn’t be happier about it.” Then, glancing at Tony. “Tony, too. Isn’t that right, Tony?”
He nods. 
“Looks like my writing and publishing days are over for a while,” he says. 
Gus isn’t wearing his long white apron. He is instead dressed in a black jeans and combat boots. He’s got a tight black t-shirt on under a black tactical vest. On his hip, a semi-automatic pistol. A 9mm by the looks of it. I should know, because I own one. The vest contains pockets for maybe six more nine-round magazines. Again, it’s the kind of outfit one of my writers would describe for the heroes and heroines of their thrillers. An outfit not that different from the Everest military police. But more importantly, an outfit that makes it easy for him to blend in with the night.
“What’s happening here?” Tony asks. 
“What’s it look like?” Mary interjects.
“Looks like you’re preparing for war,” Tony says. “All out, total war.”
“That’s exactly what’s happening,” Gus says. “Everest is planning on launching the new generation of Jacquie any day now, and we can’t let them get away with it. The Resistance has partnered with Drake. We act as probes and reconnaissance for them. In turn, they pay us in US currency, bullets, guns, medical supplies, shelters, survival gear, you name it.” 
“Speaking of which,” I say, glancing down at my dress. “I could use a change of wardrobe.”
“I could use a weapon,” Tony says. 
“You’ll get everything you need,” Mary says. “Right now, you both look like you need some rest and something to eat. One of my soldiers will see you to your room downstairs.” 
I thank her as she nods and walks away. That’s when I turn to Gus. 
“Listen, Gus,” I say, “Everest has both my parents and Tony’s brother, Mike.”
He nods sadly, crosses his arms over his chest. “I know,” he says, in his deep, gruff but somehow sweet voice. 
“I want to get them back,” I say. “Alive.”
“Do you believe they could be alive, Gus?” Tony asks, his face ashen and exhausted.
Gus looks us both in the eyes. 
“I don’t want to promise you two anything,” he says. “But I believe it’s very possible they are alive. From what my intelligence tells me, terminated individuals are not disposed of, for lack of a better term, but instead, sent away.”
“Where to?” Tony poses. 
It’s the obvious question but also one that tugs on our heartstrings.
“Encampments,” Gus says. “Prisons. Labor camps. Fulfillment centers. Call them what you want, they’re still the same thing.”
My insides dropping. I recall Dr. Porter mentioning fulfillment centers prior to his torturing me. 
“But where exactly?”
“This much we do know. The Everest Corporation has commandeered three super max prisons. One in Colorado, one in Florida, and one in Upstate New York very near the Canadian Border at Dannemora. West Coast Primary offenders go to Colorado, South East offenders go to Florida, and North East criminals go to Upstate New York.” 
“So, it only makes sense that my brother and Tanya’s parents are in Upstate.”
Gus cocks his head over shoulder, purses his lips. 
“It would make sense, Tony. But we don’t know for sure. We’ve been doing our best to gather intel on these places, and now that we know about your parents, Tanya, and your brother, Tony, we’ll step up the efforts.” He pauses for a long beat. “But there’s one thing you gotta understand. Breaking out of these well-guarded prisons is next to impossible. Breaking in for the purposes of extracting prisoners will be even more impossible.” 
“So, what you’re saying is it will take some serious planning,” I say. 
“And firepower,” Tony says. 
“And guts,” Gus says. 
“We’ve got plenty of that,” I say. 
“So, it’s settled then, Gus?” I say. “We’re going after my parents and Tony’s little brother, Mike?”
Gus sets both his big hands on my shoulders. 
“The plan is already in the works, kid,” he says, confidently. “We commence at dawn. I’ll fill you in on all the details later.”
Just then, a young Drake soldier approaches us. 
“I’ll take you to your room downstairs,” he says. 
 




 
We enter into an elevator that takes us seven floors down into what can only be described as a concrete and steel bunker. We exit the elevator into a long, brightly lit corridor. The concrete block walls are painted white, while solid metal doors access the floor’s many rooms. Glancing up at the ceiling, I spot the occasional CCTV camera mounted to it along with alarm horns and emergency exit lighting fixtures. 
The young soldier must notice me noticing the security equipment. 
“Security is our main focus down here in the personnel quarters,” he volunteers. “Each floor is armed with its own armory and the walls, floor, and ceiling are essentially wrapped in stainless steel to guarantee that Jacquie cannot overhear us.” 
“Let’s hope so,” Tony says. 
“Never underestimate Everest AI,” I say, dry mouthed and sad. “I’ve learned that the hard way. Me and my entire family.”
We come to a room marked 127. Young Soldier uses a keycard to open the door. We step inside and are greeted by a wood paneled, hotel-style room that’s much warmer and homier than the corridor. A queen-sized bed is pushed against the wall to my right, and to my left a dresser of drawers and a small refrigerator. Mounted to the wall above that, a television. We have our own bathroom, and there’s a laptop computer set on a table at the far end of the room, along with two smartphones. 
“Login and Wi-Fi instructions for the computer and smartphones are set on the table,” Young Soldier says. “In a little while, I’ll bring you your change of clothing and the other things you’ll require for your mission to liberate your parents and Mr. Smart’s younger brother. I’ll bring you something to eat later. For now, there’s drinks and snacks in the refrigerator. Please, get some rest.” 
He places the keycard onto the table beside the laptop and exits the room. Tony and I silently gaze at one another. 
“Strange, isn’t it,” he says. “Drake Corp. is very welcoming. My brother didn’t trust them anymore than he did Everest. It’s just that Everest was willing to erase his debt and give him free money.” Scrunching his brow. “Seemed free at the time, anyway. I bought into it, too. Hook, line, and deadweight sinker.”
“We’re Everest disruptors now,” I say. “Resisters. I’m sure the Drake Corporation army could use ten-thousand more people just like us. Why do you think they’re so willing to shelter us, give us food, a room that looks like a suite in the Gramercy Park Hotel, and direct support to help us get our families back?”
“We manage to liberate our families, and Drake not only has new soldiers, they have three people who can spill some very valuable intel. We’re human probes whether we like it or not, Tan.”
“You couldn’t have written that any better, Tony.” 
Making my way to the table, I read the log-in instructions for the phones. I pick up the phone that’s got a Post-a-Note stuck to it with the name ‘Tanya’ scribbled on the yellow paper in blue ballpoint. I type in the provided five-digit code on the keypad. The phone comes alive. 
“Hello, Tanya,” the phone AI says. “You have no messages or emails.”
Tony performs the same operation with his smartphone. Same deal. No messages. But then again, I’m not surprised. We’ve disappeared from humanity. Everest.com humanity, that is. No one knows if we’re even alive. Not Kate, not my parents, certainly not Tony’s little brother. Drake is about to go to war with Everest on behalf of a new generation of Jacquie that’s about to be launched into orbit. Secrecy is paramount. 
I gaze at the bed. It looks inviting as hell. Pulling off my dress I toss it onto the easy chair set in the far corner. I then take off my bra and undies and pull the bed down. Tony stands at the foot of the bed, a more or less stunned expression painting his face. 
“What are you doing, Tan?” he asks. 
“What’s it look like I’m doing, lover?” 
“Sex,” he says, “at a time like this? This is not exactly the way I expected to spend our honeymoon night.”
“Right now,” I say, slipping under the sheets, “all I’m looking forward to is shutting my eyes, and getting some sleep. If you wouldn’t mind getting the lights.”
Tony quickly undresses down to his boxer shorts and gets in bed. He turns off the lights via the wall-mounted switches directly beside the bed board. He wraps his arm around me, spoons into me. For a brief moment, I am in heaven and everything that’s happened over the past few days—the disappearance of my parents, being hunted down like rabid dogs by Captain Matt Tyrel and his Everest police, nearly being blown to bits by tank shells, being chased across five tower rooftops only to be snatched out of mid-air, “re-education” by torture (a dentist for God’s sakes) inside an Everest facility (the Upstate New York headquarters?), and our liberation by the Drake Corporation army. Like I said before, you can’t make this stuff up. But then, these are the times we’re living in now. Dangerous times. Times we created. Times for which we have no one to blame but ourselves.  
There was a point when we all loved the Everest Corporation to death. A time when shopping online was simply fun, convenient, and worry-free. We could hardly wait for the pleasant buzzing sound of those insect-like drone rotors coming from outside the front door and the box or boxes it was transporting to be dropped off on our doorstep. Even though it was bought and paid for by your very own credit card, the feeling was identical to receiving a present from somebody you love. It was like having a mini birthday every day. We used Everest.com on a daily basis. Sometimes twice per day. Or three times, depending on what we needed or more importantly, on what we wanted, whether we could afford it or not.   
Sure, physical bookstores, malls, shopping centers, churches, eateries, doctor’s offices, and more were being phased out or consolidated. But it all happened so slowly, so methodically, so quietly, and so matter-of-factly, that we just chalked it up to progress and change. And yes, we were all guilty. Guilty of falling in love with an AI pal like Jacquie who we gladly invited into our homes since there was nothing she wouldn’t do for us, be it deliver our favorite songs or turn up the heat on a cold, snowy day, or even warn us of potential intruders. Jacquie represented the future, and the future looked bright.  
We exposed her to our most intimate secrets, our most intimate desires and acts. We used the toilet in front of her, took showers in front of her, slept in front of her, ate in front of her, got drunk in front of her, had sex in front of her, fought with those we loved in front of her, and in turn, she recorded every bit of it, set up secret files on all of us, collected every bit of data that comprised our entire beings, in some cases, from cradle to the grave. When it came to our lives, our wants, desires, and weaknesses, she was all knowing, and we had no one to blame for it but ourselves. 
She knew what foods we liked, what time we went to the bathroom in the morning, what kind of toothpaste we preferred, if we were lactose intolerant, what seasonal and food allergies we were prone too, what excited us and what depressed us, if we liked to talk during sex, if we liked missionary position. She even knew if we believed in God or not. She became our omniscient eyewitness and overseer, our conscience and our soul. And we loved every bit of it because, with Jacquie around, there was nothing to worry about. In a word, it all seemed so benign if not magical. High tech could be scary, but it could also be so damn good.  
But then came the tipping point . . . the time when things got entirely out of control. The time when all the search engines began to consolidate in order to compete with Everest (or attempt to compete anyway) and thus the Drake Search Engine became the sole competing mega-Corporation. 
To counter their move, the Everest Corp. bought out all TV, print, and social media giants like Twitter and Facebook so that they could not only control their public messaging, but they could also harvest the data they’d collected on every individual for nearly thirty years. Maybe the Drake Search Engine was Everest’s sole competition, but Drake could never beat Everest when it was able to control every Drake employee’s personal data, including that of its own CEO. Hell, until relatively recently, he and his family probably utilized Jacquie in their own home and office. 
No one, not in their wildest dreams, would have ever guessed that one day, Everest.com and its artificial intelligence-powered, consumer-centric shopping and search engine experience, would be big enough and powerful enough to quietly assume control of the entire country, and now, the planet. It would have seemed like the stuff of science fiction. But while all this was happening, slowly but surely, right in front of our eyes, we chose to ignore it. 
Who knows, I silently whisper to myself, as I feel my body drifting off to another place far more peaceful than this one. Maybe this life is but a dream.


His hand running up my leg wakes me from a sound sleep. His fingertips caressing my ass, then going up my back, tickling my sensitive skin, causes the blood in my veins to go from warm to hot. I’m hardly awake, and already I can feel how soaked I am. I’m conflicted, because I love it when Tony touches me. Knowing we are together again after all these years makes me the happiest girl on Earth. But then the earth isn’t what it was back when we were still in high school. The earth and all the billions of people who occupy it have become slaves of the Everest Corporation whether they know it or not. 
I don’t want to think about any of that right now. Right now, I just want to concentrate on Tony’s touch. The sensation of his hands on my body. The warmth of his body pressed against my back and my ass. His sex hard and swelled and wanting me. I push back against him, encouraging him to enter me from behind without saying a word. Together, we begin to move one with the other, like we’re not two people but the same person. We start slow, as though we both wish to make the moment last forever. We don’t ever want to be apart again. We wish for it to always be like this, where he is me and I am him and our world is no bigger than the two of us alone. 
But then we begin to move faster and faster still. Our bodies tremble and the entire earth shakes along with it. I don’t realize I’m screaming until I feel my lungs burning, and I gasp for air. Our bodies clash violently but also sweetly and lovingly. I take hold of his hands and feel my fingernails digging into his palms. When I can’t possibly hold it in anymore and I release, my scream becomes a shriek and he goes even faster, harder, if that’s at all possible, until he, too, is emptied. Then together we go slower and slower until we stop entirely, and simply hold one another, never letting go. 
Big tears fall, and my sweat covered body feels like it’s melting into the bed. Tony wipes away the tears gently with his fingertips. He whispers “Shhh, shhh,” in my ear, and even though we may not live through tonight or tomorrow, I have never felt safer in my entire life. How utterly strange and wrong it is that after finally finding one another again after more than twenty years, we may not live through the next forty-eight hours. I wonder what my mother would have to say about that. She would tell me to enjoy the moment. To be in love for as long as I can and as hard as I can during the time we have left. Who knows, maybe in the end we will survive, and we will grow old and gray together. 
An electronic doorbell chimes. 
“Well,” I say, “back to reality.”
“That was reality,” Tony says. “I can’t wait to experience reality again and again.”
Slipping out of bed, I throw my dress over my head and shoulders, peer through the solid metal door’s peephole. It’s the young soldier again. He’s got his hands full with two separate green Drake.com satchels. Opening the door, I let him in. 
“Hope I’m not interrupting anything,” he says sheepishly while placing the stuff he’s carrying onto the table by the laptop and smartphones. 
“Something smells pretty good,” Tony says, sitting up in bed. 
“Room service, Mr. Smart,” Young Soldier says while unzipping the first bag, and setting a couple Tupperware containers onto the table. “Hope you like spaghetti and meatballs courtesy of our five-star chow hall.” 
“And some red wine?” Tony asks. 
“How about a nice bottle of 2028 vintage spring water,” Young Soldier says. “There’s some desert, too. Good old apple pie wrapped in appetizing Saran Wrap.” 
Then, he unzips the second bag. He pulls out a green uniform just like the one he’s wearing and a matching shirt. He’s also got a pair of lace-up military style boots. He then pulls out two black utility belts, two 9mm automatics, and six additional magazines in total. 
“There’s three extra mags apiece for you,” he says, stating the obvious. Then, gazing into my eyes. “You know how to operate a 9mm semi-automatic, Ms. Teal?”
“I have my carry/conceal license,” I answer. “I’m also a Black Belt. And yeah, I’ve fired long and short guns at the range.”
“She can kick both our asses,” Tony says, not without a smile. “At the same time.” 
“When you’ve accomplished your mission up by the Canadian border, we’d love to have you on our team, Ms. Teal. You too, Mr. Smart.”
“We’ll definitely give it some thought,” I say, knowing already that I could never join another corporate army. “Right now, our priority is getting our family members back. After that, if we join any one cause, it will more than likely be the Resistance.”
Young Soldier nods. 
“Can’t say I blame you,” he says. 
He smiles and it’s a sweet, genuine smile. 
“What’s your name?” I say after a time. 
“David Drake,” he says. 
“Perfect last name,” Tony says. 
“My father started the company back in the 1990s,” he says. “He attended Stanford with the Everest President and CEO, John D. Rutherford. Rutherford never graduated, of course, but Dad did. In any case, the fight against Everest is personal for him, for us.”
“Well, David Drake,” I say, “you and your company have saved our lives. And we are forever grateful to you.”
“Don’t mention it,” he says. “Anything that aids in our fight against Everest tyranny. It’s our common cause now.”
“Yes,” I say, “it is.”
Leaning in, I give him a tender kiss on the cheek. His smooth, teenage-like face turns red and he smiles. 
“I’d better be going,” he says, heading for the door. Before he gets to it, he about-faces. “Oh, I almost forgot. I’m supposed to tell you that Gus Truman will be available to brief you on what you need to know about Dannemora Everest Super Max Prison and Fulfillment Center, after you’ve eaten.”
I nod. 
“We’ll meet him upstairs?” I say. 
“He thinks it’s safer if he meets you down here. Less chance of Jacquie overhearing your conversation.”
“Okay, then,” I say. 
Opening the door, the son of the second biggest corporation in the world exits our room. 
“I hope he survives the war,” I say.
“I hope we all survive,” Tony says. 
 




 
We’ve barely finished our meal when the electronic doorbell once more chimes. This time it’s Tony who goes to the door and peers out the peephole. He opens the door, and Gus walks in. 
“You two kids rested up?” he says, not without a grin. “I mean, I hope you didn’t spend all your time in bed getting ummm, reacquainted.”
I can’t help but laugh. 
“Yes, Gus,” I say. “We slept. Deeply in fact.”
“We had a little fun too,” Tony says, not without a wink. 
Men, always having to prove their masculinity.  
“Good for you, young man,” Gus says. “You two kids were always my favorite couple.” Then, his eyes spotting the laptop. “May I?” 
“The floor is yours, Gus,” I say, pushing back the dinner dishes and Tupperware, freeing up the space around the laptop. I have to admit, I love that he still refers to us as “kids.”
Gus sits down in front of it, opens the top and boots up the system. 
“Drake has passed on all the passwords for system access,” Gus reveals. “The Resistance and the Drake Army utilize the same system right now. It’s presently Jacquie free and I’m praying to the good Lord it stays that way. But Jacquie is a stubborn girl, and, at present, she is using all her AI power to break into it. The system takes constant monitoring by scores of Drake IT soldiers and programmers. Most people working at the computers upstairs are doing exactly that—fending off Jacquie and her ever growing AI capabilities and strength.” 
“That’s disconcerting,” I say. 
“It’s downright disturbing,” Tony says, running a hand through his still thick hair. “We were warned a generation ago that this would happen. That AI would become far too powerful. Now we’re reaping what we’ve sewn.”
“Problem is,” Gus interjects, “no one warned us that Everest would also become too powerful. Back when I was a kid, the closest thing we had to an online shopping experience was the Sears Roebuck catalogue. And no way was there ever a threat of Sears taking over the world, much less your life. Boy oh boy, have times changed.”
“I barely remember Sears,” Tony says. “Everest single handedly put them out of business before I got the chance to know of them.”
“But certainly your folks did,” Gus says while typing some commands into the laptop. “And speaking of family, I’ve accessed the architectural schematics of the Everest Dannemora Super Max Fulfillment Center.” Hitting a few more keys. “Let me go to holograph mode.”
The black and white 3D image hovers over the computer. It’s clearly a prison that contains four rectangular cell blocks, a circular central core that accesses all four buildings. To the right side of the cell blocks is another massive warehouse-style building that’s as big as the blocks combined. Surrounding the entire operation is a giant razor-wire topped wall that serves as a protective perimeter.  
“The site on which this prison stands used to be one of the oldest maximum-security penitentiaries in the United States,” Gus points out. “It even had its own museum and visitor center that served as a tourist attraction. But after Everest took over the place, they leveled the entire thing and built a brand new, state-of-the-art, digitally powered plant. Prisoners are not only locked inside; they are monitored individually.” 
“Meaning?” Tony says. 
“Meaning everyone is assigned a chip as soon as they enter the prison. The chip is inserted into their upper back with a special gun. From that point on, guards know precisely where each and every prisoner is at all times, what they are doing, how long they are doing it for, and why they’re doing it. If they’re eating, the guards know it. If they’re using the bathroom, the guards know it. If they’re having sex with one another, the guards know it.” He sits back in his chair, looks up at us. “Someone else knows it too.”
“Big Sister Jacquie,” I say. 
“Right on,” Gus says. “Jacquie, the female AI that used to select your favorite song for your Bluetooth device, is now a prison Superintendent.”
“Wait just a second here,” Tony says. “You mean Dannemora Super Max isn’t run by a physical human being?”
“There are guards, and a Captain of the guards,” Gus explains. “But the prison warden is not a human being. It is Jacquie. And Jacquie is all knowing.”
What started out as a hopeful, if not optimistic feeling in my gut, has now been replaced with cold, hard dread. 
“In other words,” I say, “the place is impenetrable.”
Gus holds up both his hands like he’s trying to tell me to take a deep breath. 
“Nothing is impenetrable, my dear,” he says, “even when Jacquie is watching over it and when money is involved.”
“You have a plan, Gus?” I say.
“More like I have a connection on the inside who, for the right price, is willing to give us a five-minute window to extract all three family members. But it won’t be easy.”
“More like impossible,” Tony comments crossing his thick arms over his chest. “How do we know we can trust this connection, Gus?”
“We don’t,” Gus says. “But it’s the only hope we’ve got of getting at your little brother and Tanya’s parents.”
He goes on to explain how Primary Terminated prisoners are segregated according to gender. Males are kept in blocks A and B, while females reside in C and D. Common areas like the chow hall, the exercise yard, and the fulfillment center, is mixed gender.
“It’s during early morning work hours that we’ll attempt our extraction, since all three people will be inside the same building.”
“Fulfillment center?” I say.
“That’s right,” Gus says. “An Everest Fulfillment Center. It’s how the Primary Terminated are expected to spend their days. Fulfilling Everest orders. They load the boxes with everything from sexy lingerie to books . . . maybe even your books, Tony . . . to televisions to auto-parts to the cars themselves, to you name it. They’ve got drones big enough and powerful enough to ship anything. The boxed products then get loaded onto belts that feed the drones that fly products to destinations in the Northeast including Southern Canada.” 
“Slave labor packs the boxes,” Tony says. 
“That’s about the extent of it,” Tony says. “Prisoners are expected to work on their feet for up to fourteen hours per day in total and complete silence, on the gruel they serve as food. It’s the dark side of the Everest Corporation that the general public has no idea about.” 
My head is buzzing from both anxiety and adrenaline. 
“Places like Dannemora,” I say, “they’re not prisons so much as concentration camps.” 
“Precisely,” Gus says. 
He types a few more commands into the computer. Two more pictures emerge in holograph form below the architectural plan of the prison. The first photo is clearly Mike Smart. He’s dressed in a prison grays and working the line in the Everest Dannemora Fulfilment Center. 
“That’s Mike,” Tony says, his face going pale. “Jesus, I’ll bet he’s shed fifty pounds.”
“Prisoners get the bare minimum of calories and nutrients to stay alive,” Gus says. 
“And those are my parents,” I say. “At least they’re together.”
Like Mike, my parents are dressed in prison grays and working the fulfilment line, side by side. They haven’t lost much weight yet since they’re newcomers, but the fear and stress on their faces is palpable. 
“Here’s the plan thus far,” Gus goes on. Using his extended index finger as a pointer. “Like I already mentioned, our contact is giving us five minutes to make the extraction. That means we have a total of three-hundred seconds to round up Mike and your parents and get them the hell out of there.”
“How do we do that without Jacquie and the armed guards knowing about it?” I say. 
“We’re going in through the laundry,” Gus says while pointing to what looks like a loading dock that’s attached to A-block on the extreme left side of the prison as you enter the main gate. “There’s a separate entry with a road that accesses the docks. The road also leads to another road that feeds the fulfillment center and the constant flow of driverless semis delivering products to be shipped to consumers. But the laundry is far quieter and much less guarded. We’ll wait for the truck a ways down the road and hijack it. Then we’ll hide inside the laundry carts that are regularly transported in and out of the facility via the loading docks several times a day. Once inside at the appointed time, the power on the entire facility will be cut. That’s when we make our play.”
“But surely there’s backup power,” Tony points out. 
“That’s where money talks, my young friend,” Gus says. “For five minutes, Jacquie, all the CCTV monitors, including all motion sensors will be down. Exit lighting will be extinguished. The place will become a giant, dark cave.”
“How will we see?” I ask.
“We’ll use night vision goggles,” Gus explains. “We’ll also carry small arms with sound suppressors.” He hesitates for a second. “Now here’s the thing, Tanya and Tony. The plan is to shoot to kill. If an Everest guard even comes within a few feet of us, you shoot them dead. No question. No hesitation. No reservation. Do you understand? With any luck, we’ll put down enough of them that the inmates can revolt and take the place over.” 
I nod and offer Tony a glance. He nods back. 
“You’re sure you’re capable of such a thing?” Gus says. “Because what we’re going for here is two-fold. First, we need to prove to Everest that their prisons can be breached. Second, we must show them that we will have no mercy. In turn, they will learn to fear the Resistance.” 
Not more than a week ago, I was still an editor, living and working in New York City. I used to read plots like this one on a daily basis. Detailed, realistic thriller plots with weapons and enemies and good guys and bad guys. But here I am living it for real. Yet, it all seems so surreal, if not unreal. Like I have somehow shifted into a dream state. A vivid dream state. Killing anyone is a tough thing to swallow no matter how much you consider them a mortal enemy. But if what Gus Truman is telling us is true (and I’m not questioning the truth), it has to be done. 
“We can do this,” I say. “Can’t we, Tony?”
“We can do it,” he says. 
“Listen, kids,” Gus adds, “you’re both writers. You’re not used to military-like operations. I’ll completely understand if you’d rather leave it up to the professionals in the Resistance.”
“First of all, Gus,” I say, “I’m good with a gun. Tony is no push-over either. I think he demonstrated that when he gave the Everest black shirts a run for their money. Second, how many members of the Resistance had ever fired a weapon before joining up?” 
Gus smiles. 
“Exactly what I need to hear,” he says. “But I still had to ask the question.”   
Switching off the prison layout along with the photos of my parents and Mike, Gus closes the laptop, pushes out his chair, and stands. Glancing at his watch. 
“Gather up your things,” he says. “We leave at the bottom of the hour. All goes well, we’ll have hijacked that laundry truck immediately after first light.”
“You’re not fooling around, Gus,” I say. 
“No I’m not,” he says. “A war is about to start and if we don’t get your family members out of the prison before then, we never will. Time is of the essence. I’ll see you upstairs when you’re both ready.”
Gus heads toward the door. 
“Gus,” Tony calls out. 
He turns, his hand gripping the doorknob. 
“What is it?” he asks. 
“Thanks,” Tony says. “For everything.”
Gus smiles warmly. He might be dressed like a military assassin with his black pants, combat boots, and t-shirt, his pistol at the ready on his hip. But his smile is just as inviting and genuine as I remember it from so many years ago when he cooked the best hotdogs and sausage ever, and the world was entirely different. 
“You’re good people,” he says. “Maybe the last good people left on earth.”
 




 
The main floor of the Drake Corporation military headquarters is abuzz with energy. Not that I would ever allow one of my authors to use the adjective “abuzz,” but that pretty much sums it up. Pilotless automated carts, forklifts, and robots scoot and shoot every which way. They carry pallets of weapons, ammunition (belted and loose), and explosives to awaiting trucks and other military vehicles. The tanks parked at the far end of the massive floor are running their engines while mechanics work on them and gunners load the turret ammo stores (It pays to be a thriller editor sometimes). So many orders are being shouted by so many different men and women, it’s a wonder anyone can make any sense of it at all. Meanwhile, the many military staffers manning their computers are steadfastly keeping Jacquie and her AI powerhouse at bay. I truly hope they succeed at their mission. 
Gus finds us. 
“That’s our ride,” he says, nodding at a white Toyota Land Cruiser that’s parked just a few feet away from the garage door. “That’s my personal vehicle. The love of my life.” 
It must be about twenty years old. But judging by its heavy mud-worthy tires, snorkel device, and front bumper winch attachment, it appears ready for action. I never knew Gus was so into his four-wheel vehicles, kind of like Tony and his Jeeps. But then, why would I?
“You guys are packing light,” Gus adds. 
“We never had the chance to grab much of anything when Everest started chasing us down,” I say. “I seem to have lost my leather bag with my wallet and everything else along the way. What you see now is what you get . . . what I get.”
Gus isn’t kidding. I’m dressed in the green uniform pants, combat boots, and work-shirt of the Drake Army. The only additional accoutrement is the black tactical vest which is loaded with three additional ammo magazines and the new smartphone. Tony is still wearing his jeans, boots, and tight-fitting gray t-shirt. But he too is wearing a black tactical vest, and like me, his is loaded with three additional magazines and his new smartphone. 
“The Resistance will supply you with anything else you require for the mission,” Gus says. “Hell, I might even have a chance tonight to cook us up some late-night barbeque.”
“Things are looking up,” Tony says, kissing me on the cheek. 
The touch and feel of his lips warms my heart and my soul. We’re about to engage in something every dangerous together. I pray we both live through the ordeal. Gus throws some supplies into the back of the Land Cruiser. By the looks of it, some assorted weapons, a couple ammo cans, cases of bottled water, food, and other essentials. He stores two plastic Gerri cans to two separate holders attached to both the left and right side of the vehicle. 
“Okay, kids,” he says. “Let’s saddle up.”
Out the corner of my eye, I see Commander Mary Dawson approaching us. She’s smiling and the way she runs both her hands through her brown hair makes her somehow seem even more attractive and friendly. 
“Good luck,” she says, not without a sad smile. “I’ll be praying for you. For your entire family.”
“Do people pray anymore, Mary?” I say. 
“Not if the Everest Corporation has its way,” she says. “Jacquie might not like it when she overhears people reciting Our Fathers and Hail Mary’s. It would scream of an allegiance to something far greater than Everest.” 
Tony gives the entire operation one more good look. 
“By the looks of things here,” he says, “Everest won’t have their way for much longer.”
“That’s the plan,” Mary says. Then, placing her hand gently on my shoulder. “I’m aware David Drake extended our offer of coming back to join us in our fight. But I know the Resistance already has you spoken for.”
I nod. “Right now, I just want my family back. Same goes for Tony. And if we join the Resistance, we’ll still be on the same team.” 
She squeezes my shoulder. “It would be nice to be closer to you. Both of you. But I understand.”
Leaning into her, I kiss her on her warm cheek. 
“Thank you for everything, Mary,” I say. “And the spaghetti wasn’t half bad. The apple pie too”
“The least we could do,” she says.  
Turning, Tony and I head for the Land Rover. In my head, I’m praying I get to see Mary again someday. 

It’s going on six in the evening and it’s still light out. Gus drives us out of the warehouse and down through what used to be a dangerous, drug and gang-infested ghetto that’s become abandoned since Everest took the district over and shipped the owners and vagrants out to destinations unknown or perhaps to fulfillment centers as far away as Siberia. Or so Tony is quick to surmise from where he sits in the shotgun seat up front. Minutes later, we hit the highway that will take us to the North Country. All the time, Gus is peering into the rear-view and the side-view mirrors.
“Keep an eye out for drones,” he says. “This ride is registered with Everest Albany Department of Motor Vehicles, but those mechanical bastards can nail us for even the slightest infraction. I’ve got my eye out for Everest police. I’m guessing they’re out in force tonight.”
“Don’t speed,” I say from the backseat. 
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Gus says. “They stop us, we’re just three friends heading out for some camping up north. In Everest designated areas, of course.”
“They’ll love my uniform,” I say. 
“That’s why we’re not going to get stopped,” Gus says. 
We drive for another hour without stopping. When we come to the start of the Adirondack Park, the many tall pines that flank both sides of the road and the mountains that loom large in the near distance provides a kind of comfort. It’s as if Mother Nature is on our side, and she will do everything in her power to protect us from a technological giant like Everest. For sure, she protects The Resistance which hides in these mountains in a place where even Jacquie can’t reach them. Not yet anyway. Not until the satellite is in orbit.  
I’m not sure if it’s the feeling of peace that makes me feel sleepy. Or if I’m still exhausted from the ordeal inside the Everest Re-Educational facility, but soon I find myself nodding off. 
“Surprise, surprise,” comes the voice of a man I’ve gotten to know well these past five years. 
It’s Ben Stevens. The bestselling author is standing inside my open office door. 
“This a good time, Tanya?” he asks. 
I stand, heart in my throat, not because he’s startled me, but because he has this effect on me. Christ, he has the same effect on most women I know. It’s not like he’s model handsome. It’s more like there’s something about him. The electric vibe he gives off. What do they call it? His charisma. His charm. No, that’s not right. Charm is too namby-pamby a word for it. Of all people, I should be able to come up with the right word. Magnetism. That’s it. Sheer, naked, magnetism. Like a tractor beam pulling me in with all its gravity defying force. 
Okay, I’m getting a little carried away. Let’s just say I find Ben very attractive and alluring. He’s wearing a black button down that’s unbuttoned enough to show off his killer chest. He’s also wearing faded Levis, and a pair of worn brown cowboy boots. His sleeves are rolled up, showing off his thick forearms. Ben is no stranger to the gym, and the working ranch he owns in Colorado keeps him fit also. He might be in his mid to late forties by now, but his hair is still black, thick, and long enough to touch his shoulders. As for his eyes, they’re like deep blue pools. Sometimes he shaves, and sometimes he doesn’t. Today is one of those days he doesn’t. It’s like having the freaking Marlboro Man, front and center. 
“You going to come in and sign one of your new novels for your lovely editor?” I ask. It’s my attempt at being witty. 
“Thought you’d never ask, doll,” he says. 
Only Ben can get away with referring to his 21st century female editor as “doll.” He struts in as I come around the desk. When there’s no more space between us, he doesn’t just do something wimpy like shake my hand or offer a polite kiss on the cheek. Instead, he pulls me into him, bends me backward like we’re doing the tango, then pulls me back up and plants a wet one on my mouth. We don’t trade tongues exactly, but we come pretty damn close. When he finally releases me, he grows an ear to ear smile that’s as infectious as the flu. A good flu. 
Pulling myself back together, I go back around my desk, grab a copy of his new novel off the long table pressed against the far wall and then set it out on the desk beside the manuscripts presently in review. I find my best Sharpie and set that on top of the novel. 
“Sign away, handsome,” I say. 
“My pleasure, doll.” 
Grabbing hold of the pen, he opens the hardcover, finds the title page, and scrawls something inside it. He closes the book, sets the pen back down, then seats himself in one of the two guest chairs. 
“So, what do you have to drink around here, Tanya?” he asks. 
I sit myself down. 
“Ummm, it’s not even eleven in the morning yet, Ben,” I say, not without a grin. 
He glances at his watch. 
“I just got back from my European book tour,” he says. “For me it’s going on five o’clock.”
“You don’t say.” Turning around in my swivel chair, I open the cabinet and grab the bottle of Jameson and two glasses I keep in there for special occasions. Swinging back around. “So, what shall we drink to?” 
“You gotta ask, doll?”
I pour two generous whiskeys and set his on the edge of the desk. 
“Another bestselling novel for Ben Stevens is about as common as breathing for most people,” I say. 
Raising my glass, I watch him raise his. 
“To us,” he says.
We drink. 
“I didn’t know there was an us,” I say. “You have a wife, last I heard.”
“Damn divorce,” he says. For the first time since he entered the office, his smile becomes a smirk. “She’s taking me for just about everything but my horse. And even then, she might get that. That hefty advance you all just paid me for the new novel? Gone.”
“Jeeze, Ben,” I say. “I’m sorry. There will be other books.”
He drinks down the whiskey, sets the empty back onto the desk. 
“Oh, I’m not worried about money. I’ll make more of that. It’s just that divorce is a nasty business and all it manages to accomplish in the end is to hurt the kids and make the lawyers rich.”
I pour him more whiskey and ask about his two kids. A boy and a girl, both in junior high, if I recall.
“They’ll live,” he says, grabbing hold of his drink. The smile returns to his face. The alluring smile, I should say. “But what about you, Tanya. How are you these days? Dating?”
I shake my head. 
“Why not?” he asks. “Woman as attractive and put together as you should have a million and one suitors. Doesn’t make sense.”
His blue eyes shift then to the manuscripts on the desk. 
“Oh, you know, Ben,” I say. “Same old story. I live for the job and the job is my life.” 
“You’re making up fiction,” he says. Then, cocking his head in the direction of the manuscripts. “The Devil Knows You’re Dead by Anthony Smart. He’s a real good writer. You gonna publish him?” 
“No,” I respond just a little too quickly and a little too forcefully.
“Easy, doll,” he says. “You’re acting like a spooked mare.” 
Some women might be offended being compared to a female horse, but somehow when Ben Stevens does it, it’s alluring. 
“Sorry,” I say. “It’s just that Tony and I have a history together.”
He nods. “So I’ve heard.”
“Well, then you get why I don’t wish to publish him at present.”
“He’d be a good catch if you can look beyond your personal stuff.”
“I’ve heard that before,” I say. 
He finishes his drink, sets the glass back down on the desk and stands. Getting up, I come back around the desk and go to him. Once again, he wraps his arms around me. But this time, he’s gentle with me. His face is only inches from mine, and I can smell him. It’s a fragrance that makes me melt. A whiskey, leathery, smoky kind of thing. A manly smell you don’t get much of from the metrosexual men who live in New York City.  
“Have dinner with me tonight, doll?” he asks. 
I gaze into his eyes. If it were possible, I might dive into one of them, swim around for a while in the warm, soothing water. 
“Aren’t you having dinner with your agent after your Mysterious Bookshop signing?” 
“I can blow him off,” he says. “Besides, it’s customary for an editor to have dinner with her author on release day.”
“I’d be booked for dinner every day of the week if that were the case, Ben,” I say. 
But he’s right. Lots of top authors are treated to a special dinner on the evening of a book launch. Me being me, I’ve been avoiding such niceties as of late. Maybe it’s having turned the corner on forty a while back. Maybe it’s not having kids at this stage of my life. Maybe it’s never having been married or been in a relationship that’s lasted more than a couple of years. Or crap, I don’t know, maybe it’s because I’m still in love with Tony and just refuse to admit it. 
So, what would Kate say? 
She’d say, are you fucking crazy? Ben Stevens, dreamboat that he is, wants to have dinner with you and you’re thinking of refusing him? What are you, a lesbian?

And what would Scout say? 
Who needs men anyway?
“So, doll,” he says, pulling me closer to him. “Whaddaya say? Are we on for dinner tonight? Just the two of us?”
My face is growing warm. It tells me the blood is rushing to it. That I’m blushing. 
“I’d love to,” I acquiesce. 
That’s when he comes closer to me, his lips touching mine. This time we don’t hold back. We kiss one another like there’s no tomorrow. I close my eyes and fall under his spell. When I open them again, I see Kate standing in the office doorway. 
“Yes, Kate,” I say. “Something I can help you with?”
She’s grinning like a Cheshire cat. 
“You go girl,” she says giving me a thumbs up. “History shall record that on this day, August 29, 2028, Senior Acquisitions Editor, Tanya Teal, finally took off her chastity belt.”  
Ben laughs a little, then backs away. 
“Meet me at the signing later?” he says, his eyes locking on mine. “Eight o’clock.”
“I’ll be there at seven to hear you read,” I say. 
“It’s a date,” he says, heading for the door. 
“Hi, Ben,” Kate says.
“Hey there, Kate,” Ben offers. “You coming to the signing later?”
“Your publicist wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
He disappears, and Kate gives me another thumbs up. 
“You’re getting laid, baby,” she says somewhat under her breath before moving on down the hall. 
Turning, I go to my desk, pick up Tony Smart’s manuscript with one hand and the phone extension with the other. 
“Jen,” I say, “I’ve got a rejected a manuscript called The Devil Knows You’re Dead that needs to be returned to the writer’s agent.” 
Gunshots wake me from a sound sleep. 
“What was that?” I say, startled if not rattled. “What’s happening?”
We’re driving up a mountain road, the Land Rover bucking and bouncing along the rough terrain. More gunshots. Not super loud shots, but loud enough to disturb my vivid dream. 
“No worries,” Gus says. “That’s just some of the gang doing a little nighttime target practice.”
“You’re not worried Jacquie will hear the shots?” Tony asks. 
“We’re way off grid,” Gus says. “In terms of Jacquie, anyway. But that will change soon enough. Everest’s goal is to make Jacquie inescapable, and they’re nearly there. That’s why Drake is going to war now, instead of later when it’s too late.”
“How do you know for sure?” Tony asks. 
“Everest is planning on launching the brand-new satellite next month,” he says. “When it achieves its orbit and becomes operational, Jacquie will become omniscient. All powerful. There will be nowhere anyone can go, above ground or under, where Jacquie won’t find you.”
“In other words,” I say, “Jacquie will become God.”
Tony turns. 
“So, how are you, sleepyhead?” he asks. 
I think about my dream, about his manuscript on my desk, about Ben Stevens kissing me. I think about how real it all seemed. 
“I’m okay,” I say. 
My left hand extended, I’m gripping the overhead bar to steady myself over the rough road. But the rough road soon smooths out as we reach a clearing. 
“We’re here folks,” Gus says. “Home away from home.”
He drives further into the clearing along a gravel road that is surprisingly smooth. The place is lit up not only with battery and solar powered lamps, but good old-fashioned torches. To my right are some long log buildings. To my left, the same thing. The buildings also have stovepipe chimneys attached to them. All sorts of people move in and out of the structures while others stroll along the road and the sidewalk that parallels it. They are dressed for the woods, in jeans or canvas trousers, work-shirts, and vests. Most have automatic weapons slung over their backs. AR-15s and M16s by the looks of them. Some carry crossbows and even bows and arrows. Little kids run around, and everyone seems genuinely happy, judging by the happy-go-lucky expressions on their faces. 
We pass by a mercantile store and a bar/restaurant. Then we pass a church and a small synagogue, and a library. Another two-story building reads “Alamo School, K-12.” 
“Alamo,” I say. “What’s that?”
“That’s the name of our town. It was christened, The Alamo, when we tried to come up with a name that represented individual freedom over corporate tyranny better than any other. So, The Alamo stuck.”
“You do have quite the operation,” I say, as we pass a hotel and then a cinema. “It’s a regular little town.”
“I can’t believe Jacquie or Everest doesn’t know about this place, Gus,” Tony points out. 
Gus hooks a right and pulls up to what looks like a public park or common. The gunshots become louder then, as if whoever is doing the shooting is now close by. 
“Oh, they know about it,” he says. “Or, we assume they know about it. We’re visible on Drake Earth Maps. But right now, they don’t dare attack us. So far, it’s just a corporate war of words and threats between Everest and Drake. Technically speaking, we’re not in a shooting war yet. But everyone here is not only armed, we’re protected by a barrier that’s armed to the teeth with motion-sensor operated automatic weapons. Plus assorted booby-traps. We’re safe here until the new generation of Jacquie comes online. Then, things will change. She will be able to monitor our every move. She’ll also be able to map out the entire compound. No detail will be too small for her.” Pausing for a long beat. “That is, we don’t stop them from putting her into space first.”
“I guess time really is of the essence,” Tony says. 
“Hey, look at that,” Gus says. “They’ve already started the barbecue.”
Looking out my window, I see a pit dug out of the ground. A pig is being roasted on a spinning skewer. Two or three picnic tables are loaded with food and drinks. Men, women and kids are mingling, laughing, and playing. The men and women drink cans of beer, and the whole atmosphere seems like a party. You’d never know that the Everest Corporation resides just a few miles away, or that a possible world war is just about to begin. 
More gunshots coming from the near distance. 
“Who is shooting and why?” I ask again, as Gus brings the Land Cruiser to a stop. “Is it really just for target practice?” 
He kills the engine. 
“Get out,” he says, “and I’ll show you. In fact, I’ll introduce you and Tony to everyone.” 
We get out. The first thing that hits me is the great smell of the roast pork. There is no better smell in the world. The second thing is the air. It’s so much fresher and cooler way up here in the Adirondack Mountains. In a world that’s becoming more and more overpopulated and polluted, it’s not easy finding fresh air anymore. I stretch my tired muscles and follow Gus as he leads us away from the cooking area to where the gunshots are coming from. Soon, I’m able to make out several people, all of whom are gripping pump-action shotguns. 
“Got one at my three o’clock,” a man alerts. 
He fires. Something explodes and shatters. It can’t be a bird. Birds don’t explode when you shoot them full of birdshot. It also can’t be a clay pigeon. It’s too big. And like real birds, clay pigeons don’t explode internally. 
“Looks like they’re shooting trap,” Tony says. “I love to shoot trap.”
“You can join them,” Gus says. 
That’s when we catch the attention of the shooting party. They turn toward us. I can’t make out facial features, but for sure, I’m looking at a woman and three men, one of whom has the deepest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. Eyes that reflect the bright moonlight.  
“Hey, got one coming up on my nine o’clock,” Blue Eyes says. 
That’s when I see the drone appear from out of the darkness. Blue Eyes quickly shoulders his shotgun and fires. The drone explodes, its shattered remnants crashing into the trees beyond the compound clearing. The box it was carrying also crashes to the ground. Some of the now split wires flicker on and off until they die out.
“Are those Everest drones, Gus?” I ask. “Are they actually trying to make deliveries?” 
“You betcha,” he says. “This is just one of the preprogrammed routes they fly from out of the Dannemora Super Max Fulfilment Center. Sometimes, we get them on the way back, but that’s no fun because they fly back empty.”
“This is priceless,” Tony says, not without a laugh.    
“Half our supplies come from shooting down these drones,” Gus adds. Then, “Great shooting, Ben. Just like you’re back on the ranch in Colorado.”
“This is more fun,” Ben Blue Eyes says. 
I feel the fine hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand at attention. 
“What did you just call that man?” I say. “The one who just shot down the drone? The one with the blue eyes?”
“Ben,” he says. “He’s just like you and Tony. He’s a writer.”
My head spins. For a brief moment, I feel like gravity no longer works the way it’s supposed to and I’m about to fly away into the starry sky. 
“Ben,” I say. “Is that really you? Ben Stevens?”
Blue Eyes slowly begins making his way toward me, his shotgun cradled in his arms like it’s a little baby. 
“Tell me it ain’t so,” he says. “My old editor has joined the Resistance.”
 




 
It takes a minute or two, but eventually everyone is introduced to one another. Of course, Ben and Tony know of one another. They were competitors, in a way. Not that writers are really in competition, but take it from a twenty-year editorial veteran, they act like they are. 
We’d left the shooting gallery and we’re now seated at one of the picnic tables, plates of barbeque and cold beers set before us. 
“I’d heard the publishing company went bust last month,” Ben says. “In a way, I was heartbroken, because I knew how much you loved it there, how much heart and soul you put into your books and authors. At least, that’s how you treated me for all those years, doll.”
Tony’s face goes noticeably tight when Ben calls me doll. I’ve become so used to it over the course of all these years that it doesn’t faze me in the least. Unlike in my dream during our drive up here, Ben left the traditional publishing world years ago to pursue an independent career with Everest and the Cradle Direct Publishing Program. His actions mirrored Tony’s precisely. In fact, it was probably Tony who inspired Ben in the first place when my then ex-boyfriend refused a massive advance from a traditional house in order to self-publish with Everest. The irony is that both authors, and they are, or were, major authors, are entirely unpublished now. But that doesn’t mean they’re still not wonderful writers. Everest Corp. can never take that away from them. 
Tony takes a deep drink of his beer and clears his throat.  
“When did you join the Resistance, Ben?” he asks. 
“About six months ago,” he says. “I could see the writing on the wall with this Primary Program. I began hearing rumors about terminations. Then, when one of my good friends, also a writer, disappeared and we were told by Jacquie that no one should speak of him anymore, I was pretty damn shocked. I knew I had to do something, that I couldn’t just take somebody’s disappearance sitting down. Then I kept seeing these posters taped to light poles down in New York City about the Resistance. They weren’t much to look at. Just the Everest logo turned upside down with an arrow running through it. One thing led to another, and I was told to head up to the Alamo. I’ve been here ever since.”
“It cost him his career,” Gus says, before taking a big bite out of his freshly cooked pork. “Ben’s been a great inspiration to us all, and an even better soldier. He’s going to assist us with the morning’s operation since he knows Dannemora Super Max better than any other. He’s studied it that much.”
“I dream about the joint in my sleep,” Ben adds. 
I can’t help but glance at Tony when Gus informs us of Ben joining our liberation party. He doesn’t appear unpleased, but then, he doesn’t appear to be pleased either. I have to admit, it feels good to know that Tony cares enough to be jealous. But then, I also can’t help but admit this too: As much as I have fallen back in love with Tony, I feel my stomach cramp up when I look into Ben’s blue eyes. He hasn’t changed a bit since I last saw him maybe a year ago (discounting my vivid dream of course). Same long hair, same denim shirt, tight jeans and worn cowboy boots. He dresses a lot like Tony, in fact. I guess I’m attracted to the same kind of guy. Consistency is key when it comes to matters of the heart. 
“The operation won’t be easy, doll,” Ben warns. “But then, I’m sure Gus has filled you in on the dangers already.”
“Dude,” an agitated Tony interjects, “can you lay off the doll thing?” 
A stillness seems to settle over the table. My pulse elevates. Gus’s eyes go from Ben to Tony and back to Ben again. All that can be heard is the crackling of the fire, an owl hooting in the near distance, a crack of a shotgun shell being fired at a passing drone, and the beating of my heart inside my brain. 
“My apologies, Tony,” Ben says after a time. “It’s a bit of a nickname I gave Tanya many years ago when she first started publishing me. If it bothers you, I won’t say it anymore.” 
That’s when Tony exhales. He gets up off the picnic bench, comes around to where Ben is sitting. The tension is so thick, I feel like it can be cut with a dagger. The entire compound is sitting on the edge of their seats. But when Tony smiles and releases a giant laugh, everyone . . . including myself . . . breathes a sigh of relief. Holding out his hand, Tony takes Ben’s hand in his and squeezes it, not like new friends, but thumbs up style, like old warriors who fought side by side in another life a long, long time ago. 
Tony sits back down. 
“You realize we’re no longer published authors, Tony,” Ben offers. 
“So I’ve heard,” Tony says. “So much for my new book.”
“You got a new opus going?” Ben asks. “That’s more than I can say. What’s it called?”
“I was calling it The Devil Knows You're Dead,” Tony says. “It’s another in my Moonlight detective series. But who knows if I’ll finish it now.”
My heart pounds, because I’m recalling my vivid dream and the manuscript sitting on my desk. The Devil Knows You’re Dead by Anthony Smart. I also recall reading a paragraph from it outside the coffee shop. Did he tell me the title? I can’t really remember with everything that’s happened since. Things are getting just a little too weird, even for a fiction editor like me.
“Finish it,” Ben says. “You’re still a writer. We’ll find ways to get our books published. That I can promise you.”
Tony smiles, sadly. In the meantime, my head is spinning. Am I dreaming again? Or is this really happening to me? 
“I believe you, Ben,” he says. “I truly want to believe you.”

The night proceeds like tomorrow and its dangers will never come. We eat and drink our fill. When some of the Resistance members bust out the guitars, we dance and sing under the light of a thousand brilliant stars. Like I said, I might be dreaming, but I swear, in some really strange but wonderful way, I have never been happier. Never felt more alive, more wanted, more relevant to the people who love me and need me. 
Later on, when Tony and I retire to the small cabin allotted us not far from the Alamo Park, we make love in the big feather bed until the sweat coats our skin and we are entirely drained of strength and can’t move a muscle even if we wanted to. 
“We’re making up for lost time,” Tony says, staring up at the dark ceiling. 
“That’s a lot of time to make up,” I say. “And the night is young.”
“We’re up at dark-thirty,” he points out while gently touching my hand. “It’s not that young, babe.”
I can’t help but giggle because I’m a little drunk and so very happy, regardless of the peril the morning may bring. 
“Tony Smart,” I say, “are you going to use something like sleep as an excuse for not making love to me again? Or are you just getting old?”
“Now, them’s fighting words,” he says, gently rolling over and onto me. 
I’m entirely surprised, but pleasantly surprised, when I feel his hardness has once more returned, and he enters me again. I know this will be our last moment together for a while, so I want it to be slow, gentle, and sweet. But something else happens this time. My eyes wide open, I see Tony’s handsome face and feel him inside and out. He is my world right now. But I also can’t help but see Ben’s face. If I close my eyes, I feel him touching me. I feel him inside of me. I feel him bringing me to that special place. 
When it arrives, I can’t help but release a small scream and my fingernails dig into the soft skin on Tony’s back. He too releases and for a long moment, he lies on top of me, holding me tightly like he’s never going to let me go. Now if I close my eyes, I feel the tears roll down my face and I pray that when I open them back up, we will be back inside his apartment in North Albany after our morning coffee date, and all this will have been just a complicated dream. 
But when I open my eyes, I see the cabin walls, and I make out the light of the fire that still burns inside the fire-pit in the Alamo Park, and I know what’s happening to us . . . to our loved ones . . . is all too real. As Tony kisses me gently on the mouth and wipes away my tears with his fingertips, I can’t help but ask myself this: will we live long enough to ever make love to one another again? 
 




 
Morning comes down hard on the Alamo. Tony is up before me. When I flick on the lamp, I see him standing in the middle of the cabin floor, wiping his face with a washcloth. His arms and chest are bare, muscular. He offers me a smile. 
“Good morning, babe,” he says. “Time to get moving. Gus will be expecting us in ten minutes.”
“Ten minutes,” I say, rubbing the life back into my face. “I hope Gus has coffee.”
Tony laughs. “There will be something to eat and drink at the picnic tables. Now, let’s get moving.”
Less than ten minutes later, we’re standing at the same picnic table where we feasted on roast pork and too many cans of beer the night before. A simple breakfast of coffee, orange juice, and fresh baked bread are laid out on a platter on the table. There’s also four, sound-suppressed AR-15s, each of them accompanied by three additional banana-shaped magazines that hold thirty rounds apiece. The rifles are also equipped with rack-mounted laser sites. I’ve fired an AR-15 many times before down in the city, but never have I fired one outside the confines of a range. Certainly, never have I fired one at another living human being. Something tells me I’ll get my chance this morning. 
Four night vision headsets are also laid out on the table. Being able to see in the dark will also be a first for me (how many times have my authors required their action/adventure characters to don night vision goggles?). Lastly, four pair of tactical gloves are set out. We’re already wearing the tactical vests provided by the Drake Search Engine Army so that portion of the outfit is already covered. Tony hands me a paper cup filled with hot coffee. 
“Would you like a piece of bread, Tan?” he asks. 
“I don’t think I can stomach anything right now,” I say, sipping the still hot coffee. 
“Nerves?” he questions. 
“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe it’s just occurred to me that we’re not trained to pull off an operation like this one.” 
Tony sips on his own coffee. 
“It’s your parents and my brother we’re extracting,” he says. “Sheer will of force will win the day for us, Tan.”
“But what if I get to the prison and freeze? What if I find I can’t do it? That I don’t have the courage.”
He places his free hand on my shoulder. 
“I’ll be right by your side,” he says. “You can do it. You can do what it takes to get your parents back. I mean, aren’t you the girl who jumped off a twenty-five-story building? If Gus thought for a second that you weren’t capable, he wouldn’t trust you to be a part of the team. Besides . . .”
His voice trails off. 
“Besides what, Tony,” I say. 
“It’s only normal to doubt yourself before an operation like this.” 
Speaking of Gus, he and Ben approach the picnic table. 
“Good morning,” he says, not without a smile. “I trust you slept well.”
“As well as can be expected, Gus,” Tony says. 
Tony nods at Ben. My former author nods back. 
“Grab your gear,” Gus says, “and let’s saddle up while it’s still dark.”
Off in the distance, a couple of shotgun blasts ring out. 
“Do they ever stop?” I ask Gus. “The drones, I mean.”
“Never,” he says. “It’s a constant stream of goods being delivered by consumers who live and die by their almighty God, Everest dot com.” 
“It’s crumbs for the slaves,” Ben says while running a hand though his thick, long hair. A gesture that has always made me feel slightly dizzy. He picks up a piece of bread, breaks a little off, tosses it to some black crows gathered on the lawn.  
“When we’re through,” Tony says, “you and I will be back in the bookstores, Ben. Because when Everest is gone, bookstores will have a rebirth.”
“Publishers, too,” I say. “I’ll have a job again. This time, I’ll publish you both. How’s that sound?”
“And I’ll open up a hotdog and barbeque franchise,” Gus adds. “A Gus’s Hotdog Shack on every street corner, accepting real U.S. currency.”
We all have a good laugh and it seems to make the morning lighter and brighter, even if the forest darkness beyond The Alamo is impenetrable.
Gus grabs his gear. 
“Let’s rock ‘n’ roll, kids,” he says. “That laundry truck is already on its way to the prison.”
We grab our gear, load into the Land Cruiser and head out of The Alamo gates on the way to our destiny. 

The ride is bumpy but otherwise quiet on the way down the mountain to the main road. Gus mans the wheel. Ben occupies the shotgun seat. I sit in the back beside Tony. I can’t say that I’m nervous or anxious any longer. Nor am I frightened for that matter. I’m not entirely sure what’s going on inside my nervous system at present. The funny thing is, I can’t help but wonder how some of my writers might actually pen a scene like this one. Do they write about the heavy stillness? The anticipation? The fear in knowing what greets them on the other side could be certain death? What if Gus’s contact double-crosses us? Or what if he (or she) has no intention of giving us a five-minute window in the first place? What if as soon as we get inside the prison, a whole squad of Everest Corporation policemen and women are waiting for us? What if they not only arrest us, but they execute us along with our family members? What if we’re willingly walking into one great big, deadly trap?
Maybe I’m being way too dramatic. Maybe I’m letting my imagination get the best of me. Best to not think at this point. Best to just do what I’m told, when I’m told to do it. The least I can do is follow orders as Gus Truman relays them to me.

An orange glow peeks over the mountains to the east. The main road is narrow with lots of twists and turns. If we weren’t about to break into a super max prison run by one of the most powerful and evil corporations ever to grace the planet and supervised by the most sophisticated AI system ever invented, it might be the perfect setting for a quiet country drive. This is anything but. 
Soon, a giant wall can be seen in the distance. It’s gray and tall. Gray concrete topped with concertina style razor wire that glistens almost pleasantly in the rays of the newly risen sun. Printed on the wall every ten or so feet is the black Everest logo, not that the corporation requires advertising.  
“There it is, kids,” Gus says. “The Everest Dannemora Super Max Fulfillment Center.”
“Looks like a pleasant place to settle down,” Tony says. But no one laughs. 
“I can think of better places,” Ben says out the corner of his mouth. 
Gus suddenly brakes the Land Cruiser. Turning the wheel to the right, he pulls onto a two-track. He takes it slow for a maybe twenty or thirty feet, until he finds a small clearing surrounded by thick pines. He pulls in and shuts the engine down. 
“Grab your stuff,” he says. “It’s show time.” 
We all get out. Following Gus’s lead, we place the night vision goggles on our heads. We then slip into our tactical gloves. I grab my AR-15 semi-automatic rifle and load it by slapping one of the three high-capacity magazines into the housing. Pulling back on the bolt, I make sure it’s locked and loaded. Strapping it over my shoulder, I pull out my 9mm, pull back on the slide, and allow a round to enter the chamber. Now that it, too, is locked and loaded, I re-holster it. 
“Ready,” I say, but my mouth is so dry I’m barely able to make a sound. 
What’s even stranger is I could really go for a cigarette right about now. I quit smoking almost fifteen years ago and haven’t touched one since. But right now, I would smoke the living crap out of an entire pack if only I had one handy.  
“Ready,” Tony says, pulling back on the bolt of his AR-15.
“All set,” Ben says. His rifle has been locked and loaded since we left The Alamo.  
Gus opens the 4X4’s passenger side door once more, reaches inside, opens the center console, comes back out with a roll of duct tape. Closing the door, he gives us both a long gaze with his steely eyes. 
“You all know what to do,” he says. Glancing at his watch. “The truck should be coming around right about now. I’ll handle the initial contact. You take my cue from there.”
“Roger that,” Tony says. 
“Ditto,” I say. 
“Wouldn’t have it any other way, jefe,” Ben concurs in his uniquely smart-ass manner. 
Gus makes his way back across the two-track toward the main road. Tony, Ben, and I follow close on his heels. We’re about to hijack a laundry truck. 

Gus orders us to stand back away from the road and to hide ourselves among the pines. He does the same, sticking his head out only far enough to keep an eye on the road and the oncoming traffic. 
“Here it comes,” he says. “Just like clockwork.”
I make out the sound of a truck engine making its way toward us. With every second that passes, it gets louder and louder. Or perhaps that’s just the adrenaline soaking my brain. When the truck is within twenty feet of our position, Gus and Ben jump out into the road, shoulder their AR-15s, aiming them directly at the driver. The large, white-paneled truck’s brakes lock up, and it comes to a skidding stop only a foot or two from slamming into Gus and Ben. How the two maintain their steadfast position on the road is a mystery to me. Or maybe it has something to do with having steel balls.  
“Get out,” Gus barks at the driver.
“Got your back,” Ben says. “Watch for weapons.” 
From where I’m standing in the trees, I can see the young driver raise both his hands in surrender. He slowly opens the driver’s side door and steps out of the big van. Gus and Ben approach him, march him around the van to its back bay. 
“Tony and Tanya!” he yells. “Front and center.”
Stepping out of the trees and onto the road, Tony and I go to the back of the van. Strapping his rifle to his shoulder, Gus then draws his semi-automatic, presses the barrel against the young man’s head. 
“Open the door,” he orders.
“Do it,” Ben says, the barrel of his AR-15 staring the young man down.  
But young man makes the mistake of hesitating for too long a beat, his eyes just staring at the padlock that secures the door. Gus whacks the back of the young man’s head with the barrel. He seems more stunned than in pain. But it’s enough to break the laundry truck driver out of his spell. The young man pulls the keyring from the carabiner attached to his belt. His hands shaking, he finds the right key and unlocks the lock. He then opens the rollup door revealing maybe a dozen or so large baskets filled with white industrial grade towels. 
“Kids, hop in,” Gus orders. 
Poking the young man’s head once more with the pistol barrel. “You, too,” Gus goes on.
We climb up and inside. The young man follows. 
“Ben,” Gus says, holding out the duct tape. “Make sure our guest is quite comfortable. Then I want all three of you to bury yourselves inside the first three baskets. Once we back up to the docks, I’ll grab one for myself. Got it?” 
I’ve known Gus for a lot of years. Even though I’ve gone long stretches of time without seeing him, the man who appears before me now is a long stretch from the happy, eager to please barbeque slinger who’s been selling me hotdogs and sausage sandwiches since Tony and I were teenagers. The man before us now is G.I. Joe.     
For a moment, I watch Ben as he professionally hogties the driver. He also gags the young man by wrapping several layers of tape around his head and mouth. He then conceals the driver by hiding him behind the baskets in back. Ben was always one of my favorite writers. But he’s always seemed like a tough guy to me. A man’s man. Seeing him like this, he appears more like a heroic character from one of his thrillers than he does the artist who created them. 
“Hop in a basket, Tan,” Tony insists, as he steps into one of the baskets closest to the van’s passenger side panel. 
“Already on it,” I say. 
I step into the basket beside him and bury myself in the clean towels. Ben chooses the basket directly beside mine. Without a word, he climbs in and makes himself invisible. Seating himself beside the van’s wheel, Gus closes the driver’s side door and proceeds forward. 
“Not a word from anyone, is that understood?”
Our collective silence is the precise answer Gus is looking for. 
 




 
Gus pulls ahead and drives for what seems like a full hour, but what turns out to be just a few minutes. He slows the van and turns left onto what I assume is the super max’s cargo access road. When he stops upon arriving at the guardhouse and the big fence that surly secures it, he rolls down the automatic window. It’s what I’m picturing in my head. 
“Morning, Officer,” he says in the friendly voice I recall from his Gus’s Hotdog Shack days. “Fresh laundry delivery. Not that the inmates inside that Everest cooler deserve it, big fat traitors that they are.”
He laughs, pretending to be one of those annoying guys who belly laughs at his own witticisms. 
“You’re not the usual dude,” says the guard. 
“Called in sick,” Gus says. “When I was young, you worked, sick or not.”
“Not if you’re crapping every ten minutes, you weren’t.”
“Good point, Officer,” Gus says. “Maybe the usual driver should join the worry-free Everest Primary Membership Program and be done with this working stuff anyway. Seems to be the way things are going. Soon, it’ll be the law. ‘Sides, this truck can drive itself. Don’t need no human doing anything, other than unlocking the cargo bay.”
Heart pulsing, I’m waiting for the guard to insist on I.D. 
Instead he says, “Get out and open up the back, Old Timer.” 
Oh dear God . . . 
“Certainly,” Gus says, without hesitation. 
He opens the van door and slips out. Sweat builds on my brow, despite my face being buried in towels. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I’m secreting sweat and blood. Palms are damp, my stomach convulsing in violent flips and muscles tying themselves in knots. If the guard inspects the baskets, we’re as good as dead. 
The rear doors open. 
“Have yourself a good look, Officer,” he pleasantly offers. “Help you up if you need it.”
“Don’t bother straining yourself, Old Timer,” Officer says.
A long pause ensues while the policeman looks everything over from outside the van. I imagine him pulling a long knife from his utility belt and burying the blade to the hilt into each basket, in search of hidden confederates. At least, that’s how Ben and Tony would most likely write the scene. He’s so close, I can practically hear him breathing and smell his foul breath. 
When he says, “Okay, I’ve seen enough. Close it up. We’re good,” I feel the relief wash over me like a waterfall. 
Gus quickly gets back behind the wheel, slamming the driver’s side door closed.
“I’ll be outta here in just a few minutes, Officer,” he says. “I wouldn’t even bother with closing the gate.”       
“Thanks for the advice,” the officer says. Then, “Say, Old Timer, why don’t you quit and join the Primary Program? You’re getting too long in the tooth to be doing this shit day in and day out. Pretty soon Everest will have automated everything. Even I’ll be out of a job and happily enrolled in Everest Primary. Plan on moving to Mexico. Then fish and drink the rest of my life away.” 
“I like to work,” Gus says. “Makes me feel like it’s the old days and people need me.”
“Suit yourself,” the guard says. “I’ll open the gate.”
The window is rolled back up. I then make out the clatter and clang of metal against metal as the chain link fence is opened. The van pulls ahead. 
“That’s it,” Gus says, “we’re in. Hope nobody’s fallen asleep back there.”
“We’re all awake, Gus,” Tony says. 
“Even doll face is awake,” Ben says. 
“Heard that,” Tony says. 
“You two oughtta have a write off one of these days and may the best man win,” I say. 
“I’ll take that challenge with both hands tied behind my back,” Ben says. 
“Let’s live through this and you’re on, Colorado boy,” Tony says. 
“Amen, brother,” Ben answers.
“Okay, no more chatter, kids,” Gus says. “We’re coming up on the docks. I’m gonna back in.”
He drives forward for about one-hundred yards until he comes to a full stop. He then throws the truck in reverse. While he carefully backs the van up manually, the electronic staccato reverse alarm sounds. When he comes to a dead stop at the dock bumper, the alarm stops. 
“We are right on time,” he says, shutting down the engine. 
He gets out, comes around to the cargo bay, and opens the bay’s overhead door. I then listen to him get back behind the wheel and close the driver’s side door behind him. That’s when he quickly makes his way into the back and into one of the free laundry baskets. 
“Now, we wait for the remote-control dollies,” he says from inside the basket. 
Suddenly, I make out the humming sound of an electric battery-powered motor and rubber wheels running on cement. It’s definitely the remote-control dollies. Thank God for pilotless tech. Tony’s basket is lifted off the van floor and carried away. It takes maybe twenty seconds before the pallet mover comes back and retrieves my basket. 
I feel the mover carry me into the prison. Heart in my throat, I wait for the other two baskets to arrive before I allow myself to breathe. I’m listening to the sounds of the prison laundry. The hiss and clang of steam valves and the spinning of what I can only image are giant dryers and washers. I’m wondering why they don’t wash and dry their own towels on site. Maybe it’s just easier to hire out a service to take care of that portion of the prison’s laundry needs. An Everest validated service, no doubt. 
Then, just like that, the machines stop. The entire prison seems to go eerily silent. A commotion on my left. Without having to see him, I know it’s Gus having emerged from his basket like a starling hatching from a white eggshell. He pokes me. 
“Let’s go,” he whispers. “Go, go, go.”
Slipping my night vision over my eyes, I escape the laundry basket. Ben, Tony, and I follow Gus out of the laundry facility, deeper into the bowels of A-Block. The place is black as night. Guards are shouting to one another. 
“Watch your backs!”
“What the hell happened?”
“Who turned out the goddamned lights?”
Gus shoulders his rifle, fires at the first two guards who enter his sites. They drop like stones. In the green-tinted night vision, their blood runs dark green and their eyes reflect their utter shock and terror. 
Inmates cheer and scream. They sense they are about to be rescued. 
Then, two more Everest guards appear near a row of cells on our left. Tony takes aim and shoots. They, too, go down hard onto the concrete floor. Watching all this occur through the green tinted night vision makes it all seem so surreal, like we’re trapped inside an old-fashioned first-person video game or living inside an Everest Virtual Reality game. God, maybe we are. 
We move on through the cell block until we come to the two-story circular common. It’s filled with guards who occupy a circular platform that acts as a perimeter to the glass enclosed monitoring station. Gus, Ben, and Tony open up on the guards, zero hesitation. They fire back at us, blindly. Screaming, shouting, and gunfire fills the facility. The ungodly noise reverberates against the concrete walls, ceiling, and floor. It’s a deafening, chaotic nightmare.     
Tony leans into my ear, barks, “Shoot, Tanya. Shoot! This is the only chance we have of killing these guards and freeing the terminated prisoners.”
I swallow something cold and bitter tasting. I’ve never killed a man. I’ve never before contemplated such a thing as a possibility. Even if that person were a truly evil one, I never imagined I would find myself in the position of having to kill somebody. But now, I’m raising my weapon, aiming the red laser light at a guard who is presently aiming his own automatic rifle at me . . . in the direction of the source of my laser light. He fires a burst that hits the floor only inches from my feet, spraying chunks of shredded concrete up against my legs, chest and face. 
“Damnit, shoot, Tanya!” Tony shouts again. 
My index finger pressed against the trigger; I see the laser sight reflected off the guard’s face. I slowly press the trigger. The rifle fires and the face disappears. That one single act seems to pop the cherry as it were. Rather, it breaks me out of my deer-caught-in-the-headlights hex. I then take aim at as many Everest Corp. guards as I can, shooting them without hesitation while we continually move forward, never stopping for more than a couple seconds at a time. 
Making our way through C Block leads us to a set of doors that will access the fulfillment center. We hear cheers from the many gray pajama-wearing terminated inmates who have escaped their cells now that the doors have been unlocked due to the electrical outage. Some are making for the doors of the facility, feeling their way through the darkness toward them. It gives me great hope to know they just might escape this place. Maybe some or even all of them will join the Resistance. 
When we come to the double steel doors that access the fulfillment center, Ben raises his right booted foot and kicks them open, so he doesn’t have to lower his weapon. It turns out to be a brilliant maneuver too, since a firing squad of no less than a half dozen guards are waiting for us on the other side. They fire, but the darkness inhibits their accuracy. The four of us take aim and slaughter the guards. Releasing my now empty magazine, I punch a fresh one into the housing, pull back the bolt. I manage to do this without breaking stride, just like I learned on the range. I’m not a trained soldier by any means, but I am definitely getting the hang of this. 
We enter what can only be described as a mammoth warehouse. Hundreds of men and women stand shoulder to shoulder at conveyor belts that deliver one product after the other. From the looks of it, the prisoners are required to box each and every product which are then sent by drone to their respective customers. It appears to be a never-ending stream of products flowing out of the Fulfillment Center. 
But right now, the inmates aren’t boxing anything. They are standing in stunned silence as we make our way through a second set of open doors and enter into the center of the building. No teams of guards are there to greet us, which comes as a pleasant surprise. 
“Michael Smart!” Gus Truman shouts. “Michael Smart if you are here, come to the sound of my voice.” Then, “Mr. and Mrs. Bradly Teal! If you are here, come immediately to the sound of my voice.” 
“I’m Sarah!” a woman shouts. 
It’s my mother. My eyes fill with tears and it makes seeing through the green tinted night vision all the more difficult. But I don’t care. It’s my mother and I know for certain now that she is alive. 
“I’m Brad Teal!” Dad shouts. 
He, too, is alive. 
“Oh thank you, Lord,” I whisper to myself. 
“Mike Smart here!” shouts Tony’s brother. 
“Mike!” Tony barks. “I’m here, man! Come to me, little brother!”
Footsteps pounding the concrete. Then, three individuals approaching us. 
It seems to take forever, but when my parents finally arrive, I say, “Mom, Dad, it’s me.”
My dad’s face is one of complete surprise. 
“Is that you, Scout?” 
“It’s me!”
“Oh my God, Tanya,” my mother cries, while breaking out in tears. “How is this possible?”
“Mike,” Tony says, taking his brother in his arms. “We’re gonna get you out of here.”
Gus and Ben turn to us. 
“No time for reunion celebration,” Gus points out. 
“He’s right, Tanya and Tony,” Ben adds. “We’ve got less than a minute until those lights go back on and every surviving guard is on us like flies on horseshit.” 
Gus points at a pair of double doors located at the far end of the warehouse. 
“That’s our exit, people,” he says. “Tanya and Tony, you hold on to your loved ones. You’re their seeing-eye dogs. Now, move.”
We don’t walk our way to the exit. We run. Sprint is more like it. A gunshot rings out. Then two more. The rounds ricochet against the mechanical delivery system, along with the chains and cable pulleys that feed the horizontal conveyor belts. 
“They’re shooting at us!” my mother screams. 
“Just keep going, Mom!” I bark. “We’re almost home.”
We come to the door. Gus tries to open it. But it’s locked. 
“Stand back!” he orders. 
Aiming his AR-15 for the doorknob, he fires a three-round burst. The knob, and the lock it houses, explodes. That’s when Ben raises his right foot and kicks the damaged door. It flies open. We exit the warehouse and free our eyes from the night vision devices. Ben gazes at his watch. 
“We got about thirty seconds to get ourselves to the laundry truck and out of this prison,” he informs. “Hope everyone has good legs.”
“Mr. and Mrs. Teal,” Mike says, his eyes wide. “It’s good to see you again.” 
“No time for catching up,” Ben interjects. “Let’s go now.”  
“Just lead the way,” my father insists. 
In the light of the new day, I am finally getting my first good look at my folks. They look thinner, and their skin is pale, like they haven’t seen the outdoors since Everest abducted them. But I’m just glad they’re alive. Glad Mike is alive, too. 
“Move everyone,” Gus insists. “Follow me.”
He begins running the length of the warehouse until he comes to the round common area in the center of the cell blocks. The doors on the common area have been busted wide open. Scores of inmates are pouring out. Gangs of the inmates are beating the Everest Guards. Some are using their bare hands; others have stolen the guard’s weapons. As we make our way past the common area to A-block, I can’t help but spot the six or seven Everest guards with their backs pressed against the concrete wall while three inmates aim automatic rifles at them. 
“Ready, aim, fire!” one of the three shouts. 
Rapid fire shots ring out and the six guards drop like sacks of old bones. 
“Oh, for the love of God,” my mother shouts. 
“Don’t look at it, Mom!” I shout. 
We turn the corner on A-block and face the loading docks and the van. Gus goes to the driver’s side door, opens it, tosses his AR-15 inside. 
“Ben,” he says, “you load everyone in.”
“Copy that, Jefe,” Ben says. Then, taking his place at the back of the van, “Everyone in now.”
My father is the first in. He extends his hand to my mother and he pulls her up. Next one in is Mike. Then, I hop up, followed by Tony and finally Ben. Just before closing the door, we can see a sea of inmates rushing toward us. 
“Wait!” they shout. “Stop! Don’t leave us! Wait for us!”
“We should take them,” I say. 
“Yes, we should take at least some of those poor souls,” my mother agrees.
But Ben doesn’t listen. He slams the door shut. 
“We can’t take everyone,” he says. “We need to concentrate on the mission and the mission only.”
I can’t help but notice the hogtied laundry truck driver. He’s still struggling to free himself from the duct tape. 
“Well, that sucks,” Mike says, seating himself on the floor, his back against the metal paneled wall. He is all skin and bones. “But I get it, I guess. The van is only so big.”
“Many of these people can still escape if they make it through the open fence and into the woods,” Tony points out. “It’s their only hope.”
Ben looks at his watch again. 
“Ten seconds, Gus,” he barks. “You gotta go now or that fence is gonna close on us.”
He moves up front. Tony and I follow so we can see out the windshield. Gus turns the key and fires up the van engine. He shoves the tranny into drive and gives it the gas. The van tires spit gravel until they catch. We begin speeding for the still open fence like a dragster right out of the starting gate. We’ve got about one-hundred yards to cover before we reach the gate and only five seconds to get there. 
That’s when I make out the Everest Officer standing foursquare in the center of the open fence gate. He’s got his M16 aimed at us, pointblank. Shots ring out. Bullets bust through the windshield. 
“Get down, everyone!” Gus shouts. “We’re taking fire!”
Dropping to my knees I see something that makes my heart sink into my stomach. The gate is closing. I can also hear an alarm sounding now. It’s a loud, pulsating, piercing general alarm. 
“You three!” Tony shouts at my parents and his little brother, “backs up against the bay doors and stay down! Laundry boy, you too.”
Ben pulls a fighting knife from off his utility belt, cuts the tape that binds Young Man. He immediately shifts to the back of the van, settling himself beside Mike. 
“The electricity is back on!” Ben says, returning the knife to his belt. “Can this thing go faster?”
“Giving it all it’s got!” Gus shouts. 
The fence is closing rapidly. 
“We’re not gonna make it,” I whisper. “We’re not gonna make it.”
“Yes, we are,” Tony insists. “We’re gonna do this.”
More shots, and the right side of the windshield blows out. The bullets ping against the interior of the van like the metal balls inside a pinball machine. I feel a sharp sting in my thigh. A bullet has managed to scrape me. What do they call it? A flesh wound. I feel something wet against my face. When I touch it, I see that it’s blood. But it can’t be my blood. Or can it? Maybe Gus and Ben are hit and just don’t know it. They’re up front after all. They’re sitting fucking ducks. We’re all sitting ducks.   
“Stay down!” Ben screams. “Stay the fuck down!”
“Here we go!” Gus shouts. “Brace yourself ‘cause it’s gonna be tight.”
Multiple rounds bouncing and ricocheting inside the metal paneled van. 
“It’s a goddamn shooting gallery!” Tony shouts.
My mother screams and Gus yells, “Hang on!” as we bust through the fence, the feel of the van bucking, bouncing, and tearing through the narrow fence opening.  
“We did it!” Tony shouts, not without a laugh. “We freaking did it!”  
“And we took that guard along with us,” Gus says, his eyes in the rearview mirror. “He’s roadkill now.”
Gus hooks a right onto the main road without slowing so that the van’s back end fishtails. I go down onto my ass and Tony nearly falls on top of me. 
“Easy cowboy,” I say. “Don’t be breaking any bones on me.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” he says. “I’m just glad to be out of that death trap.”
I feel something warm and wet under me then. I place my hand on the van’s metal floor. When I bring it to my face, I see blood. Fresh blood. 
“Oh my God,” I say, my eyes immediately focusing in on my parents. 
What I see doesn’t just devastate me. It rips my heart and soul right out of my chest. 
 




 
I go to them on all fours. I want to save them somehow. But it’s too late. They’re gone. All of them, gone like they were never alive in the first place. We didn’t rescue them. We killed them. 
I go to my mother who’s sitting furthest on the left, my father right beside her, pressed against her left side. Mikey was sitting beside my dad. Now, he lies on his left side, a portion of his skull blown off. The young laundry van driver next to him has taken a round directly to the forehead, or so the nickel-sized entry wound tells me.  
My mother’s eyes are still open, as are my father’s. It’s almost like they’re both still alive but stunned. The bullet that pierced my dad’s neck tells the whole story. It’s the same with my mother. The two bullets she took in the chest, one of which went right through her heart, means she never knew what hit her. As the tears fall from my eyes, and my chest grows heavier than I could ever imagine, I can only hope they died in peace, knowing they were free of that horrible prison fulfillment center and they were with me, their only daughter . . . their only child. 
“They’re dead, Tony,” I manage to say, after a long beat. “They’re all gone and they’re never coming back.”
I see Tony out the corner of my eye. He turns. His face loses all its color when he sees the four bodies . . . when he sees the damage done to them. He, too, breaks out in tears and comes to me. He holds me tight, pressing my head into his chest. 
“How could this have happened, Tony?” I beg. “We were supposed to save their lives, not end them.”
His tears combine with mine, every single one of them bearing our combined grief. 
“We did what we could for them, Tanya,” he says, his voice hoarse and bitter. “We tried our best.”
“We didn’t do our best,” I say. “We failed.” 
“Don’t say that, Tan,” he says. “Don’t say that. We can’t do that to ourselves.” 
But my grief is now quickly turning to anger. I push Tony off me, wipe my eyes, and gaze at Ben and Gus. Ben is watching us through the rearview while navigating the road. Ben is pursing his lips, shaking his head, not like he’s disappointed or saddened, but more like he’s disgusted with what’s turned out to be an entire waste of time. Or perhaps that’s just me putting thoughts into his head. Me, the editor, trying to come up with a storyline that makes sense. 
Gus taps the brakes and turns the van onto the two-track. He pulls up beside the Land Cruiser. He gets out and comes around the back of the van, opens the door slowly and partially so the bodies don’t fall out. 
“I’m so, so sorry, Tanya,” he says, his face a mask of pain. “So sorry, Tony.”
“It was an accident, Tan,” Ben says from up front. “You have to believe that. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time. It could have been any one of us who got hit.”
I slide my mother’s legs forward so she’s lying on her back. Then I do the same for my dad, then for Mike, and finally the nameless young man. Now, Gus can open the doors wide. 
“An accident?” I say. “I’m beginning to think this operation was more than just a rescue mission.” 
“What’s that mean, Tanya?” Gus asks. 
 Extending my hand, I run it gently over my mother’s eyes, closing them. I repeat the solemn process for my dad, then Mike, then the driver. I slip out of the laundry truck, and face down Gus. Or, face down isn’t quite the right word for it, since he’s so much taller than me. But right now, I don’t care how tall or tough he is. I only know what I feel and what I feel is white hot rage. 
“This was never an operation to rescue three people from that horrible prison,” I say. “This was a carefully orchestrated execution of every Everest guard we could possibly kill.” 
“Tanya,” Tony says, like he wants me to bite my tongue. 
“No, Tony,” I say, “I’m not finished.”
“It was a mass execution and it was something else, too,” I go on.
“What else was it?” Gus says, stone-faced. 
“It was a test to see if Tony and I had what it took to be members of the Resistance. Sure, we were able to liberate three family members, but I’m guessing that wasn’t the priority in this mission. I’m guessing the priority was to kill as many of the enemy as possible and to see if Tony and I possessed the killing instinct. Because, otherwise, we would have found a much easier way inside that fulfilment warehouse. We would have extracted my parents and Tony’s little brother, and we would have gotten the hell out of there with plenty of time to spare.” I’m shouting now, my hands clenched into fists. “They would still be alive. Don’t you understand me, Gus Truman? Don’t you get it? If they were the priority in this fucking mission, they would still be alive.”
I don’t even realize I’m weeping until I feel the tears dripping off my chin. At first, I assume the dripping sound I’m hearing are my tears hitting the grassy ground. But that’s when I notice the blood dripping out from under Gus’s tactical vest. Tony sees it too, because he goes to Gus. 
“You’re hit,” he says, placing his fingers on the vest zipper. 
“Wait,” Gus says, pushing Tony’s hands away. “Tanya has just gone out of her way to make a point, and I wish to respond.” 
Ben comes around the laundry truck. He’s limping. Limping noticeably. What’s also noticeable is his blood-soaked thigh and the temporary tourniquet he’s fashioned out of duct tape. His face is pale, if not ashen. 
“Let him talk, Tony,” Ben says weakly. 
It’s like he’s about to pass out.  
“You’re right, Tanya,” Gus says. “This mission wasn’t only about extracting your folks, or about bringing Tony’s little brother home. But then, it never was, nor did I hide that fact. I explained from the get-go that we would be taking out as many Everest guards as possible. I believe the exact word I used was to kill them without hesitation and you agreed with the idea. Why do you think we brought AR-15s with us? If the mission were purely an extraction, we wouldn’t have bothered with long guns. We would have limited our weaponry to pistols only. You’re right, it would have been a matter of finding the easiest way in and the easiest and quickest way out. That’s how it would have gone down.”
“But it didn’t happen that way, did it, Gus?” I say. 
“I’ll be honest, Tanya,” he says, his eyes suddenly looking very tired, “if it weren’t for your parents and Tony’s brother, we never would have chanced the operation in the first place.”
Take a step back, Tanya . . . a big emotional step . . . and rethink this thing . . . 
My God, my parents, Tony’s little brother, and a total stranger are laid out in back of a laundry truck, and I’m suddenly feeling horrible for screaming at Gus. Maybe he’s right. Maybe the right thing was to kill as many of the enemy as possible while still attempting to save our loved ones. Maybe it was a good test for Tony and me to see how we would react under fire, to determine if we could take orders without hesitation, to see if we could stand our ground while being shot at without running away in fear. I’ve been trained in self-defense, and I can shoot with the best of them. I’ve also read enough about war and war-like situations from my authors over the past twenty years to know what it takes to be a soldier. And that’s what the Resistance is made up of—soldiers. Because this thing we have with the Everest Corporation, it’s not just a disagreement, it’s a war. An all-out war.  
The blood drips. Heavy drops coming from just under Gus’s left shoulder. Tony unzips the Resistance leader’s vest and looks inside. 
“Shit, Gus,” he says, “you’re hit bad. You need medical attention now.” 
“I’ll grab the tape,” Ben says, limping back to the van. 
He comes back around with a roll of duct tape in hand and a red handkerchief. 
“Pull off the vest,” Ben says, “but be careful.”
Tony gently slips off Gus’s vest and then Ben applies the temporary bandage. It stems the bleeding for the moment, but for how long is anyone’s guess. That’s when I hear them coming from out of the near distance. Sirens. 
“Oh, good Christ,” Gus says, “here they come. The Everest police. Everyone grab your weapons. We’re gonna make a stand right here, right now.”
I look into Tony’s eyes. I think he senses what I’m thinking. 
“No,” I say. “You and Ben are hit bad, Gus. You’re in no condition to fight. You two get back in the laundry van and leave right now. Right this second, do you understand me? Tony and I will take the Land Cruiser and meet up with you later on.”
Gus and Ben eye one another. 
Ben asks, “What the hell are you gonna do, doll? What’s the plan?”
“I think I read this in one of your thrillers once, Ben. You know, when your team of mercenaries was all shot up except for one man and they were being hunted down by the Taliban in the Afghan mountains near Kandahar. He told them all to go get help as fast as possible while—”
“While he ran the opposite direction to try and throw off the Taliban’s scent.”
“I believe that maneuver is called, give the rabbit a chase,” Tony says, not without a sly smile. 
The sirens grow louder. The police can’t be more than a mile away now.  
“Gus,” I say. “You and Ben go. Go now, while you’ve got the chance.”
“She’s right,” Ben says. Then, turning to me. “You meet us back at The Alamo in fifteen minutes. You understand me?”
“But that means we will only be ten minutes behind you,” I say. “That won’t be enough time to shake the Everest police.”
Ben might be in pain, but that doesn’t stop him from grinning slyly. 
“That’s the point,” he says. “You lead them back to The Alamo, and as soon as you’re through the gate, we’ll have a pleasant surprise waiting for them . . . All of them.” 
“Take no prisoners,” Gus says. 
The sirens get louder. 
“Go guys,” Tony insists. “Go now.”
Gus reaches for the keys on his utility belt. He tosses them to me. 
“Take care of my four-by-four,” he says. “I love that ride like I love myself.”
“I’ll try not to scratch it,” I say, my voice cracking. “And take care of my parents and Tony’s little brother. They are still precious cargo to us.”
The young laundry truck driver is no doubt precious cargo to someone out there . . . 
Gus and Ben painfully get back in the laundry truck along with our deceased relatives. Turning over the engine, he pulls out onto the two-track and then goes left onto the main road. He speeds away as fast at the vehicle’s RPMs will allow. 
 
“You driving with that leg?” Tony says, glancing at my thigh wound.
“It’s just a scratch and you know it,” I say. 
“Soon as we get back get it cleaned and dressed.”
“That is we make it back,” I say. “Which is why you’re driving.” 
I toss him the keys. 
“After the way you handled outrunning that drone back in Albany,” I say, “you’re the designated driver. Besides, a Land Cruiser isn’t all that different from a Jeep.” Pulling back the bolt on my AR-15. “I’ll be the designated killing machine.”
Did I just actually say that? I’m starting to sound like someone I don’t recognize . . . My parents are dead. Tony’s little brother is dead. All I want to do right now is kill anyone or anything that belongs to Everest. I don’t feel sadness or remorse. I’m not depressed, and I’m not about to collapse into a useless sack of tears and snot. I just want to kill and kill again . . . 
Tony hops behind the Land Cruiser wheel, and I slip into what has now literally become the shotgun seat. He starts the 4X4 and drives the two-track to the main thoroughfare where he makes a right and comes to a stop in the middle of the road. We see something coming for us. Two pickup trucks, both painted Everest black and both of them armed with tripod-mounted machine guns. 
“Look at this, Tony,” I say. “It’s like we’re trapped inside one of your novels. We’re the good guys and here come the terrorists.”
“And you know what happens at the end of my novels, Tan.”
“What’s that?”
“The good guys always win because the good guys wipe out the bad guys.”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I say, “doll face.”
He laughs while the Everest machineguns flash and the bullets fly. 
 




 
A round hits the windshield to my right and produces a nickel-sized hole. 
“Oh shit,” I say, “Gus isn’t going to like that.” 
Three more rounds blast out most of the windshield’s left side. I immediately drop onto the center console. 
“Fire back!” Tony barks.
“Good idea,” I say, as sarcastically as possible. 
Placing the barrel of the AR-15 out the broken windshield, I open up on the two trucks. The rounds ricochet and spark off the windshields and the front grille. 
“Bulletproof glass,” I say, releasing the magazine, and punching in my third and last one. 
“Nothing’s totally bullet-proof when you get close enough,” Tony insists. 
“That a fiction you’re making up?”
“Hey,” he says, “I do my research.”
More rounds coming at us, shattering more glass and coming way too close for comfort. 
“What do you think, Tony?” I ask. “Those dot com bastards close enough yet?”
“Time to become the rabbit and run away,” he says, shifting the transmission into reverse. “Time for the hunters to give chase.”
Slapping the gas, he backs the vehicle up, hits the brakes. The tires scream and burn as we come to a full stop. Pushing the tranny in drive, he spins the wheel to the left. Punching the gas, Tony turns the 4X4 one-hundred-eighty degrees until it’s facing the opposite direction. We motor forward and away from the two pickups. We are now officially the rabbit. The hunters shoot. A portion of the back window and my passenger side window blows out. 
“Tan, you okay?” Tony barks as we careen down the middle of the narrow road. 
I feel a bit stunned. Bringing my fingers to my temple, I give them a quick look. 
“No blood,” I say. “I’m not hit.”
“Thank God,” he says. “Obviously the air bags are turned off or you’d have a face full by now. Me, too.”
Turning around in my seat, I fire back at the trucks and, in the process, blow out the rear window. 
“Gus ain’t gonna like that either!” I shout. 
“Just do what you have to do,” Tony insists, his voice tense and tight sounding. “We gotta keep these bastards occupied for seven more minutes.”  
The engine on the Land Rover is big and powerful. Tony is able to keep a relatively safe distance of maybe one-hundred-fifty feet from the bad guys. But it’s still not out of range of their guns. Another couple of bursts rip up the hatchback. I return the fire. This time the rounds don’t bounce off the glass on the truck on the right. Instead, they makes a severe crack that looks like a spider web. The crack is so bad, the Everest cop seated in the shotgun seat busts the broken glass out with the butt of his automatic rifle. That’s when I steal the opportunity to take aim, fire. 
I nail the son of a bitch in the chest and face. Even from that distance, I’m able to make out the spray of blood. 
“I got one of the bastards!” I say. 
My parents are dead. So is Tony’s little brother. At a time when I should be an absolute wreck, I am instead charged up. Wired. My mission now is singular in purpose. Kill as many of these Everest bastards as I can. It’s exactly the kind of mindset that Gus wanted me to assume. Exactly the way he wants me to think and act if I am going to make it as a Resistance fighter. Hell, as a Resistance commander. I have no idea how long the war will last, but I won’t be satisfied being a common soldier. Not with my family becoming casualties of this new war.  
Turning back around, I aim the AR-15 once more, fire another burst. That’s when I see a flash coming from the truck on the right that’s far more brilliant and larger than that produced by the machinegun. Tony must have one eye trained on the road and the other in the rearview. Because that’s when he screams, “R . . . P . . . G!”
Ben’s book signing is over, as is our dinner together. He walks me back to my apartment. I invite him upstairs, and it’s all we can do to get through the door. We’re undressing one another in the vestibule, and by the time we make it to the bedroom, there are no clothes in sight. For as tough as he seems, he touches me tenderly, using his hands and his mouth. He kisses me slowly, gently, and all I want to do is entangle myself in his warmth, feel his breath on my skin. 
When he enters me, it’s like I’m thrown into a different dimension altogether. This moment in time is not real. He is not real. Nor am I. But I feel him, and he is a part of me while together we move in unison, in harmony, the both of us making sounds of passion and love until we can’t hold out any longer and we come to that place that can never be taken away from us or ever denied. We are one. 
I lie pressed against him, my head on his chest. I listen to his heart beating, and I hear his steady breaths, and I never want this moment to end. It is a time when I am complete, and I need nothing else in the world but him, and I know he needs me. That is what I want to believe, anyway. That we need one another and that being with one another forever and ever is all we’ll ever need to survive . . . 


“Tanya, are . . . you . . . okay?!” Tony, shouting.  
The open road before me, the Land Cruiser swerving and bucking, but still speeding along. The smell of acrid smoke fills my senses and my head is not only throbbing, my ears are ringing. 
“What the hell happened?” I say. “I feel like my body’s been cracked like an egg.”
“Anything broken?”
I move my arms, legs, and twist my torso to the right and left. I’m definitely feeling bruised up, but nothing broken. 
“I’ll live,” I say. “But I’m not sure I’m at all happy about it.”
“We got hit by an RPG,” he says. “Took out a good chunk of the back, but we’re still rolling. How, exactly, I don’t know.”
“Poor Gus,” I say, “he’s not gonna like the condition of his Land Cruiser when we return it to him.”
Bullets fly into the 4X4, and ping off the windshield frame. Way too close for comfort. 
“Still got ammo?” Tony says. 
Eject the magazine, check the load. 
“I’m good for now.” 
Good Lord, my head is ringing . . . 
“If you’re up to it, give them another burst. They’re right on our ass.”
Spinning around, I take aim, fire into the truck on the left, splintering their windshield. 
“You’re right,” I say. “Those bulletproof windshields don’t mean shit. Maybe they were never bulletproof to begin with.”
Turning back around. 
“When did we get hit with that RPG?” I ask, my voice sounding not like it’s coming from my mouth but from somewhere in the distance. “Like an hour ago?”
“How about ten seconds ago,” he says. “I think you were out for a second or two.”
I recall my dream. My so very vivid dream with Ben in my arms. How can it be that when I’m asleep, even for just a few seconds, I’m living a life separate from the life I’m living right now with Tony? This life where the world . . . our world . . . is coming apart at the seams. It’s coming to an end now that Everest is taking over and enslaving us, slowly, methodically, customer by customer. Just a few days ago, I was an editor at a once prominent New York City publishing house. My parents were alive and happy. Today, I’m a Resistance soldier, fighting for my life. 
I turn, shoot again, hit the grill on the truck on the left. They return fire, and a bullet comes so close to my head I hear it whiz past my ear like a hot wasp. 
“Bastard!” I shout, taking aim at the Everest cop manning the machine gun on the truck on the right. 
I fire and his head makes like JFK in Dallas. I couldn’t be happier about it.
What the hell is happening to me? 
I empty the rest of the magazine into the truck on the left, until all I get is the click of an empty rifle. 
“I’m out, Tony,” I say. “You got any mags left?” 
“In my vest.”
Reaching into Tony’s tactical vest, I pull out a full mag. Thumbing the mag release on the AR-15, I reload and fire three more rounds into the truck on the left. They return the fire, and one of the rounds catches the tip of Tony’s right ear. The blood sprays. 
“Shit!” he screams. “Tell me that doesn’t hurt.”
I dig in my pocket for a handkerchief and press it against his ear. But he pushes me away. 
“Don’t worry about that shit right now, Tan. Use it on your leg. Look, we’re coming up on the road. Now the real fun begins. Brace yourself.”
He slams on the brakes, forcing the trucks behind us to do the same. He then makes a sharp left onto the two-track that leads up the mountain to the Resistance compound . . . 
The Alamo. 
“Hope this is a good idea,” I say while bouncing around in my seat. 
“Not sure what Ben and Gus have in store, Tan. But I can bet it’s going to totally ruin the day for the Everest Police.”
“Let’s hope so.”
We climb the hill, the Land Cruiser negotiating the sometimes-steep angle as though the 4X4 isn’t half shot up and blown to hell. But that doesn’t mean the Everest police aren’t on our tails. They’re driving pickups. Four-wheel drive pickups with big engines. They’re equipped for the rugged North Country. 
 I try my best to get a shot or two off at them. But accuracy is impossible with all the bucking and bouncing. The good news is they can’t fire at us either. All we can hope for is that Gus and Ben made it safely back to The Alamo, that they are alive, and that they’re waiting for us right now. 
“Coming up on the gate!” Tony shouts, his right ear lobe dripping dark red blood. “Get ready!”
“Ready for what?”  
“Not sure I know,” he says. “But we’ll damn well know it when it happens.”
Directly ahead is the twelve feet tall gate, chain link and razor wire-topped fence that surrounds The Alamo. The gate is opened as promised. Since the Land Cruiser’s side-view mirror is shot out, I have no choice but to adjust myself in my seat, and gaze at the two trucks from over my shoulder. 
“They’re pretty close, Tony,” I announce. “We don’t want them following us through the gate. Can you go faster?”
“Giving it all I got now, Tan,” he says. “Shoot at them again. Go for the tires.”
Shouldering the rifle, I aim as best I can for the front tires on the truck to the right. Fire. I somehow nail the passenger-side tire. The blowout that follows slows the vehicle enough that the second truck takes the lead. That’s when I aim for its front tires. Fire several rounds. This time, I nail both tires. The first truck slows up but doesn’t stop. Both trucks are still coming at us despite blown out front tires that are rapidly shredding down to the metal wheels. 
Coming back around. 
“We’ve got the distance we need,” I say. “Or here’s hoping.”
“Good, because here we go,” Tony says, as we speed through the open gate. 
Gazing over my shoulder once again, I see the gate closing. But it’s not closing fast enough. The two trucks may be damaged, but they are still coming up on our tail way too fast. But that’s when something incredible happens. The entire gateway lights up in a firework display of machine gun rounds. Hundreds, or perhaps thousands, of rapid-fire rounds pierce both trucks stopping them dead in their tracks. Even from a distance of one-hundred feet, I can see the bloody mess and hear the screams of the police as their bodies are torn to shreds along with the aluminum, plastic, glass, and metal truck bodies. If I were to describe this for a novel, I’d say it’s a slaughter. 
“Ben wasn’t kidding when he said he’d have a surprise for them,” Tony says, half under his breath as soon as the shooting stops. 
“They didn’t close the gate all the way on purpose,” I say. “They closed it slowly to make the cops thinks they had a chance of bursting through the perimeter. But all it did was lure them into a trap.”
“Death trap,” Tony says. “Motion sensor triggered Vulcan mini-guns. Those bitches fire fifty rounds per second. Brilliant.”
Behind me, a topless Jeep pulls up. It’s Gus and Ben. They both get out and approach us. 
“What the hell happened to my Land Cruiser?” Gus says. 
“And we’re okay, too, Gus,” I say, some less than subtle irony in my tone. 
Both men are bandaged up and look one-hundred times better than they did only fifteen minutes ago. Ben is carrying his pistol in his shooting hand. He makes his way past us while approaching the fence gate. 
“I’m gonna survey the damage,” he says. He gazes at me and Tony. “You two did a fine job. An unbelievable job.”
“I guess that means we make the cut,” Tony says, with a wink. 
“There was never a question in my mind,” Gus says. “I’ve known you both for a long time. You can both fight, there’s no doubt about that. But you are also kind, gentle souls. You care about people, just like your folks did, Tanya. Your little brother did, too, Tony. The Resistance isn’t all about killing the enemy, it’s about getting our humanity back. About being free again.” 
I guess I couldn’t have said it or written it better myself. I look at Gus, standing tall and strong despite his wounds. I look into his big brown eyes, I gaze at his coffee-with-milk colored face and the gray beard which only adds distinction, and I can’t think of a better, more determined leader. We are blessed to have him. I’m sure if he had his way, he’d rather be back inside his hotdog shack making loads of people and their stomachs happy all day and all night long. But the world has changed for the worse, and if I had to make a wager, I’d put all my money on Gus Truman and his Resistance movement. How can we possibly lose with him leading us? 
The noise coming from the gate now being opened wider draws my attention. Ben is limping his way through the open gate, his semi-automatic aimed for the shot-up trucks. For a brief second or two a wave of anxiety shoots up and down my spine. What if one of the Everest police somehow survived and is now waiting for the perfect opportunity to jump Ben? I can’t help but be reminded of my dream . . . my vivid dream. I can still feel Ben in me, still feel his lips caressing me, still smell his leathery, smoky scent. That’s how real the dream was. 
Am I falling in love with Ben and Tony at the same time? If I am, that’s the worst luck any girl can have. But for now, in this life of the Resistance versus the Everest Corporation, I must be true to Tony. But maybe, when I go to sleep at night, I can also be true to Ben. We can be secret lovers. 
Speaking of Ben . . . He startles me when he fires a couple of rounds into one of the destroyed trucks, no doubt putting one of the survivors out of his or her misery. He then holsters his weapon. The move tells me all is safe. Through the gate opening, I see him taking photos of the wreckage and the carnage with his smartphone. Coming back through the gate, he closes it using a remote-control app on his phone. He then approaches us. 
“It’s not a pretty sight,” he says. “It will need to be cleaned up and the mini-guns will need reloading. In the meantime, I’ve sent the photos to Everest dot com Customer Service for their viewing pleasure.”
Gus can’t help but smile. 
“Just gotta rub their nose in it, don’t you, Ben?” he says. 
“Hey,” Ben says. “That’s the way I’d write it.”
“I couldn’t agree more, Ben,” I say. “As your editor, I approve one-hundred percent.”
“We’re in total agreement, buddy,” Tony says, holding out his tactical glove-covered fist. “I’d write it that way, too. That’s badass.”
Ben fist pumps Tony. My two lovers are friends.  
“Let’s get back to the village,” Gus says. “We need to bury our loved ones, along with that stranger.”
Suddenly, now that all the action has come to a sudden stop, a wave of sadness passes through me. But I find myself peering up at a blue, cloudless sky, and I do not feel the need to wish for my parents to be looking down on me, watching out for me, protecting me. I already know they are. 
 




 
Hours later, we are showered and dressed. I’ve been given a gift of new clothing from The Alamo General Store. Some underwear, a new pair of Levis, a pair of new black cowboy boots, a cotton button-down, and even a suede vest. The aviator sunglasses I purchased for myself with the few real dollars I had left over, because that’s how Resistance fighters are paid twice per month. In real, US greenbacks. 
It’s going on dusk by the time The Alamo villagers, including Gus, Ben, Tony, and myself gather around four newly excavated graves at the far West end of the picnic area. It’s a small piece of land the Resistance has designated as a cemetery. As it turns out, the bodies of my parents, along with Mike Jr. and the van driver, whose name is Eric Gould thanks to his driver’s license, will be the first to occupy it. As sad as I feel right now, a big part of me couldn’t be prouder. I know in my heart of hearts, that Dad, the old soldier, wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. 
As the bodies are lowered into the ground, I shed quiet tears which I wipe from my face with my fingertips. Gus presides over the ceremony, offering some sincere if not solemn words of condolence. After all, Gus knew my folks and he knew Mike because they, too, were big fans of Gus’s Hotdog Shack. For Gus, anyone who established themselves as a return customer at his humble barbeque operation were not considered evergreen assets that made him cash again and again. They were considered family. 
When Gus is finished with his eulogy, the caskets are lowered into the ground by a team of young Resistance fighters. Another squad positioned off to the side fire four rounds from AR-15s into the air to commemorate and honor the lives and deaths of the Resistance’s first four fallen heroes. We then say an Our Father. When the voices go silent, and all that can be heard in the far distance are the shotguns that are taking down the never-ending stream of Everest drone flights, we are asked to place the first fistfuls of earth onto the caskets. 
Leaning down, I take a handful of dirt from the pile set beside my parent’s graves. You might assume that I would break down and weep. But for some reason, I don’t. I get the feeling that’s the last thing my parents would want. This is not a time of peace. This is a time of war, and they would want me to be strong. I can hear their voices in my head. They are telling me to be strong.
“What would Scout do?” my dad would ask me.  
Gazing at Tony, I sense he, too, must fight the urge to breakdown in tears as he tosses the first bit of God’s good earth onto his little brother, Mike’s, casket. He conducts himself with strength, courage, and grace as he backs away from the grave and takes hold of my right hand. Something very strange happens then. Ben shifts himself toward me and takes hold of my left hand. Both men hold my hands very tight, and the two of them make me feel more secure and more loved than I have ever felt as an adult woman. 
While the village mourners remain standing around the graves of the fallen, Gus leads us in a rendition of Amazing Grace. We sing until our voices drown out the gunshots in the distance. 
We sing for God. We sing for the future. We sing for the past. We sing for the dead. 
When the song is over, I find myself picturing my dad and I walking back home from the park just a few short days ago. It was the last time we were alone together. As a single tear runs down my cheek, I quietly sing “Oh give me a home, where the buffalo roam, and the deer and the antelopes play . . .” The congregation begins to sing along with me, and I find myself crying a few more gentle tears until the song is over. 
“God speed, Dad,” I solemnly whisper to myself. “God speed, Mom. We’ll be together again one day. But it’s going to be a while.”  
The congregation disperses and the Resistance funeral detail begins to fill in the graves by hand with spades. The funeral ceremony is officially is over. Ben and Tony do not let go of my hands. Not yet. But when Gus approaches, asks me for a moment of my time, Tony and Ben have no choice but to let go. 
“Follow me,” Gus says, the tone in his voice serious, if not stern. 
“What’s happening, Gus?” I ask, drying my cheeks with the backs of my hands.
Pulling me off to the side, he retrieves his smartphone. He thumbs the icon for the Everest News channel app. A woman is standing at a podium with several microphones attached to it. The black wall behind her is illuminated with a bright red hologram version of the Everest Corporate logo. It’s a person I recognize. It’s Kate, the woman I once considered my best friend . . . my sister from another mister. She’s dressed smartly in a black business suit, her hair pinned up in back. Standing off to the side is Matt Tyrel. He’s dressed in his black Everest police uniform, and he’s wearing a sling that supports his left arm now that his shoulder was wounded during my extraction from the re-education facility on behalf of the Drake Corporation. 
“As of this hour,” Kate announces from the podium, “we now consider Tanya Teal and Anthony Smart enemies of the Everest Corporation and traitors to their country.” Photos of both myself and Tony appear on the upper right corner of the broadcast. “Both persons are not only considered terminated from the Everest Primary Program, they are responsible for the murder of dozens of Everest Police officers and fulfillment center guards. They are also members of an Everest resistance movement which is rumored to be hiding in the mountain regions approximately one-hundred-twenty miles north of Albany, the capital of New York State, and also the home to the New York Everest Corporation Headquarters. If anyone should come into contact with either Teal and/or Smart, please be informed that they are considered armed and extremely dangerous. What you need to do is immediately inform Jacquie of their whereabouts and Everest will take it from there. Thank you in advance for your assistance in this matter.”
My heart pounds, not because Kate just referred to me as an enemy and a traitor, but because she was working as an Everest spy the entire time. The hard realization courses through my veins . . . the hard truth. Kate was never looking out for me . . . for my best interests . . . like she wanted to protect me, which is precisely what I wanted to believe, even when that dentist was torturing me. She was, in fact, in the process of betraying me. 
Matt Tyrel didn’t just happen to be stretching out in the park when I passed him on my way to my jog inside the New York State Employees/Everest Corp. Upstate Headquarters Campus. Jacquie knew I was going for a run, and she must have alerted both Kate and Tyrel as to my intentions, which is why Kate called me immediately upon my exiting the house’s front door. Jacquie knew I was a risky Primary Program member and she must have alerted her spies the second I signed on the digital line. By signing up, I’d set the trap not only for me, but for Tony and my parents.
But that doesn’t mean I killed my parents. It doesn’t mean I killed Mike.   
Kate killed them. 
She betrayed me, and I now consider her personally responsible for their murders . . . for Mike’s murder. This war between us, as hard as it is to swallow, has only just begun. And it is so very, very personal now. As Kate leaves the podium, reporters shout out questions. 
“Is it true that war with the Drake search engine is imminent?” 
“Is the Jacquie AI satellite about to be launched this week?” 
“Is every US citizen required to join the Everest Primary Program or else face arrest?”
Kate and Tyrel disappear through a door officially ending the press conference. Gus lays his big, but gentle paw of a hand on my shoulder. 
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I know how close you two were once.”
How he knows this, I’m not sure, but then there’s a lot about Gus I don’t know. Now that I am solidly a member of this Resistance, I will almost certainly get to know more of him. As for Kate, my heart doesn’t break for the destruction of our relationship so much as it only hardens it. Kate took the red pill, and I’ve swallowed the blue pill. Or is it the other way around? Whatever the case, we’re enemies, and if my gut instincts are right on, one day in the future, be it near or far, we will have a reckoning, and that reckoning will not be pretty for her. 
 From out of the distance comes a roar. A loud, thunderous roar. 
“What is that?” I say, my mouth suddenly going dry, the fine hairs on the back of my neck rising to attention. 
“Those are rockets,” Gus calmly answers. “Medium range ICBMs.” 
Then, out on the eastern horizon beyond the mountaintop, two individual rockets cutting through the clear air, flying at supersonic speed. 
“Everest?” I whisper, the sensation of dread washing over me. Tony and Ben rejoin us.
“No,” Gus says. “Those are Drake Corporation rockets. I’ve been expecting them any day. Any minute. Any second.”
Tony and Ben both take my hands again, squeeze them as the rockets speed frighteningly fast and immediately out of sight. Barely three tense seconds pass before we make out two separate earth-shattering explosions. Off in the distance, two bright red/orange mushroom clouds appear above the mountaintops. They are not nuclear explosions, but they are very violent and very powerful explosions, nonetheless. 
“There goes Dannemora Supermax Fulfillment Center,” Gus utters, his tone ominous. “The first of many Everest dot com facilities all over the globe that have been targeted for this hour.”
The reality of the situation hits home. 
“That means Everest will retaliate with a counter-strike.”
“Yes, they will,” Gus says. “Soon, the Resistance will be in the fight, too. Our operation today at the fulfillment center was only an audition for something much larger, and much more lethal.”  
“I can only hope that most of the inmates were able to escape today,” Tony says under his breath. 
“Many did,” Gus says. “Some certainly did not.”
“Collateral damage,” I say, gazing at the graves over my shoulder. “The sad casualties of war.  
“The war,” Ben says. “The corporate war we’ve been waiting for between the Everest Corporation and the Drake Search Engine Corporation. It’s finally begun.”
“Life won’t be the same for a while,” Tony says. “Neither will dying.” 
My stomach grows tight and my blood runs cold.
“I’ll pray for a very short war,” I say, repeating the words of a great, long dead writer.  
“I’ll pray that God is listening,” Gus says. 
Together, Ben and Tony make their way across the lawn to the four open graves. Both of them grab a shovel a piece and proceed to assist their fellow Resistance soldiers in burying the dead. As I watch them working, my heart beats for them both. As the corporate war begins, so does my love for two men. Both wars will be a struggle. 
A struggle for the ages. 
 
THE END
 
If you enjoyed this novel, please go to WWW.VINCENTZANDRI.COM to grab all of Vincent Zandri’s novels and stories. You can also grab your free novel, MOONLIGHT FALLS. 
Allow me to thank you ahead of time for your honest review of this novel!
 



About the Author 
Winner of the 2015 PWA Shamus Award and the 2015 ITW Thriller Award for Best Original Paperback Novel for MOONLIGHT WEEPS, Vincent Zandri is the NEW YORK TIMES, USA TODAY, and AMAZON KINDLE No.1 bestselling author of more than 30 novels including THE REMAINS, EVERYTHING BURNS, ORCHARD GROVE and the soon to be released, THE DETONATOR. Zandri's list of domestic publishers include Delacorte, Dell, Down & Out Books, Thomas & Mercer, Polis Books, and Oceanview Publishing. An MFA in Writing graduate of Vermont College, Zandri's work is translated in the Dutch, Russian, French, Italian, Japanese, and Polish. Recently, Zandri was the subject of a major feature by the New York Times. He has also made appearances on Bloomberg TV and FOX news. In December 2014, Suspense Magazine named Zandri's, THE SHROUD KEY, as one of the "Best Books of 2014." Recently, Suspense Magazine selected WHEN SHADOWS COME as one of the "Best Books of 2016". A freelance photojournalist and the author of the popular "lit blog," The Vincent Zandri Vox, Zandri has written for Living Ready Magazine, RT, New York Newsday, Hudson Valley Magazine, Writers Digest, The Times Union (Albany), Game & Fish Magazine, and many more. He lives in Albany, New York and Florence, Italy. For more go to WWW.VINCENTZANDRI.COM
 



 
Vincent Zandri © copyright 2019
 
All rights reserved as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.
 
Bear Media/Bear Noir 2019
http://www.vincentzandri.com 
 
Cover design by Elder Lemon Art
Editing by Plot2Published Editing 
Author Photo by Jessica Painter
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to a real person, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.
Published in the United States of America
The author is represented by Chip MacGregor of MacGregor Literary 


images/00029.jpg





images/00030.jpg





cover.jpeg
F’RIMARY
TERMINATIGN

IHEIANYMEAL ii
. CORPORATE WA, J :
‘«\‘:a CHRONLES b .





images/00026.jpg





images/00025.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg





images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg





images/00024.jpg





images/00023.jpg





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





