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There is nothing greater than truth. 
Mahābhārata 12:109





In what is night to all beings, 
a wise one is awake; 
in what is day to those beings, 
the wise one sees a dark night.


1 IN THE DARK: Jedd

“Lie! Down!”

The sharp, staccato bark of a disembodied male voice cuts the silent darkness.

I’m seated on the ground, legs stretched out in front of me, but I instantly drop back onto my elbows, then lower myself to a fully supine position. Anticipate the kicks delivered by the steel toe caps that must belong to that voice. Feel its fingers closing around my neck. Hear the hiss of its spit landing on my face.

But there is only silence. Only darkness.

I slowly rotate my neck left to right and back to center as I strain to pick up any clues that might indicate where I am. Or whose voice that was. It was sharp but also raspy. Like a hoarse drill sergeant. Vaguely familiar. I think. Or maybe not. With the throbbing in my head, it’s hard to know. My eyes are wide open, but all I see is pitch black. If it weren’t for the slight tickle of oxygenated air passing through my nostrils, I could take this to be some far-flung corner of an ill-forsaken galaxy that no human spaceship will reach for the next few million light-years.

Really, regaining consciousness in an unrecognizable, inhospitable place is not a predicament I’d recommend to anyone.

I concentrate on breathing deeply, doing what I can to dampen the rising panic in my gut. To keep my adrenals from staging a full fight-or-flight response. As far as I can tell, neither fight nor flight is an option here. I just need to chill.

Hold the panic! I tell myself. It’s not helping.

In fact, I have a reputation for being the calm, cool, and collected one. Beers tends to run hot. Darah can run scared. June likes to run fast and is known to charge off on tangents. Those three and the rest of my close circle count on me to be their levelheaded leader. I try to live up to that. But right now I feel more leveled than levelheaded.

Visually I’m getting nothing, so I shift my attention to physical clues. My body is laid out on a hard surface. Feels like rough concrete. Or biocrete. A gravelly patch hits under my lower thoracic spine. I pull in my shoulder blades, arch my back, and slide a couple inches to my right, then direct my attention farther down my body.

My legs are strapped to the ground at the ankles. I want to sit up and investigate what’s down there, but I’m afraid of triggering that voice.

Except, how could anyone have detected in this darkness that I was sitting up?

I go through the possibilities. Motion sensors could be relaying readings to a person located elsewhere. Alternatively, the voice could have been a recording set to broadcast into this space at random intervals. One such message might have been what roused me to consciousness in the first place. The one I just heard could have played coincidentally when I was moving. Or I could be sharing this space with a human being who’s only yards away, smiling as my anguish builds, waiting to rush in and knock me out again if I make a wrong movement.

That last is the most unthinkable.

Darah would call it piss-in-your-pants terrifying. June would denounce it as a violation of the Geneva Convention. Even if we’re not at war. Beers would tell me to get my effing butt out of here ASAP. I concur on all counts and then some.

I can’t just lie here and do nothing.

Then I imagine June’s voice in my ear: Watch your back, Jedd!

She’s not here to squabble about the viability of doing that in this dark hole. Besides, I’m not in the mood to squabble with anyone—not even June. I just need to figure out where I am so I can figure out how to escape from here. Simple.

So I decide to take the risk.

First though, I hold my breath and listen intently. If a human is indeed sharing this space, unless they’re absolutely motionless or are in a soundproof enclosure—or for that matter, if I’m in one—I should be able to hear them move around. Or at least cough or clear their throat at some point. I stay as quiet as I can and listen for any sign of life.

Nothing.

The absence of sound is as total as the absence of light.

So I raise myself onto my elbows. A millimeter at a time—enough motion to set off a finely calibrated sensor. Nothing happens. So I push up into a sitting position. Still nothing.

Emboldened, I fold forward and reach for my ankles so I can explore what’s keeping them immobilized. I had presumed a steel trap of some sort, but it feels more like rubber. I’m guessing graphene-enhanced bio-based rubber. Slightly more compassionate than steel, you could say. Where it meets the ground, I detect a flat sphere I assume is a smart lock.

I’m thankful for all those hours of yoga I put in with Nick and Zack in the sunroom at our farm. They knew I prefer working out on the VR flying machine so I can soar through glacial fjords while toning my muscles, but they persuaded me to try some of their poses. They took bets on whether I could touch my nose to my knees while grabbing my toes with my fingers. Of course I had to prove my long legs weren’t a handicap. As it turned out, my body is very flexible—not necessarily because I work hard to make it so, more thanks to the genetics of my connective tissue. In any case, it’s paying off big time. Even if my mind is too fuzzy to recall the technical name for a forward-bending pose.

Leaning all the way over my legs, I poke around with the lock, searching for a vulnerability, some way to pry it open. Or maybe if I slip out of my shoes—which are smart enough to auto-lace and unlace on voice command—I can slide my feet through the strap without opening the lock.

As I unlace the shoes, then try to twist and wriggle free, the effects of having been knocked out for some indeterminate time catch up with me. A wave of nausea flips my stomach, and I wonder if I’m about to pass out. Don’t they tell you to put your head between your knees to keep from fainting? My head is already there.

I can’t afford to lose consciousness again, so I re-lace the shoes, uncurl my torso, and stretch out on my back. I close my eyes and try to focus. Try to remember how I got here. Who has a reason to take me hostage? Who hates or fears me this much?

I draw a blank.

Not that I don’t have enemies. Of course I do. Anyone working in cybersecurity has enemies. Throw in being the GOAT of hackers, and that’s an army of enemies. You can take for granted that all of them have allocated resources to at least attempt—good luck with that—to keep a white hat like me in their cyber crosshairs. Even so, I’ve never worried an enemy would materialize out of the cyber world and physically beat me up or kidnap me. Or torture me. Who would do that?

As I dig into my memory, what should be a matter of instant recall feels more like a heavy-duty mental workout. The last thing I can remember is sitting hunched over the display screen on my desk in the barn. It was late afternoon and a fly was dive-bombing my head. They always go for the ears or the eyes. Annoying. I guess that’s what I get for working in a retrofitted office beneath the loft where Beers still stores old bales of hay.

I know what I was working on: a top-secret project for the Cybersecurity Agency. They hired me to halt a series of cyberattacks on critical infrastructure, knowing I’d bring cutting-edge technology to track down the perpetrators and protect the nation of California. Wise move on their part, and I intend to deliver. I’ve already patched the vulnerabilities and halted the attacks. But the perps are still out there, planning their next move.

Part of my brain wants to snap into analytic mode and reengage with the task. But this is not the time for that. What I really need to know is how I got from sitting in my comfy auto-morphing office chair to lying here. Who the hell did this?

Why can’t I remember?

June would have some neuroscientific answer on the ready. She’s always showboating her smarts. Maybe she’d remind me that the hippocampus and other parts of the temporal lobe are responsible for storing and consolidating new memories. But that college textbook tidbit won’t help me now. Although the fact that I’m able to recall it—and more recent info, such as the project I was working on—tells me whatever memory loss I have is selective. It’s probably some degree of retrograde amnesia resulting from a concussion caused by my kidnappers beating me over the head. Hopefully it wasn’t caused by a mind-control drug. Or god forbid, a quantum-boosted mind-control app. Thanks to the Dictator, I know all too well how such an app can work.

But I don’t want to go there.

I’d rather assume this is a temporary effect and my body will throw it off and readjust. In the meantime, I’ll have to create my own light within the darkness. My day within this night, as it were. Someone may be trying to crush my spirit, but I need to stay awake and alert and relaxed.

My main form of relaxation has always been—and not gonna lie, still is—playing video games on my tablet. So I lean slightly onto my left side and reach into my right-side butt pocket. Not that I expect to find my tablet there, folded and secure. It’s safe to say whoever has me strapped to the floor wouldn’t have neglected to liberate my tablet. But I have to check. And no surprise: My pocket is empty. There’s minimal consolation in knowing no one will be able to hack my tablet. Unless they have more elite skills than I do. Which I doubt. That’s not arrogance speaking; it’s facts.

Even so, this is a humbling moment. Humiliating, really. Being elite in the world of hacking means squat if it couldn’t prevent me from landing here.

Since I can’t play a video game on my tablet, I try the next best thing: playing one in my mind. I picture myself lying in my high-tech canopy bed, looking up at the giant curved display screen I installed so I can play games as I fall asleep. All eye tracking. Ultra chill. Super restful. Some people count sheep; I zap spaceships.

I imagine them now, zooming at me.

I’m zapping away, but only with the semiautomatic part of my brain. The rest is focused on retrieving whatever happened that led to me being here, straining to pull a memory out of the uncharacteristically murky backwaters of my mind. It doesn’t take long to realize that effort is counterproductive. It only makes my head throb more. So I stop with the spaceships and ease my mind into a more comfortable posture, open and receptive. And wait to see what will emerge.

What comes through first is paschimottanasana.

Okay. That’s the technical term for a seated forward bend. Nick and Zack will be pleased. It’s not the info I really need now, but I’ll take it as further reassurance that even if my mind is blanking out a traumatic event, it is functioning normally in other respects.

I feel myself relaxing. Drifting off.





I am the wetness in water, 
the light of moon and sun, 
the primordial syllable, the sound in air, 
and humanity in humans.


2 IN THE AIR: Jedd


My body may still be lying dead to the world in a dark space, but in my mind I’m back at my desk—as vividly as if I’d just rewound a scene in a holographic VR game. That damn fly is here too. I try to swat it away with both hands as I stare at the tangle of telemetry on my screen that is California’s infrastructure. Nothing pops.

Then suddenly I spot a pattern of unusual logins all hitting the same server. Whoa! Someone sure got sloppy. But hey, their breakdown is my breakthrough. After chasing endless dead ends, I may have finally cracked the fortress. I could be on the verge of uncovering what the Cybersecurity Agency tasked me to find: the perpetrators’ identities. Basically, whodunit. I’m almost there.

“Hey, Beers!” I call out, assuming he’s nearby in the garden. As my trusted assistant, I want to share this news with him ASAP.

When he doesn’t come running, I glance at the time. Six o’clock. That’s why he’s not here. He’s in the kitchen cooking up something awesome for dinner.

I’ll miss it, though, because I promised Naomi I’d meet her at Shoreline so we can grab a bite at the Bistro and take a walk along the bay. That’s a forty-five-minute drive. Which means I’m running late. Ugh. I’ve bugged out on her too many times because of work—not to mention disappearing for thirteen weeks without so much as a ping, when we had to go into hiding to evade the Dictator. She’s forgiven me for all that, and I’m not about to disappoint her again. These IDs will have to wait.

I text her to confirm we’re still on.

She immediately replies with a selfie on a bench at Shoreline, with brightly colored paddleboats in the background. She arrived early and is chilling till I get there.

So I dial back my stress. Considering how hyperfocused I’ve been on this project, it’s no shocker I got time-warped. Mainly though, I’m annoyed it took me so long to close in on the culprits and I’m still not quite there. Hopefully I can verify their identities first thing tomorrow.

I shut off my screen, fold my tablet, and stick it into my pants pocket, then dash across the meadow and over to the house.

As I burst into the kitchen, Beers looks up from the thermal fryer, where he’s hovering over sizzling sweet potato croquettes. Dharma is inches away, eager—as any water-dog-and-doodle mix would be—to catch whatever lands within the splash zone.

“Hey, bro!” Beers says. “You beat the crowd.”

That stops me short. What crowd? Then I remember: It’s Tuesday. Nick and Zack were supposed to come for dinner last weekend but had to reschedule.

“Damn,” I say. “I’m meeting Naomi.”

“Tonight?”

“I forgot about the twins rescheduling.”

“And you’re meeting her when?”

“Five minutes ago.”

He opens his mouth, then closes it.

I know what he wants to say, so I beat him to it: “I get that we have a lot to discuss tonight. But I can’t cancel. Not when she’s already waiting for me.”

He acknowledges I wouldn’t be doing myself any favors by standing her up. Especially given my track record and our rather rocky relationship. He doesn’t mention that I can borrow his truck. That’s understood.

“Appreciate you having my back, bruh,” I mumble as I reach for a croquette, dip it in aioli—with wasabi grown in Beers’s hydroponic system—and pop it in my mouth. Bussin’ good. I doubt the Bistro’s cuisine will come close.

At the shoe rack by the door, I step out of my flip-flops and into some stitch-free auto-lacing shoes. Late or not, I want to look sharp. Naomi always does. Bet she’s wearing her new e-walkers, ready to activate their headlights on our walk around Shoreline Lake.

As I flash Beers a peace-out sign and turn to open the door, I practically collide with June.

“Where are you going?” she asks.

I explain that when I made plans with Naomi, I’d forgotten about the twins. Then it occurs to me that June has a reason of her own to skip tonight’s family dinner. So I flip the question on her: “Shouldn’t you be at headquarters prepping for your press event?”

“Normally yes,” she says. “But I didn’t forget about the twins. Besides, it was a zoo with all the media calls asking about my campaign, so I decided to fly home, have dinner with everyone, work on my speech, and get a good night’s sleep.”

I tell her that sounds smart.

Then I have an idea. Since I’m already late, it’s worth a try. “June,” I say, “if this is out of line, just tell me and I’ll drop it. But I have to ask.”

She looks dubious but doesn’t shut me down.

“Could I borrow the arrow?”

I gave up my car after I started working from the farm. Even when we all worked at HSys, we shared rides to reduce our carbon footprints. June owned a level-5 car—“the chariot”—and I snagged it whenever I could. Earlier this year, she traded it in for a solar-powered, fully autonomous aero car, a vehicle she’d been fiending over since we first watched flocks of them fly parallel to Interstate 280, after the industry overcame its technical hurdles. She rationalized the purchase by saying she’d gift the chariot to Darah. In the end, Darah kept her level-1 electric car because she saw it as more ethically consistent for a science teacher who cares about the environment. Nick and Zack were happy to inherit the chariot. We promptly named June’s aero car “the arrow.” I’ve only borrowed it a few times but I know how to fly it.

She looks at me and weighs her options. “What if you decide to stay over with Naomi?”

“I won’t.”

“You’ve spent a lot of nights there lately,” she says.

“In case you thought we haven’t noticed,” Beers throws in.

“True,” I say, just short of blushing. “But not tonight. I need to get back early because I just had a major breakthrough.” I give him a knowing look and add, “I’ll fill you in first thing in the morning.”

Since it’s an ultraconfidential project, June knows not to ask for details. Still, she can sense my urgency and understands I mean it when I say I’m not staying at Naomi’s.

“All right,” she says. “Take the arrow. But don’t forget, my event is at 10:00 a.m. in Sacramento and I need to get there early. I’m planning to leave before you’re up.”

“You got it!” I say.

And with that, I’m out the door.

I climb into the driver’s seat of the arrow, announce my destination as Shoreline, and sit back as it lifts off, narrowly clearing the redwood at the southwest corner of our house. I consider texting Naomi to say I’m flying in but decide it will be more fun to surprise her.

The arrow picks up speed as it sails down the mountain, parallel to the road—minus all its twists and turns and sharp switchbacks—and over what looks like unusually dense traffic funneling onto the freeway, then flies low over the southern part of Los Altos and across Mountain View, heading straight for Shoreline. Riding in the chariot, I used to pass the time playing video games. But the 360-degree view in an aero car is still too much of a thrill. I don’t even pull my tablet out of my pocket; I just gaze out at the shimmering bay and the East Bay Hills beyond. From within this small sphere hurtling through the air, the magnificence of the planet is awe-inspiring.

We humans have a grossly overinflated view of our place in the universe. We think our advanced technologies are the be-all and end-all, and that we deserve to control everything. The kid has a metaphor for people living this way. Which is most people. He says they’re going through life with the mindset of a steering wheel in a level-0 car. He contrasts that with going through life as a level-5 car, where your mind takes a back seat and you place your faith in a greater power.

The first time June took the kid and me for a ride in the arrow—an evening like this, just before sunset—he said, “June, now you’re flying through life!”

She laughed. “I’m an autonomous aero car!”

“You’re the light of the moon!” he said. “You’re the sound in air.”

They giggled like they were sharing a silly in-joke.

Except it was no longer an in-joke at that point. I knew they meant the mindset of not always having to feel in control. Along with our elite tech skills, that mindset was what enabled us to reprogram the Dictator’s evil app so it wouldn’t deliver his hateful image into users’ brains and seduce them into supporting his takeover of California. Instead, we made it deliver the primordial sound—the pure vibration underlying everything in the universe. A daunting task. Yet we pulled it off. I doubt we could have done it without the kid’s help.

If the Dictator’s app had accomplished its goal of controlling the minds of countless millions, we would have lost our country. Our freedom. Our way of life. For sure, I wouldn’t be here in the arrow now.

As soon as I have that thought, I’m no longer flying to meet Naomi. I’m lying on the concrete floor.

It’s hard. Literally hard. My head is pounding, and pain is sparking all along my spine. I feel pain in both ankles where I’ve been straining against the strap. And intense thirst.

I’m about to extend my arm to see if my captors maybe, just maybe, have an iota of mercy and left a bottle of water within reach.

But I stop myself. If I move now, it may be impossible to get back into my memory. I can’t take that chance. I need to remember how I got here.

So I take a deep breath, make a superhuman effort to separate my mind from the agony in my body, and force myself back into the hypnagogic state.

The sun is dropping closer to the mountains behind me, its orange glow tinting the bay, the marshland and salt ponds along its shores, and the hills on the far side. I’m excited to see Naomi, wondering if she’ll want to stop at the Bistro first or take a walk. I’m guessing eat first, so it will be dark enough afterward to show off her e-walkers.

I pull out my tablet as the arrow goes into its final descent and text her to meet me in the lot across from the Bistro. I don’t mention how I got here so fast. Don’t want to spoil the surprise.

I expect an immediate response.

But nothing. Not even an emoji.

I text again: “cu in 2 secs.”

Still no response.

The lot is jam-packed. I wouldn’t want to have to land this thing myself. As it hovers, assessing options and shifting into VTOL mode, I scan in vain for Naomi. This is very unlike her. She’s always checking her tablet, which she keeps on her person at all times. Something big must have distracted her. Either that or she zoned out on the bench, assuming I wouldn’t get here for another half hour.

The arrow identifies a large-enough spot in the last row, and down it goes. I glance at my tablet in case Naomi texted and I didn’t catch the ping.

Nada.

After folding my tablet and tucking it into my back pocket, I check the dashboard to make sure the wings are down and locked, everything is turned off, no lights or alerts are flashing, and the arrow is secure. Then I slide the glass door open and step onto the pavement. First my left foot, then my right . . .

And I’m back on the concrete floor. In the dark.

This time I don’t check my pain level or feel my thirst. I just force myself back into my memory.

Only there is no more memory. All I can recall is what I just so vividly relived: my excitement as I texted Naomi and my anticipation of the surprise on her face. I recall landing in the parking lot, checking the settings on the dashboard, opening the door, and stepping out.

The lot was filled with vehicles, but I don’t recall seeing anyone nearby. I don’t remember seeing Naomi at any point. I don’t remember us having dinner or taking a walk by the lake. Or whether she was wearing her e-walkers. I don’t remember going back to the arrow or flying home to the farm. Or anything else from that night.

I’m drawing a total blank.

Another wave of nausea rolls over me. My stomach churns and my head spins. I clutch my head, as if that could not only stop the throbbing pain and the nausea but end this nightmare. As if I could wake up cozy and secure in my canopy bed.

Little by little, another memory surfaces.

I’m not fully back in the hypnagogic state and it’s only a shadowy impression, but I can see myself again as I step out of the arrow. This time when my foot hits the pavement, I feel someone grab me from behind.

I’m not sure if it is one person or several. Whoever it is, I get the sense they are large and strong. And definitely swift. I don’t have time to put up a fight. Not even time to turn around to see who it might be.

I pull myself out of the memory so I can reflect on it.

It’s as if when I stepped out of the arrow, I fell face-first into oblivion. When you parachute from an airplane, you expect to drop into freefall. But when someone seizes you from behind, you have no forewarning. What I just recalled was like that. As I put my foot on the ground, I was only thinking about meeting Naomi. Because my brain was caught off guard, now all I’m left with is a fragment of a memory. I can’t piece together anything beyond the initial violence of being grabbed.

I could have passed out because I received a blow to the head that caused a concussion. However, while my head still aches, I don’t feel any lumps or bumps that suggest I was beaten. No, as I think about it now, passing out from a nanobot tranquilizer is more plausible. Either an aerosol spray or injectable form. Of course there are other means to tranquilize someone, such as an electromagnetic pulse to disrupt circuitry in the brain. But something about this screams nanobots. That would account for my highly selective amnesia. And god knows what other side effects.

It also tells me these are serious hostage takers. Not amateurs. Not someone playing around to get attention or a monetary payoff. These thugs mean business.

I have no idea where they’ve taken me, how long it took us to get here, or how long I’ve been here. Or for that matter, the half-life of nanobot tranquilizers.

Worst-case scenarios pop into my mind. What if they managed to dump me back into the arrow, get it off the ground, and fly me somewhere? I try to recall if June said it lives up to its hype as a solar-charged vehicle with unlimited range. In which case, I could have been unconscious long enough for them to fly me out of California. I could be in the States.

Since the Dictator’s disappearance, life there has improved. Elections have been held and some of the fundamentals of democracy restored. But it would be naive to think any country could emerge from a dictatorship unscathed. June was finally able to visit her mother in New York without facing arrest due to her own activism when she was in college. That’s progress. Still, I’d hate to find myself stuck in a dark hole somewhere in the States.

I only realize after I come to that I must have passed out again.

The space is no longer pitch-black.

My first thought is that it was night before and now it’s morning. But then I pull myself up to sitting and notice the absence of windows. Even so, it’s bright enough to look around.

What felt in the dark like a cavernous space seems small now. Almost claustrophobically small. The ground is covered with biocrete, as I had envisioned, but the walls are a jagged mix of dirt and rock. The low-arched ceiling is dirt reinforced with steel rebar. There is no locked entryway, just an opening on my left that leads into what appears to be a maze of underground tunnels. If I weren’t strapped down, presumably I could get up and walk out of here.

This space has been hollowed out, like a protruding elbow at the juncture of two tunnels, to form a chamber of no more than two hundred square feet. It is empty of objects, except for a metal cylinder I recognize as a self-contained human-waste system—a high-tech porta-potty. I could definitely use it. If I could get to it.

Light is emanating from one of the tunnels. I can’t see its source because the tunnel makes a turn, but it’s possible I’m not far from the outside world and what I’m looking at is actual daylight. Of course, it’s equally possible it’s electric light. Or maybe a bioluminescent light.

Which leads me to wonder again about the presence of humans.

I haven’t heard the raspy voice yelling at me to lie down. Or any other human sounds. That doesn’t mean whoever brought me here isn’t lurking, especially if it’s morning now. They probably are.

I consider calling out. Something like “Yo! Anyone here?”

But I decide against it. I’d rather assume that whoever brought me here knows I’m here and is planning to come back at some point. Better be soon. I mean, if you want a person dead, you don’t go to all the trouble of kidnapping them and dragging them into a tunnel, and then abandon them to die. You assassinate them on the spot and dump the body in the bay or someplace there’s no coming back from. It seems whoever took me here wants me alive.

So this is a waiting game.

I need to conserve energy in case I’m in for a long wait. That means moving as little as possible. Using as little energy as possible. Even thinking as little as possible.

June used to remind us while we were in the throes of hacking the Dictator’s app that the brain uses 20 percent of the body’s energy. A study of chess players, she said, found that their brains burned calories at a higher rate. Her point was that the quantum programming we were about to undertake would require all our mental energy. Really, though, I think she just wanted Beers to supply us with more frequent snacks.

It turns out my wait is not long.

As I’m lying here trying to tamp down my brain activity, I hear footsteps. Someone is approaching through the tunnel.

I take a chance and raise myself to sitting so I can see who it is.

“Lie down!”

This time the raspy voice is mere yards away.

Before I can catch a glimpse of him, I’ve lowered myself back onto the ground. Not that I’m the cowering type, but the last thing you want in a situation like this is to appear insubordinate. Nor am I looking for another dose of nanobots, thank you.

He stomps in a full circle around my body, steel toe caps grazing the top of my head, and stops before my feet. He is wearing a full-length black military-style bodysuit. A black balaclava masks his face. His feet are spread wide, his arms crossed over his chest. His gloved hands are clenched, like he is about to throw a punch. He towers over me, imperious, implacable. Inhuman.

Peering through the narrow slit in his mask, his eyes are violet. I’ve never seen eyes that color. Yet there is something familiar about their expression. I can’t place it.

Never have I felt so utterly vulnerable.




I am not attached 
to the outcome of my actions.




3 IN THE KITCHEN: Darah


Beers has been outdoing himself in the kitchen. When we met, he was a security guard at HSys. Rather than complain that patrolling a Silicon Valley gaming company wasn’t a good outlet for his creative talents, he focused on creating in the kitchen. Then he picked up coding skills from June and Jedd. Now that he’s putting those skills to use as Jedd’s assistant, I figured he’d pull back on cooking, but so far he’s managed to juggle both. If anything, he’s upped his game.

Take tonight, for example. After working all day with Jedd, he cooked a gourmet meal. His inspiration? Jedd, June, Nick, Zack, and I will all be here. The whole family. If we’re lucky, even the kid.

At least that’s what was happening until Jedd announced his date with Naomi. I was in the attic bedroom I share with Beers, working on an environmental ecology lesson plan for school tomorrow, so I only heard about it when I came downstairs. Beers said Jedd had taken off. In the arrow, no less.

Since I don’t have family in either California or the States, the friends I live with are my fam. And of course Nick and Zack, who lived here when we all worked at HSys. Being together for a meal—even without Jedd and the kid—just hits different, if you know what I mean.

Beers has prepared six courses. Enough to feed a battalion, with plenty of leftovers for Jedd’s lunch tomorrow. The dude won’t miss out on much, except our company and some spirited discussion. Not that I’m minimizing the magic of that.

The first course is cherry tomatoes stuffed with goat cheese and topped with fresh basil and a drizzle of balsamic reduction. Beers called it his amuse-bouche. I’d never heard that term. I’m more of a science than a language geek. Some days I watch Beers do crossword puzzles, just so I can grow my vocabulary. Last night my new word was oomancy. The clue was “food item used in oomancy.” I guessed tea, because of oolong tea, but Beers knew immediately the answer was egg.

Now he is bent over the tomatoes, scooping out the pulp and stuffing each with as much cheese as he can, while I fetch five saucers from the cupboard. As soon as I’ve set them in front of him, he drops on the tomatoes. Then he wraps his arms around me, pulls me into his massive chest, and steals a quick kiss, before he reaches for the basil.

“When will Nick and Zack get here?” I ask.

“I thought they’d be here by now.”

“It’s not like them to be late.”

“Nope.” He quickly checks the croquettes, then lines up serving dishes for the squash-blossom soup and beetroot carpaccio. Finally he peeks into the nano food cozy to make sure the mint and asparagus risotto al vermouth is staying warm. Satisfied, he turns back to me. “The twins are bringing libations, but this food isn’t waiting on anyone.”

“You want to eat now?”

He nods. “How about on the porch?”

Before I can reply, I see June framed in the doorway, talking on her tablet. She cuts the call short before entering the kitchen, so she doesn’t make us a captive audience. House rules. We all know them.

“Where are the twins?” she asks.

“Should be here momentarily,” Beers says. “Darah and I are weighing where to eat. I’m thinking the porch. We won’t have many more warm evenings.”

June surveys the food as if she’s seeing it for the first time, though I know she was down here earlier. “Dude, what is this, a ten-course meal?”

“Six.”

“Only six?”

“Wouldn’t serving all this food be easier inside?” I say quickly, in case Beers feels June is discounting his efforts. She does tend to be semi-oblivious when it comes to food, but she’s never intentionally disrespectful.

“Good point,” he says. “Let’s do it.”

So I grab silverware and napkins and set five places at the kitchen table. He follows with the cherry tomatoes and wineglasses.

As we’re sitting down—Beers at the head of the table, June and I on either side, and Dharma snugly beneath—Nick and Zack roll in.

“Sorry we’re late,” Nick says, setting two bottles of chardonnay on the counter.

“Awful accident on the freeway,” Zack says.

“Traffic into town was at a standstill—”

“Cars backed up—”

“So unusual—”

“With most cars steering themselves—”

“Accidents are pretty much obsolete.”

It’s no coincidence these two were nicknamed the twins. The way they finish each other’s sentences, you’d think they shared one brain. They come up with interesting ideas, including surprisingly accurate predictions, though it can be hard to follow their train of thought. Now, my mind goes straight to Jedd: If he had taken Beers’s truck instead of the arrow, he might never have made it to his dinner with Naomi. Sometimes things have a way of working out for the best.

As they take their seats, Nick says, “Where’s Jedd?”

“With Naomi,” Beers says.

“Really?” Nick says. “We have so much to discuss.”

“Like his report to the DOJ,” Zack says.

“We’ve talked for months about following up,” Nick says. “We can’t keep putting it off.”

“Jedd said so himself last week,” Zack adds.

As Beers pours the chardonnay, he explains that when he planned this meal, he assumed Jedd would be here and we’d finally have that discussion. “Plus the kid is on his way home,” he says. “I was hoping he’d be here too.”

The kid has been spending half his time at the farm and the other half traveling the world, with Beers’s financial backing. It’s a great education for a teen with natural smarts who didn’t complete high school. He likes to travel sans technology so he can learn the old-fashioned way, but whenever he goes near a war zone, we insist he bring a tablet for safety’s sake.

Whether it was due to the kid’s travels or some other reason, we have put off discussing Jedd’s DOJ report for too long. The truth is, I’m as much to blame as anyone. I’d rather not talk about anything related to our old jobs at HSys. I have even less desire to hear about the Dictator or life under martial law. All the chaos and cruelty left indelible scars in my psyche. People who haven’t suffered under authoritarian rule don’t fully get this.

I want to believe we’re past all that. That my trauma is over. Yet I know I’ll never be free of the fear, not completely. Not even here in California, years later. Still, I’ve learned little tricks to calm myself and hide my discomfort. Like taking a deep breath and reminding myself I’m safe because the Dictator is out of our lives. I do that now. Because I get that we need to talk.

“We’ll have to go ahead without them,” Beers continues. “I can fill Jedd in tomorrow.”

But June is frustrated. “I should never have given him the arrow,” she groans, slapping her forehead with the palm of her hand. “What was I thinking?”

“Probably about your press event,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s no excuse. I should have insisted he stay home.”

“Like that would have gone over well,” Beers throws in. Clearly he didn’t try to stop Jedd either.

June catches his drift: Nothing she could have said would have stopped Jedd from going to see Naomi. “Okay. What’s done is done,” she says, taking a sip of chardonnay. “Let’s move on. Here’s what I have to say about the DOJ problem. It’s been months since Jedd filed that report—”

“Actually,” Beers cuts in, “it was over a year ago. We were waiting for the kid to return from his travels then too.”

He’s right. We were sitting around the table just like this, except Jedd was here. We were the only ones who knew Kurt and his team at HSys had been conspiring with the Dictator, and we were debating whether to go to the authorities. It was clear—in my mind anyway—that we should turn him in. What he’d done was monstrous, and he needed to be held accountable.

It all started some months before, when Jedd discovered Kurt was working with Russian geeks on an app that used quantum-based mind control to generate public support for the Dictator and his planned takeover of California. Jedd and June and the kid hacked the app but didn’t alert the authorities. They figured that if Kurt was a Russian asset, it wasn’t safe to trust anyone. Things were touch and go for a while. Then suddenly the Dictator vanished. Poof! Gone! Just like that. We’ve always wanted to believe it was a result of our hack, but we can’t prove it. Ultimately, I guess, that doesn’t matter.

What mattered as we sat here last year was that California’s democracy had been preserved. Yet if the authorities didn’t know how close we had come to losing it, they couldn’t protect against future attacks. So we needed to tell them. The main objection—which June raised, claiming it was what the kid would say—was that we’d been acting for the greater good and there was no need to make ourselves into heroes. The other objection, raised by Beers, was that because our hack was illegal, Jedd, as our de facto leader, could face repercussions. Jail time even.

When the kid returned, he offered his wisdom. We could act in support of the greater good without being attached to the outcome of our actions. If we know in our hearts that we’re doing the right thing, he said, we can focus on doing it to the best of our ability and with the mindset that a greater power is acting through us.

In the end, we agreed the right action was to file a report. Jedd said he was prepared for any consequences. June insisted the hack was benign and the risk of legal jeopardy was minimal. So we went big. Instead of approaching HSys’s cybersecurity division, Jedd went to the attorney general’s office in California’s Department of Justice and turned over all our evidence: Early versions of the app from Kurt’s darknet site. Proof it was paving the way for an attack on California. Audio recordings of Kurt and his Russian accomplices. Code from our hack of the app. And more.

“As I recall,” Beers continues now, “none of us had any serious doubt we should do something. It was more about which authorities to approach. But let’s not rehash all that.”

June looks like she wants to remind him how worried he was about the legal risks, but instead she says, “I’m disappointed in the DOJ. I thought they’d need a few months to review the evidence and then they’d pounce.”

“You mean arrest Kurt?” I say.

“Lock the dude up.”

“The evidence Jedd provided was rock solid,” Beers says. “I don’t get what’s holding them up.”

“Maybe,” Zack says, “they’re doing their own deep dive into Kurt’s darknet site.”

“If their cyber experts aren’t A-tier, they could have stalled out,” Nick says.

“Or,” Zack says, “they opened their own counter investigation.”

Beers almost chokes on his tomato. “Investigating Jedd?”

“Wouldn’t we know about that?” I ask.

No one here is a lawyer. Since June’s political experience is the best expertise we’ve got, we turn to her.

“We’d know if they subpoenaed his computer. Or him,” she says. “I’m more worried they’re on slo-mo for other reasons.”

“Like what?” Nick asks.

She pauses as if she’s not sure she believes what she’s about to say. “Like if they let Kurt work out an immunity deal.”

“You mean,” Beers says, “so they can use him to go after a bigger fish.”

“What bigger fish?” Zack wants to know.

“The Dick, obvi!” Beers spits out his favorite moniker for the Dictator like it’s a creepy-crawly he found in his salad.

“Provided he’s not dead,” June says.

“As if we’d be so lucky,” Beers mutters.

As we move on to our next course, we discuss what the DOJ investigating the Dictator could mean for us. Whether or not he is alive really is the preemptive question. So we reassess what we know. The Dictator disappeared after millions spontaneously attended protests in the States and California. Even if our hack of his app led to those protests, and the protests led to his demise, no one knows for sure what became of him. He could have been overthrown in a clandestine coup. Or slunk away of his own volition. Or taken his own life. If he managed to get away, he could be holed up with die-hard supporters in the States or he could have fled the country.

As Beers brings out the piping-hot risotto and spoons out servings, he theorizes that the Dictator is alive and hiding out in Russia, maybe at a luxury resort in Sochi, with no plans to return to the States. Catching and apprehending him would be next to impossible. “Don’t forget,” he says, “all the intel Jedd turned over to the DOJ predated the Dick’s disappearance. It won’t help them find him now.”

“Unless they uncovered new clues,” June says.

“You mean on Kurt’s darknet site?” Nick says.

“Right,” she says. “For all we know, they could have found real-time communications—”

“Shut up!” Beers says. “Don’t tell me you’re suggesting not just that the Dick is alive—no argument there—but that Kurt is still in touch with him? Now? While Kurt is employed at HSys?”

That stops the conversation.

“Beers has a point,” I say. “Kurt helped the Dictator try to seize California, but do you really believe he’s still conspiring with him?”

“No,” June concedes. “Not really.”

“Too far-fetched,” Nick says.

“We wouldn’t predict that,” Zack says.

Which brings us to the conclusion that—for our purposes at least—Kurt has to be the big fish. He’s the one to focus on as we try to revive the DOJ’s investigation. I’d like to think that means we can stop obsessing over the Dictator. Really, nothing would make me happier.

Beers asks the twins—since they still work at HSys—if they’ve seen Kurt lately.

“Nope,” Nick says. “At least nothing memorable.”

Zack nudges his partner. “We saw him yesterday. With his sidekick Karin, remember?”

“Right,” Nick says. “The two of them by the fountain, nursing lattes from the café. No sign of Keith. He’s probably long gone. Like I said: nothing memorable.”

“They did look chill,” Zack adds.

Which of course is unsettling. Two of the Dictator’s abettors living the easy life at HSys. Not the kind of thing that helps one sleep better at night.

Beers is on the same wavelength. “More proof of the DOJ’s negligence. At a minimum, they’d better have eyes on Kurt’s flight risk.”

“To Russia?” Nick says.

“He probably has a flight lined up,” Beers says. “My bet’s on Sochi.”

By now we’re ready for dessert.

Beers removes five pots of mango mousse topped with Chantilly cream from the fridge and sets one in front of each of us. We ooh and ahh at the thin swirls of edible gold embedded in the cream. Almost too exquisite to eat.

“I think this deserves our full focus,” he says. “So if you would indulge me, I’d like to call for a brief moratorium on nuncupative activity.” In case we didn’t quite get that, he adds, “In other words, shut up and eat!”

I let the first golden spoonful deliquesce on my tongue. Far superior to the mango smoothies I used to pick up at the HSys café when I didn’t have time for lunch. “Next-level,” I murmur, looking up in time to catch Beers winking at me.

After everyone has scraped their bowls clean, we return to our discussion.

Since it’s almost time to wrap up, June offers her takeaway: “I hate to say this, but I feel like we’re up against a wall of bureaucracy. The DOJ lacks accountability, transparency. Justice is moving at a snail’s pace, if it’s moving at all. If no charges are brought against Kurt—or the Dictator—this could drag out past the statute of limitations. We want to believe our systems are better than those in the States, but that may be wishful thinking.”

We sit in silence.

It’s discouraging that we may have spent all evening in a discussion we’ve put off for months only to conclude there’s no path toward a satisfactory outcome. I want to lean into the kid’s wisdom that we should act in support of the greater good without being attached to the outcome, but right now even that feels futile.

“Okay,” Beers says finally. “Assuming we’re not quitters, what can we do?”

“How do we effing win?” Nick adds in exasperation.

“I think we have Jedd follow up,” June says. “He can go back to his initial DOJ contact.”

“Didn’t he already do that?” Beers asks.

“If he did, nothing came of it,” Nick says.

“He’d have told us,” Zack adds.

We have always made decisions based on consensus, after open discussion between all of us. But that’s hard when we’re passing in the night. Sometimes literally.

I turn to Beers. “Maybe you can ask Jedd in the morning.”

I expect him to jump on that, but he hedges. “I’m not saying we should put this on ice, but I don’t agree Jedd should follow up simply because he made the initial contact. It’s not like the DOJ is his client.” He stops, probably to avoid disclosing anything about Jedd’s confidential projects, then adds, “The dude can crack any code, but that doesn’t mean he’s the one to crack a bureaucracy.”

“Then what?” June says.

“You should do it.”

“Me?” Clearly that wasn’t her expectation.

“Hundo percent you. You’re a legit public figure now. People will listen to you. Especially government dweebs.”

“That is precisely why I can’t do it,” she says, her voice rising. “I’m running a national campaign, trying to win an election. The last thing I need is to make headlines for the wrong reason and blow it all up.”

“How is this a wrong reason?” Beers counters. “Don’t you stand by what we did?”

“Of course I stand by it,” she says. “All of it. But you know how politics works.” She describes the intense scrutiny candidates are subjected to. Everything she puts out has to be carefully worded and fully transparent. Her platform centers on upholding democracy while fighting misinformation and bolstering cybersecurity. And of course the usual stuff like a clean environment, good health care, economic security. We already have free college tuition and free medical care, but everything can always be improved. That’s what she will do if—when—she’s elected.

As she heads into her boilerplate stump speech, Beers stops her. “We know all this, June. I’m not trying to put you on defense. But I don’t see how it hurts you to push for an investigation that could expose a major plot to overthrow the government of California.”

“Seems like it would boost your platform,” I say.

“Unless,” Nick says, “you’re still worried about Kurt having immunity.”

“Or that people will realize you know him,” Zack adds.

“You bring up good points,” June says. “I always assumed our role in the hack would come out and I’d deal with it then. We didn’t do anything wrong. If anything, we’re the heroes here. So it can’t hurt my political future. It’s just that I expected the whole mess would be settled long before the election. Now we’re in October. The election is a couple weeks away. The timing is awkward.”

“You mean it could be a distraction,” Nick says.

June nods. “I want to avoid unnecessary complications. No point jeopardizing my campaign when it’s going well and I’m confident I can win. I’d rather wait and push for the investigation after I’m in office. Then no one can accuse me of trying to vindicate myself.”

“Okay, I get it,” Beers says. Though his furrowed brow suggests he doesn’t.

“From what you said, June,” I say, trying to bridge the gap between them, “it sounds like you aren’t ruling out Beers’s suggestion. You just need more time.”

“Exactly,” she says.

Beers sets the borosilicate glass teapot, with jasmine tea in its infuser, on the table. As we let it steep and then sip our tea, we toss around ways to call attention to the DOJ’s investigation between now and the election, assuming June won’t step in. We could tip off the media or make noise on our socials. Whatever we say will have to be strategically opaque, even if it piques interest.

Beers suggests anonymously messaging Kurt to spook him, shake him up, spark his anxiety.

June shuts that down. A rattled Kurt is a more dangerous Kurt. “We don’t want to give him a reason to flee,” she argues. “Better for him to remain blissfully ignorant. Then, provided he doesn’t have immunity, the authorities can come for him later.”

“I don’t want him to be blissfully anything,” Beers grumbles. But he doesn’t push it.

June drains her cup and lays her napkin on the table. “Dinner was epic—all six courses. But it’s getting late and my speech is waiting. Can you all handle the cleanup?”

Since Beers cooked, the rest of us are the cleanup crew. “No worries,” I say. “We’ve got it covered.”

“As long as you promise to do double duty next time,” Beers jokes.

As she slips out, June delivers her comeback: “As long as you promise ten courses.”




When the mind is steered by one’s wandering senses, 
it steals away wisdom, 
just as the wind blows a ship off course 
on the water.


4 INFURIATED: June


I wake up to the silky-smooth voice of my virtual assistant whispering that it’s 6:00 a.m., time to greet the day, and asking if I’d like her to start my usual morning playlist.

I’m about to say “snooze please” so I can grab another thirty winks. But then my brain clicks in. I have to get to Sacramento so I can give my speech and take questions at the press event. I don’t have time for more sleep, even if I’m still tired. I don’t even have time for the playlist.

So I tell my VA to stand by and start it once I’m comfy in the arrow.

In the bathroom, I climb out of the bioceramic fleece onesie I sleep in and step into the shower. As I soap up, I revisit parts of my speech. I stayed up late, tweaking and retweaking it. I know, overkill. But as an aspiring politician, I still get nervous before these kinds of events. My obsessive-compulsive tendencies kick in. If you’ve ever worked in tech and written intricate code, and wanted to excel at what you do, then being perfectionistic, fussy to the point of uber-fastidious, and a chronic quibbler comes with the territory. Not saying I have clinical OCD, but many elite coders have some degree of these traits. I do. Jedd does. The kid not so much.

The kid isn’t a professional coder. Far from it. He’s an unemployed high school dropout Darah befriended after she heard him playing his bansuri flute by the HSys fountain. She brought him to the farm to give her a lesson, he stayed for dinner, and the rest is history. Including how we call him “the kid” instead of his given name, Ansirk, which he jokes was backward thinking by his mother. We found out almost by accident that he could write stellar code. Apparently he was born with traits and abilities he can produce at will—musical talent, a green thumb, mental math, coding wizardry. And perhaps the most remarkable: serenity. Nothing fazes him. Literally nothing. That saved us during the big hack. It was like he hoisted us onto his back and carried us through the quicksand of quantum code.

I learned it’s possible to put intense effort into a task without freaking out or coming from a place of ego that has to take credit for everything. That doesn’t mean I can maintain my equanimity at all times. I can’t. Whenever I have to prep for a press event, it’s like my mind is flapping in the wind and my emotions are fluttering all over the place. One strong huff or puff, and my little ship can be blown off its course.

Like now. Objectively, my campaign is on track. Still, I have no way of knowing on any given day what I might face when I walk into my headquarters or take questions from the press. That’s why I put in the extra work last night. And why I plan to get to Sac a couple hours early.

Out of the shower, I scan my wardrobe. At HSys, I lived in classy casual. My smart shoes and accessories were always color coordinated. I rotated between shades of brown: taupe, pecan, sepia, auburn, buff, camel, espresso. And my favorite, chamoisee, which makes an outfit look like leather, though you know it’s not. A chamoisee pantsuit—with an autonomous silk-blend fabric to keep me looking fresh and clean—should be perfect today. Not exactly dopamine dressing, but hey, it works for me. My shoes won’t be visible behind the podium and I’ll be on my feet all afternoon, so a comfy pair of Chucks will complete the outfit. My VA can color coordinate them with the pantsuit once I’m in the arrow.

The arrow is the smartest investment I’ve ever made. Not only do I avoid the bad press that comes with an outmoded private jet, but it’s a blast to fly and gets me wherever I’m going so much faster than a regular car.

I’ve always loved fast, fast, fast. I just took a fast shower. Slipped into my clothes extra fast. Now all I have to do is style my hair—fast. It’s long and straight and black and still falls all the way to my waist like it did in college, but lately I’ve been wearing it up in a bun. Makes me appear more electable. Now I brush it out and braid it fast, then twist it half a dozen times and use a large bronze clip to fasten it. Fast-en. See what I did there?

Tablet in hand and bag over my shoulder, I dash down the stairs to the kitchen for a quick bite. My VA is in my ear, reassuring me I’m a few minutes ahead of schedule. I like that. It’s better than being late and having to grab coffee and a protein bar to eat in the arrow. Jedd won’t be up at this hour, but Beers and Darah always are. She leaves by seven o’clock for the school where she teaches in Mountain View, so breakfast is the one time of day we can connect for sure, even if it’s only briefly. I’m thinking coffee with one of Beers’s pecan sticky buns and a bowl of his homemade yogurt.

As I enter the kitchen and head to the coffee maker, I toss an upbeat “hey there” toward Darah and Beers, who are standing together by the sink, their backs to me.

They don’t reply. Don’t even turn around.

I know them well enough to know something’s off.

“What’s wrong?” I say.

They slowly swivel toward me, grimaces stretched across their faces. I can’t tell if these are worried grimaces or guilty grimaces or bad-news grimaces.

“What is it?” I say with more urgency.

“Did you go outside?” Beers counters.

“Not yet. Why?”

He nods toward the door. Like, Go look.

I cross the room to the door. Dharma is lying on the mat in front of the shoe rack but scoots out of the way as I grab the doorknob and pull the door open. I don’t have to step onto the porch to get a clear view of the turnaround at the end of the driveway. Darah’s car and Beers’s truck are parked in their usual spots under the redwood. The arrow is nowhere to be seen.

“What the fuck?!” I slam the door and turn back to them.

They’re staring at me.

“Where the hell is Jedd?” I say it like they’re hiding him.

They exchange looks. Clearly they knew what I was about to discover. I’d say guilty grimaces.

“I mean it,” I say. “Where is he?”

“We don’t know,” Beers says.

“He didn’t come home,” Darah says.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

They shake their heads.

“When exactly were you planning to clue me in?” I say, shock turning to fury.

Beers senses I’m about to explode. “Don’t go there, June,” he says. “We just found out.”

My equanimity wasn’t supposed to blow up before my first coffee. “Okay,” I say. “I’m listening.”

Darah explains that when she and Beers came downstairs, they heard scratching at the door. They figured it was Dharma.

“We let him in,” Beers says. “But we wondered how he got out.”

“You mean,” I say, “because he sleeps in Jedd’s room.”

“Yes, and stays there till Jedd wakes up. Which won’t be for another hour.”

With no commute time from the house to the barn, Jedd has gotten into the habit of sleeping in. Beers would probably do the same, except he likes to get up with Darah so they can have breakfast together.

“He kept running up to us, nudging us, and running back to the door,” Beers says.

“Like he wanted us to check something,” Darah says.

“So I looked outside,” Beers says.

“That’s when you noticed the arrow was gone,” I say. My mind is already racing ahead to the ramifications: I’m going to be late to Sac.

“It’s always behind my truck,” Beers says. “I walked down the driveway to see if he parked it farther away. You know, if he wanted to make an extra-quiet landing, so we wouldn’t be disturbed by the whir of the arrow’s wings.”

Darah says they pieced together what happened: When they let Dharma out before going to bed, they assumed Jedd would bring him in. Now it’s clear Jedd never came home.

“You’ve checked his room?” I’m about to rush up there. If Jedd found another way home and thinks he can sleep through this disaster, he’s about to get an earful from me.

“He’s not here,” Beers says.

“Poor pooch spent the night outside,” Darah croons as she fetches his food from the pantry and pours some into his bowl.

Normally he’d be salivating, but now he couldn’t care less. He stations himself in front of the door, waiting to be let out. I get the sense he wants to run up to the barn and look for Jedd.

The extra time I built into my schedule has evaporated, but I’m not ready to let this go. There must be an explanation. It better be good. “Obviously you’ve tried to reach him.”

They exchange looks again. Now I see guilt plus worry.

“Not yet,” Beers says.

“Why not?” I say. “What are you waiting for?”

“For him to get here,” Darah says.

Beers backs her up. “I know it stings that he slept at Naomi’s after he swore he wouldn’t, and it’s natural to be worried. But let’s not panic. I’m sure he’s in the arrow, heading home as we speak.”

“You could have at least sent him a frigging text.” I make no effort to mask my annoyance as I reach for my tablet.

“We thought you’d want to be the one to contact him,” Beers says.

Instead of snapping back at him, I place a call. Jedd might ignore a text, but he’d better not ignore a call.

It rings. And rings.

Scenarios flash through my mind: Jedd is in the arrow flying home but doesn’t realize his tablet’s sound is off. Or he’s on an early call with the Cybersecurity Agency, basking in their praise for the breakthrough he mentioned yesterday. Or he’s too engrossed in a video game to bother with calls. Or he’s still hanging at Naomi’s place and hasn’t turned his tablet on. Or he forgot to set his alarm and hasn’t woken up yet. Each possibility is more infuriating than the one before.

The call goes to voicemail.

“Dude won’t speak to me.” I spit out the words as I dash off a text: “where r u??”

“Try again in a few minutes?” Darah suggests timidly. “Or try Naomi?”

“I can drive you to Mountain View,” Beers says, “in case he’s still at her place.”

My fury turns to panic as I check the time. If I have to drive to Sac, I’m past zero hour. Forget about some wild goose chase to hunt down the arrow. Forget about making calls to sort out who screwed up and why. I need to leave this instant.

My tablet pings, and I glance eagerly at the message.

It’s not Jedd.

It’s my VA. She may be punctual, but since its locator recently stopped working and I haven’t had time to get it fixed, she’s oblivious to the arrow’s location. “Looks like you’re cutting it close, June. Would you like me to reschedule your activities in Sacramento?”

I look up at Beers and Darah. Much as I’m tempted to stand here and litigate all this, I don’t have the luxury. “I’m out of time,” I say.

To her credit, Darah steps up. “Don’t worry, June. You can borrow my car. You may be late, but you’ll get there.”

“How will you get to school?” I ask.

“It’s on your way,” she says. “You can drop me off.”

I try to mentally remap my morning. The problem is Darah’s idea of fast is more like my idea of an accelerated dawdle. I’m not going to make it to Sac on time. I should try to line up an aero rideshare, though that may be tough due to the high demand.

“I appreciate it, Darah,” I say, “but I can’t wait around.”

“I can leave now,” she says.

“Without breakfast?”

By way of an answer, she pours coffee into two thermal mugs and hands one to me.

Beers slips two sticky buns into baggies and gives one to each of us. “This should tide you over.”

Dharma trots to the door, letting out a long, low whine, like there’s a chance he could come with us. Darah strokes his head and whispers in his ear, but he’s still whining as we put on our shoes—my VA won’t be color-coordinating my Chucks in the arrow after all—and rush out of the house.

In the car, I don’t hold back. “What the eff is he thinking?”

Eyes on the road, Darah takes this as a rhetorical question. She has to realize now isn’t the moment to defend Jedd or make the case that he’s somehow the victim here. Nor is this a fight she wants to pick with me. It’s not one she’d win. Besides, she wasn’t in the kitchen when he gave me his word.

So I describe how things went down. “I couldn’t have been clearer,” I conclude, “that I was leaving early and he had to return the arrow last night.”

“He promised?”

“Repeatedly. That’s why I don’t get it.”

At the entrance to the freeway, the guardrails are down—probably from that accident the twins saw—and a crew is erecting a barrier that narrows the road. Darah applies her brakes, leaving a wider-than-necessary distance between us and the next car. In fairness, this can happen when you’re driving a level-1 car.

Every second matters for me, but pushing Darah never works. If anything, she slows down even more. So I keep quiet and try to get into the right frame of mind for my press event. Except, all I can think about is Jedd’s betrayal. How could he? My little ship hasn’t just been blown off course; a raging tempest is flinging it around on the open seas. I’m sure Darah can feel it too.

“Try reaching him again?” she suggests.

I’m not sure that’s a good idea. When I hear his voicemail again, I’ll be even more furious. If he answers and says he just landed at the farm, that won’t be much better. Still, I go ahead and place the call. I put it on speaker.

We listen to it ring.

When it goes to voicemail, I flick it off.

“So frigging disrespectful!” I say.

“It sucks he’s blowing you off,” she says. “This is so unlike him. When does Jedd ever let people down?”

Which of course leads me to recall the times he did let me down. Especially one unforgettable—nearly unforgivable—time. When Kurt realized Jedd had uncovered his collusion with the Dictator, he goaded Jedd into gambling. Despite all our pleas not to play a game of dice that was most certainly rigged, Jedd took the bait. The game was indeed rigged, and he lost everything—his job, all our jobs, and almost our lives. That disastrous decision was the domino that set so many other disasters in motion. I was furious he’d let us down. But families work things out. Over time, we got past all that. Still, if someone makes a mistake of that magnitude, even if it’s only once, you wonder if there could be another time.

“This is an entirely different situation,” Darah says, reading my mind.

“Is it?”

“The Dictator has no sway over our lives anymore,” she says.

Which is true. Though, as we discussed last night, Kurt could still be a threat. A big one. Heck, he could be determined to stop Jedd from reporting him to the DOJ, by any means necessary. Except Jedd already reported him. A year ago. And we’ve seen no evidence Kurt is aware of that. Doesn’t make sense to start worrying about it now.

“Besides,” she continues, “Jedd hasn’t gambled since that time with Kurt. And he wouldn’t gamble at Naomi’s. Maybe he has a reason for not responding that we don’t know about yet.”

“You mean an excuse?” I say. “What possible excuse could he have?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “An accident?”

“Like . . . a crash?”

I hadn’t thought of that. You used to hear a lot about the potential for gruesome midair crashes and aviation mishaps involving aero cars. Never materialized. The technology is too good, thank goodness. I check my tablet now and find no local alerts.

“No sign of one,” I say. “If he encountered a mechanical issue, I’m the first person he would have contacted.”

“True,” she says, then adds, “or his excuse could involve Naomi.”

I consider that. It’s not like Naomi and I are friends. Jedd is the only one among us who has any sort of friendship with her. I’m not sure she’s ever been to the farm. Which is consistent with how the seven of us are with each other: We prioritize ourselves as a family. When one of us has a relationship outside the home, we keep it separate.

“I doubt it,” I say. “If some emergency with Naomi kept him from coming home, he would have let me know. We’d have found a workaround. And if he accidentally fell asleep with her, he could have texted as soon as they woke up.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t deliberate,” she says.

“Or maybe it was.” Suddenly I’m not so willing to give Jedd the benefit of the doubt. Not if there’s a possibility he intentionally sabotaged me. “Could the dude have lied to me?”

“Lied?” she echoes. “Like he already knew he was spending the night with Naomi?”

“That’s what I’m wondering.”

She turns my question back on me: “Do you think so?”

Which I guess I don’t. Not really. I confess that I’m grasping for some way to make this compute. Everyone who knows Jedd knows he’d never tell a lie. Telling the truth is his trademark. “What I don’t get,” I say, “is what’s stopping him from sending a text. Just one text. Really, he owes me that much.”

I check my tablet again in case he’s texted. Which he hasn’t. I also notice he hasn’t read my earlier text. At least he’s not leaving me on read. Not that that’s much consolation.

I stew in silence for a few minutes. We’re almost at Darah’s school.

“You could try contacting her,” she says.

“Naomi?”

“Yeah. She’d know what’s up.”

The idea of reaching out to Naomi isn’t any more appealing than when Darah mentioned it at the farm. Could be one awkward convo: “Hi, Naomi. This is June. I’m sorry to bother you, but you’re the only one I can think of who could explain why the frick Jedd didn’t come home.” Even so, Darah has a point. It would help to know what Naomi knows.

So I ask my VA to locate Naomi’s number and place a call.

It rings, then goes to voicemail.

I don’t leave a message or ask my VA to follow up with a text.

“Maybe she’s in some kind of trouble,” Darah says.

“Like what?”

Neither of us has an answer to that.

So I focus on what I can say to Jedd this evening. Starting with “I don’t give two shits what your excuse is. This is the absolute last time you ever, ever, ever borrow my aero car!”

By now we’re at Darah’s school.

She pulls up in front of the building. Without shutting off her car, she grabs her bag, steps out, and waits for me to come around to the driver’s side. As she gives me a quick squeeze, she whispers, “You’ve got this, June.”

I know she means it.




It is better to perform your own actions 
imperfectly than to perfectly perform 
those that belong to another.



5 IN LIMBO: Beers


I place several sticky buns, warmed to perfection in the nano food cozy, onto a plate, pour myself a cup of coffee, add a splash of cream and cinnamon sugar, and walk out to the porch. Dharma is close at my heels.

I plunk down on one of the Adirondack chairs and bite into a bun. Looks like I’m living the life. I mean, feet up, good coffee, and time to knock down a crossword or two, chilling on a workday. The total vibe. You might think inheriting thirty acres in the hills above Cupertino from my grandparents—which I call a farm because it came with an old Victorian farmhouse and a barn—entitles me to a life of leisure. But you’d be wrong. Any semblance of poise right now is no more than skin-deep. Everything feels off-kilter. Even my bun, with its extra pecans and buttery maple caramel sauce, isn’t delivering the taste it should. Not like if Darah were here and we were discussing what’s on both our minds: What the eff is up with Jedd?

As I linger over my coffee, I keep glancing toward the sky, expecting to see the arrow’s sleek silver-and-yellow body hovering over the redwood, then dropping onto the redwood carpet. And my dude stepping out. He has to put in an appearance. Soon. I mean, he messed up big time, but how late can he be? At the very least, it wouldn’t kill him to give me a heads-up.

I add several words to the crossword on my tablet, then help myself to a second sticky bun. Which isn’t any better than the first. It’s like my taste buds are on strike.

Nothing this morning is going like I thought it would.

Instead of begging for a stray pecan as per usual, Dharma is pacing from one side of the porch to the other. Super antsy. And I’m getting antsier by the moment. A third bun won’t fix this.

Where the hell is Jedd?

When Darah and I realized he didn’t come home last night, I was ticked off. That’s putting it mildly. I understand the temptation to stay in bed and canoodle with someone you’re into. We’ve all had those moments. But geez, the timing! Dude is acting like a teenager for whom sex is a perpetual itch that has to be scratched, not like an adult in his mid-thirties.

Bro, I want to say, what’s got into you?

Except if the arrow did fly in now and Jedd stepped out, I’d want to do more than ask what got into him. I’d want to grab him by his collar, flip him upside down, pummel the daylights out of him. Not that I’d do that. But it’s what I’d feel like doing.

He’s not thinking about anyone but himself.

I mean, consider the splash damage. Darah had to rush off without breakfast, and I’m sitting here in limbo, with no idea when we’ll start work. Or if we even will. All the while, Jedd is loafing it up, having some fancy-pants pancake breakfast in bed with Naomi.

But I can’t make this about Darah or me. It’s about June. Her morning was wrecked. Maybe her whole day. Jedd effing screwed her over. He knows how important her campaign is—not just for her or for us but for the future of California. This nation needs someone like June Liu, someone who’s a social justice warrior. Someone whose brain processes information with the speed of a neural chip, yet who isn’t afraid to speak out when human rights have been violated or truth has been trampled on. No, this isn’t her PR team speaking; it’s me and I believe it. So does Jedd. He supported her campaign from the moment she announced it, which is why his disregard for her now makes no sense.

Then I flash back to before that announcement.

Months ago, while the rest of us were freaking out over our lost jobs and what we wanted to do in our post-HSys life, Jedd was hard at work. His office in the barn hadn’t been finished yet, so he spent every day sequestered in his bedroom, barely emerging to touch grass. He gave vague answers when asked what he was working on. I figured it had to be big. Maybe some new quantum decryption algorithms or even a quantum cryptography buster.

When he was finally ready to talk, it was clear big was an understatement. More like ginormous.

We were lounging on the porch, and June was droning on about why it would be shrewd for her to buy an aero car. She was up to her fifty millionth reason. The rest of us were uh-huhing her, our eyelids drooping, because we knew it was a foregone conclusion she would buy one regardless of what anyone said, and we wished she would just get on with it.

My idea about how to get on with it was a chess game. I’d recently carved a set out of redwood, and Jedd liked the feel of the pieces as he moved them around on the checkerboard I displayed on the screen embedded in the surface of the coffee table. He also enjoyed beating me with strategies he resurrected from his high school chess club days. I was about to lure him into the living room for a game.

Then his tablet pinged.

June stopped talking, and we all watched as he checked the message. From the grin spreading across his face, I wondered if he’d just won some national MVH award.

“You’re gonna like this,” he said. “I may have my first client.”

Of course he had to spill. I mean, it wouldn’t be fair for some prospective client to know more than we did about what he’d been up to. We locked in on his every word, like modules docked on a mother ship, as he described how he’d synthesized everything he learned at HSys about the vulnerabilities of cyberspace and the inability of technology to deal with evil—especially when that evil is disguised as benevolent—and come up with a comprehensive system to detect, take down, and prevent cyberattacks. “It’s the first step,” he said, “to putting an end to cyber warfare.”

I can’t say I fully understand his system even now, but June grokked it right then and there. It was almost like she was one step ahead. The two of them were throwing around concepts like quantum-resistant algorithms, nano-cyber defense units, cognitive firewalls, and holographic multidimensional interfaces—pretty much the whole cyber kitchen sink, short of multiverse hacking—as casually as I might say, “Should I make eggplant parmesan or marinated tofu stir-fry?”

But then she asked how he would operationalize it, and he slipped in a “When we . . .”

She stopped him. “Who’s we?”

He stared at her like she’d just asked what two plus two equals. “You and me,” he said.

“Sorry, Jedd,” she said, “there’s no you and me.”

He looked crushed, but he wasn’t ready to take no for an answer. If anything, he pushed harder. “You don’t think this sounds groundbreaking? You don’t think our mad skills would make us unstoppable?”

She didn’t deny it was groundbreaking or that they’d be unstoppable. She certainly didn’t deny her elite skill level. She simply insisted she wouldn’t work on it with him.

“Fair enough,” he said. “I get that you aren’t psyched for the long hours. You need time for your personal stuff. And for political stuff. No worries. I’ll do all the heavy lifting.”

That didn’t sway her.

He ran through other obstacles that might hold her back. Like their habit of bickering. Whether it’s the price of eggs or the best string of code to hijack the Dick’s app, they can go at it for days, without either of them conceding. He promised to defer to her on each and every future bicker. It was a huge concession.

But she kept shaking her head.

When he realized neither his promises nor his compromises were gaining traction, he let her get a word in edgewise.

“What you’ve put together is fricking god tier,” she said. “Any other time, I’d be all in. But I have other plans.”

We knew June had collected enough signatures to run for the House of Representatives. What we didn’t realize was how resolute she was. I mean, she’d talked forever about going into politics but had always ended up working on someone else’s campaign. Jedd probably figured that even if she decided to run now, she’d want to use her tech skills to generate some income on the side. Plus she’d want to have a job to fall back on if she lost. What better option than to work from home, with a partner she already trusted who promised flexibility?

But she was adamant, and ultimately Jedd respected that. The initial prospective client who pinged that evening didn’t pan out, so he had more time to find another partner.

A few weeks later, we were at the barn discussing the best placement for his desk when he shot me a question out of the blue: “Hey, Beers, I hope you haven’t let your hacking chops atrophy?”

I laughed. “No. But they’re not getting a workout either.”

He laughed as well, then turned serious. “Your hacker’s edge needs to stay razor-sharp.”

“Sure, bro,” I said.

If he were about to suggest I apply for a job at HSys, that would be a hard no. Nothing could tempt me to go back there—definitely not as a security guard and not even as a programmer.

But that’s not what he had in mind. “I could use your help,” he said.

I liked the sound of that.

He’d been trying to go it alone, crafting cyber-defense systems that promised to redefine the industry, he explained, but was feeling overwhelmed. And he hadn’t even landed his first client. “If I bring you in,” he said, “I’ll have an apprentice I can lean on.”

“I’m honored you’d think of me,” I said. “But even if I have some chops, I don’t have the level of know-how you’ll need.”

“No worries,” he said. “I’ll train you. What counts is that you have a solid foundation. Plus I respect your aptitude. And your ethics.” He paused for that to sink in. “What do you think?”

I told him I was in.

After we shook on it, I ran down to the kitchen to pop some champagne.

Over bubbly, we came up with a name for his business: JG Assoc. Stands for Jedd the Gamer and Associates. Of course, no one outside our family knows what JG stands for. Most clients don’t even know I’m the associate. I’m cool with that.

I’m also cool with being Jedd’s second choice. Or really his third. I bet he would have hired the kid before me if he thought the kid was ready to be tied down by a job. But, hey, here I am, staying humble, while busting my ass to handle the steep learning curve. When things get dicey, I remember what the kid once said: It’s better to do your own job imperfectly than to perfectly do a job that belongs to someone else. And this job feels like it was meant for me.

Shortly after I came on board, we contracted with the California government’s Cybersecurity Agency. I’ve learned so much already. All super-dope shit. And super top secret. We can’t even tell June or the others what we’re doing. Considering the risks, it’s better for them not to know. It helps that Jedd has kept me in apprentice mode and doesn’t expect me to carry the weight of a full partner. I can offer input when I see fit and show initiative on tasks he delegates, but he’s still the one giving marching orders.

Which means I’m at loose ends right now.

As he ran out the door, Jedd mentioned a breakthrough he intended to tell me about first thing this morning. Okay, that didn’t happen. If I had to guess, I’d say he uncovered a solid lead on whoever attacked California’s infrastructure. The Agency would want an update ASAP, before there’s an even more debilitating attack. This is hardly the time to go MIA. Does he think he can blow them off? Like he’s blowing us off?

I push myself forward in my chair—don’t ask why I’ve kept my grandparents’ last-century Adirondack chairs, with seats sloped so TB patients can sit on a hillside—and start a second crossword, even though I didn’t finish the first. My coffee is hot, thanks to my phase-changing smart mug, calibrated to maximize my brew’s freshness and flavor. Dharma, who has given up pacing, settles by my side. I’d have thought he’d show some interest in food, but I guess he’s fasting as he keeps vigil for Jedd.

One thing no one else knows about, and I didn’t want to mention earlier to June and Darah, is the secret channel Jedd and I set up for emergency communications. It’s normal when working in a high-threat cyber environment to have contingencies in place. Just in case. We agreed never to use our channel for anything short of the direst emergency.

Which I’d say we’re in now. This is a red alert. At least in my mind.

Then I consider Jedd’s mind. Put myself in his shoes. To start with, he’s not wearing shoes if he’s in bed with Naomi. Though I hope he’s out of bed and dressed by now. Either way, he slept at her place and doesn’t want anyone to know. He’s probably embarrassed. Probably trying to find the right words and best time to apologize. Definitely not expecting our secret channel to light up his tablet.

I also try on a pair of my own hypothetical shoes. Suppose I suggest to Darah that we take a spur-of-the-moment vacay. I’m not talking Tahiti or the Bahamas. Just pack a bag, sneak out without telling anyone, drive to the coast, spend the night at a B and B. Only a few miles away, but it would feel like our own personal Tahiti. I’m not sure why we’ve never done that. When you’re a couple living with single housemates, you have certain behavioral constraints, if you get my drift. I think we deserve that vacay. And the others better give us the benefit of the doubt. I mean, don’t call the police because we skipped out for one night without informing you and didn’t make it back before the sun came up.

When I look at it that way, I’m inclined to grant Jedd more leeway.

So I hold off on making the emergency call. For now. I mean, he hasn’t been missing for more than twelve hours. Less if he was planning to tiptoe in at dawn. I don’t try a regular call either. We saw how that went for June. Plus I’m sure she called again numerous times on her way to Sac.

In fact, it’s possible Jedd has already reached out to June and they’re so deep in the rhubarb that keeping me in the loop is the last thing on their minds. Honestly, I’d do well to stay clear of what must be a haggle of biblical proportions.

Or maybe this really is a red alert.

Jedd sounded upbeat about the breakthrough he’d had. What if it went south? What if the perps he was about to uncover caught his scent and got the jump on him while he was off with Naomi? What if they set a counter trap? We could be looking at a colossal disaster: embedded kill code, maybe even total systems failure. A frigging nightmare. Still, it would be a cyber nightmare. It wouldn’t account for Jedd physically failing to come home.

Too antsy to sit still, I head to the barn. As if showing up for work will somehow summon Jedd. Dharma follows.

It’s not often I’m alone in Jedd’s office midmorning. The fact that I still think of it as his office should tell you something. Walking in, the unexpected quiet pulls me up short. It’s like a vibrant center of commerce has become a cemetery.

Dharma runs straight to Jedd’s desk, which is where we placed it that day he offered me the job—by the window so he can look out at the creek as he’s mulling one or another problem. While Dharma sniffs around, I inspect Jedd’s workspace. His computer screen is dark. No loose papers or notes are lying around. Which is no surprise. The only regularly stocked paper product in our household is toilet paper.

I could use my temporary access key to bypass Jedd’s biometric scan and turn on his computer, as I often do when I get here before he does so I can check whatever we’ll be working on that day. He uses his tablet for just about everything, but the Agency is a stickler when it comes to hardware. Even if Jedd’s tablet is smarter than their entire department, rules are rules: He has to work on a dedicated computer networked with their system. I’m about to power it on, but then I realize that doing so now would feel like overreach. Especially if there’s a disaster waiting to happen. Wouldn’t want to be the doofus triggering that. One of these days I may be comfortable stepping in as his full partner, but I’m not there yet.

Instead I wander over to the smaller desk, placed near the door so any visitors will stop here first. I sit down and turn on my computer. A long list of tasks greets me—all the JG business I’m supposed to handle today. I’d feel better if I got busy with it. Except the possibility that Jedd’s breakthrough has turned into a cyber nightmare puts that in question. I could end up spending my time on stuff that’s no longer relevant, or even counterproductive. I quickly shut the system down.

As I’m assessing my best course of action, Dharma finishes his sniff test and joins me. He lays his nose on my thigh and lets out a low whine. More anguished than before. Like he can no longer contain his distress. He knows something is wrong and wants me to fix it.

That sets me off. It’s bad enough to inconvenience your friends and family, even a big-time client. But stressing out the dog? Unacceptable! Even if Jedd somehow got waylaid dealing with a credible disaster in the cyber universe, that would be no excuse. Everyone knows he’s the GOAT of hackers. He’s more than capable of dispatching the most brutal of cyberattacks. Really, he should count his lucky stars he isn’t walking in that door right now. I’d go ballistic on him.

It’s easy for me to explode on people. I know that’s not a commendable trait. Since I’m a large person, my size can magnify my anger. Intimidate people. I know because they’ve told me. And I’ve been working to keep myself in check and get my emotions under control. What that means now is, instead of busting my fist through a display screen, I need to do what Darah calls practicing patience.

As I’m about to do that, my tablet pings.

It’s Darah. Like she read my mind. She’s on her lunch break, and her text is three words: “hear from jedd?”

My answer is shorter: “no.”

We text back and forth about whether I should call him. She thinks it doesn’t matter how often June has called or that it’s only been a few hours. The more calls the better. At some point, he’ll pick up. I can’t tell her about the secret channel, but I assure her I’m on it. I also promise to pick her up at the end of her school day, assuming June hasn’t returned her car.

After she sends a heart emoji and buzzes off to her next class, I consider calling Jedd. I just told Darah I was on it. But then I imagine how I’ll feel when I’m dumped straight into his voicemail. I don’t need that. I mean, Enough of this patience bullshit!

So I go big. I activate our secret channel.

My tablet whips through its authentication and presents what I recognize as the no-frills screen from our trial run.

I type, “sos wthigo cmb.”

That should get an immediate response. I mean, if I got an SOS from Jedd asking what the hell is going on and demanding I call him back, I’d for sure drop whatever I was doing.

The screen goes dark after I hit send, indicating that its self-destructing feature is working while the message wings its way to Jedd.

I’m so confident I’ll get a response that I give Dharma a pat on the head and announce it’s time for lunch. I’m thinking mushroom omelet, another sticky bun or two, and iced ginger-lemon tea. I put a bounce in my step as we cross the meadow toward the house.

Dharma is feeling it too. He brings me a stick he found in the creek, and I toss it down the path for him.

All the while, my ears are listening for the triple ping of a message incoming on the secret channel.

Nothing by the time we reach the kitchen.

I crack some eggs for the omelet. Slice the mushrooms. Nothing.

Still nothing as I cook the omelet and warm a couple of buns in the nano cozy.

By the time I sit down to eat, I have to face the facts. My inert and darkened tablet says it all: Either Jedd didn’t get my message or he decided not to reply. For security reasons, the message will have self-destructed on his end by now too.

The anger that was boiling in me earlier gives way to worry. I’ve been certain Jedd spent the night with Naomi and it’s only a matter of time before he slinks back, tail-between-the-legs contrite. What don’t I know here? What am I missing?

Another message won’t help. And leaving a normal voicemail feels pointless. Theoretically I could run a search on Jedd’s digital ID to locate him, but I know he’s careful to keep his biometrics and other data turned off—except for the few seconds he toggles on to buy groceries or do something that requires on-the-spot verification. As a cybersecurity ninja, maintaining invisibility is standard OPSEC and essential to his ability to operate. If I want to locate his ID, I’d have to break into his computer or tablet. I’m not sure he’d want me to do that. More to the point, I’m not confident I have the skills to pull it off.

Really, I’m outta options.




One who performs good deeds 
will not meet with destruction in this world or the next.




6 IN SACRAMENTO: June


Alone in the car on the freeway, I tell my VA to start my morning playlist. Finally.

Being this far into the day without my music is like getting dressed without taking a shower. Or answering a day’s worth of messages without the help of my VA. Or commuting to Sacramento without my aero car.

The last is of course exactly what’s happening.

Not wanting to treat my campaign manager, Vinny, with the same disrespect Jedd is treating me with, I instruct my VA to text him my new ETA, along with the final copy of my speech. If I don’t encounter heavy traffic, I should be no more than half an hour late. I tell her to include effusive mea culpas, along with a promise to explain why I had to borrow a car at the last minute. In the meantime, I trust Vinny will do whatever damage control is necessary to keep the press event from being canceled.

I also tell my VA to keep me on “don’t disturb” so I don’t have to put out any fires while I’m driving but to prioritize any texts or calls from Jedd. Not that I want to talk to him. Not now anyway. But I do want her to screen any messages he sends and report back to me immediately.

Breathing more freely, I ask my VA to color coordinate my Chucks. Whatever shade she thinks will mesh with chamoisee.

Heading north on Interstate 680, I bear down on the accelerator as much as I can without triggering automated speed enforcement. I can’t risk a ticket. When you’re running for office, you have to watch your every move. Your opponents are watching, that’s for sure. Give them the slightest opening—as minor as a traffic ticket—and they’ll seize on it. Before you know it, they’ve destroyed you.

Ever since I was an activist at Yale, during the early days of the dictatorship, studying how to save democracy, I’ve wanted to make a difference—to help safeguard our rights and freedoms. Running for office is one way to do that. I believe my campaign is in good shape and I have a strong chance of winning.

My speech is in good shape as well. Short but forceful. I did several practice run-throughs last night, delivering it into my tablet, then listening back. It hits all the main points, such as the importance of truth and honesty, of trust and respect and integrity. Of basic human rights. And human decency. During the Dictator’s time in power, we watched all of those decimated in the States. Thank goodness that horror show is over. No one wants to live through anything like it again.

Even so, we can’t sit back and assume democracy will take care of itself. Sometimes preserving its existence feels like an uphill battle. It doesn’t help that our nation of California exists within the porous borders of the larger post-truth world—a world in which lies spread more rapidly than truth.

In my speech and as I take questions from the press, I will stress the need to more effectively teach young people to differentiate between fact and opinion. Between fact and AI fabrication. Previous generations failed to anticipate how the undermining of truth could lead to the collapse of democracy. To the collapse, ultimately, of civilization.

After my run-throughs last night, I added more data to support these points. But when I spoke the revised version into my tablet, I realized too many facts made it boring. So I took most of them out again. Truth is more than a collection of facts. Isn’t that ironic?

I planned one final rehearsal during my flight. That’s not happening. I’ll have to listen to my VA read it as I drive. So I tell her to switch into a closed-loop AI mode to prevent sensitive data from leaking to my political opponents, then instruct her to pull it up and read it aloud.

Which she proceeds to do.

It’s uncanny how well she reproduces my voice. Even that little habit I have of slipping in a tawk or two in place of talk when I’m nervous—a telltale residue from growing up in New York, despite my effort to speak like a native Californian. If for some reason I couldn’t deliver this speech, my VA could do it. And no one would know. Guess that’s the upside of AI fabrication.

She finishes as we reach the outskirts of Sacramento.

The speech sounds good. But I wouldn’t mind a little confirmation, so I ask, “Did you like it?”

With barely a millisecond’s pause, she says, “Your address covers your topics very effectively. The audience should receive it well and appreciate your hard work. Good job, June!”

I chuckle to myself. I should know better than to ask for my VA’s opinion. Cybernetic flattery is no more meaningful than flattery from any other source. All the advancements in AI—from chatbots posing as our BFFs to human-level AGI—haven’t changed that. I’ll have to wait till I can ask Vinny.

As I take the downtown exit off the freeway, my VA pings.

I assume this must be about Jedd. “Is he texting or calling?” I ask.

She informs me it’s not Jedd, it’s Vinny. He called three times and left seventeen texts in the past forty-six minutes and eleven seconds. She was following my instructions to hold messages, but some random algorithm overrode that and prompted her to alert me now. “He red-flagged his last text,” she says. “I thought you’d appreciate the chance to respond in a timely manner.”

This riles me because, if I were in the arrow, it would have been easy to pick up and talk, even go over my speech line by line with Vinny. Some people might feel at ease multitasking in an old car like Darah’s, with no more than basic driver assist, but I don’t. To be honest, I’m out of practice navigating city streets. I could miss a turn. Or not see a pedestrian darting between cars.

“Tell him I’ll see him in a few minutes,” I snap back.

“Certainly, June,” she purrs. “I will let Vinny know immediately.”

Now, in addition to being annoyed at Jedd, I’m annoyed at Vinny. I mean, I told him I’d be driving. He should have known not to bug me. And if he’s run into an issue postponing the event, he should have realized I trust him to handle that.

As I’m stewing over all this, I miss my turn on H Street.

The seconds tick by as I wait for the stoplight to turn green so I can make a detour around the block. My headquarters is in what was formerly a sporting-goods store and doesn’t have its own parking, so I cruise the nearby streets. I finally find a space halfway down a side street about two blocks away.

As I scurry toward my office, I ask my VA to fill me in on Vinny’s messages.

She runs through them, starting with the earliest. They don’t say much, just “Did you check the website?” “Call me!” “We need to talk.” “Know you’re on your way, but can you pick up?” “Please?” “This is urgent!” And the last: “June?”

I wonder if he didn’t get my earlier message and doesn’t realize why I haven’t been responding or why I’m running late. In fact, my VA informs me when I arrive that I’m only fifteen minutes late. All my rush-rushing has paid off. Hopefully whatever emergency Vinny has encountered isn’t as dire as he made it sound. My guess is he’s spiraling because he’s used to instant responses from me. Really, this is all Jedd’s fault.

As soon as he sees me, Vinny breaks away from the small group of staff he’s huddling with by the coffee-and-snack bar and grabs my arm. “Damn, June, were you ghosting me?”

“I was driving.”

“I know. I got that text you sent hours ago. You had me worried.”

“Try driving when you’re used to an aero car.”

“Right,” he says. “Sorry about that. I wouldn’t have bothered you if it weren’t urgent.”

I know I promised to explain myself, but I’m not ready to say anything about Jedd’s betrayal. Mad as I am, it’s private family business. So I give Vinny the impression I borrowed a car because the arrow had a mechanical issue. When he repeats how sorry he is, I assure him I’ll have it back tomorrow. No more snafus.

“Sounds like you managed to keep the press waiting?” I say. “My speech is—”

He cuts me off. “That’s not our main concern. Did you check the website?”

I recall one of his messages mentioning the website. Maybe I should have asked my VA to look into it. “Not while driving. Is there a problem?”

“We’ve been hacked.”

I roll my eyes. So much for no more snafus. I didn’t have hack on my bingo card for today. Though a hack isn’t the end of the world. Arguably its fix will be easier than getting Jedd to return the arrow on time.

Vinny picks up on my nonchalance. “June,” he says, “you need to see this.”

“After I meet the press,” I say. “That’s still on, right?”

“It is. But the website can’t wait.”

He’s already heading to his desk, expecting me to follow.

As I pass the staff members still huddled at the snack bar, they don’t greet me with their usual smiles. I sense they’re waiting for me to learn about something they’re already aware of.

Vinny turns on his screen, then steps aside for me to get the full view.

Staring up at me is a photo of my face superimposed on a photo of the Dictator. It’s a holographic monster with his body and my head. Large red block letters cut diagonally across the screen: “KILLER!”

“Are you kidding?” I gasp.

I glance at Vinny. I-tried-to-warn-you is written across his face.

When he said hacked, I envisioned a 404 error with a quip like “Oops, this site was hijacked. Hang around at your own risk” or maybe a reroute to a porn page. I wasn’t expecting the Dictator.

“What is this?” I say, trying to blink away the virtual slime in my eyeballs. “Someone’s sense of humor?”

“I wish.”

He scrolls through more pages. The banner over my bio says, “I’m June Liu & I’m a Traitor!” Pics of the Dictator have been plastered throughout. Some are grotesque, others violent. He has vampire fangs in one. In another, he is dangling a woman by her hair over a firepit. This is more than homespun AI slop. And it clearly wasn’t created by his supporters. No, the message is that I, June Liu, support the Dictator. The hackers claim that if elected, I will engineer a coup to put him in power. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Vinny scrolls to the news section. The hero image is a photo of the Dictator and me standing side by side. His arm is around my shoulder, and we’re smiling. Another photo shows him handing me a plaque as he shakes my hand. Unlike the more monstrous images, which are clearly fake, these have been artificially generated to look realistic and believable.

I’ve seen enough.

“Beyond gross,” I say. “But our tech team must be working on a fix?”

He heaves a sigh. “Wish it were that simple.”

“You mean they haven’t started?”

He explains they’ve been on it since he discovered the hack first thing this morning. “If you’re thinking they can snap their fingers and fix it, I’m afraid that’s not happening. Even when they’ve regained control, they told me, we’ll need to do a total rebuild.”

As the gravity of the situation hits me, I drop onto the chair at his desk. “So we’re looking at a state-of-the-art quantum encryption attack. It will be next to impossible to decrypt critical site data, regain access, and restore telemetry integrity unless we bring the equivalent quantum capabilities.”

The way he is half nodding suggests Vinny agrees, even if he has little idea what I’m talking about. He’s my campaign manager, not a techie. Which he knows. And would never claim otherwise.

“Yep,” he says. “Our team tried the obvious tactics. They’ll keep trying. But we need someone with highly specialized skills.”

My mind immediately goes to Jedd. This would be a stroll in the park for him. We won’t find anyone better equipped to handle such a sophisticated attack. It’s almost like whoever designed it had Jedd in mind. Even so, after last night, I’m not about to propose we involve him.

“Sorry,” I say. “I’ll check my resources when I get a chance.”

If Vinny wonders why I’m not volunteering Jedd, he doesn’t mention it. Nor does he suggest I take on the job myself. Quite the opposite: He makes it clear that’s not an option. Not if I’m a serious candidate. Not if I want to win this election. “It would be political suicide,” he says, “if you turned your back on campaigning and the public thought you were focused on a website overhaul.”

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s revisit this after the press event.”

“Speaking of which,” he says, “I bought you an extra hour, but we need to head there pronto.”

As I lift myself out of his chair, it’s as if the force of gravity has suddenly intensified. Like I’m now operating under two g’s. Which doesn’t change the fact that I have a speech to give.

On our way to city hall, Vinny fills me in on the rest of the morning’s happenings. “It’s not just the website,” he says. “We’re also getting calls.”

“Harassing calls?”

“Yes, with the same vile message, along with threats to your safety.” He explains that he alerted the authorities, who assured him they take all threats seriously and promised to investigate. In the meantime, the tech team has been tightening our filters to block abusive calls. That hasn’t, however, stopped or even slowed the deluge. The volume was so high at one point that none of my supporters or donors could get through.

The fact that our setup—no laggard of a system, considering I helped build it—appears to be buckling reinforces my impression this is a supersophisticated, highly coordinated attack. “I’m guessing the hack and the calls are from the same source,” I say.

“Any idea who that might be?” he counters.

I may not know who it is, but I know who it’s not. “It’s not Doris.”

With no incumbent and with no write-in candidates expected to get more than 1 percent of the vote, Doris Molden is my main opponent. She and I don’t have any vast differences on policy. Or any personal beef. Like me, she’s not a career politician. She’s someone I might have voted for if I weren’t running myself.

“I agree. She’d never do anything like this,” he says. “She’s not a wacko.”

“Really,” I say, “it could be anyone anywhere in the world. The question is, why would they care? I’m not a high-profile candidate, and this isn’t a high-stakes or controversial election.”

“True,” he says, “but people around the world have their eyes on California. They want to see if our democracy can succeed where so many have failed.”

“Or they want to see us fail.”

“That may be true too,” he says, then adds, “Please don’t stress. We’ll bring in the experts and get this fixed. Maybe even end up with an improved, more secure site. Besides, none of this impacts your chances of winning.”

I welcome the positive vibes. And I remind myself I’m in this for the right reasons. It’s not about me; it’s about democracy and fighting for the greater good. As the kid likes to say, if we act in the interests of the greater good, performing good deeds and trusting that the power holding the universe together is intrinsically good, there’s no reason to worry.

I ask Vinny if he had a chance to look over my speech.

“Only skimmed it,” he says. “All my attention was on the website.”

“Understood,” I say. “Do you advise delivering it as is or setting it aside and addressing the hack?”

“It’s always smart to get ahead of things,” he says.

We decide I will adapt my speech to show I’m aware and proactive. I’ll start by explaining that we’ve been under a malicious attack from an unknown source and are working to clean it up as fast as we can. I’ll assure everyone the images on my website are fake and don’t represent my campaign in any way. I won’t portray myself as a victim—even if I am one—but rather speak with confidence and dispel any doubts about my ability to lead. From there, I’ll launch into my prepared speech.

We reach city hall a few minutes early, which gives me time to freshen up in the restroom.

When I come out, I feel poised and ready.

Vinny and I cross the street to the plaza park, where my staff and some volunteers are waiting. An elevated platform has been erected, with a podium I can stand behind as I speak. Vinny’s assistant, who monitors the holographic teleprompter, is seated off to the side.

Members of the press are squeezed into a roped section below the stage. All the major media outlets are present, with cameras rolling. Behind them, a crowd has gathered, just large enough to fill the immediate area. Several security personnel are stationed nearby, but mostly we’re relying on drone surveillance. I see them hovering at the perimeter, monitoring for any suspicious activity. Really, everything looks peaceful and orderly.

“Good to go?” Vinny asks.

I tell him I am.

Then it is my moment to step onto the stage. I’ve done this many times over recent months, but the thrill of smiling faces looking up at me, anticipating what I’ll say, never gets old. Except now I don’t see any smiles. That must be because we’re starting late. People have schedules. They don’t like disruptions. They resent being made to wait.

I look out at the crowd and give my best I’m-here-for-you smile.

Nobody smiles back.

I keep smiling.

Nobody’s waving, but I wave at them anyway.

There’s none of the usual welcoming applause. No supportive banners. No “WIN WITH JUNE” or “I LOVE LIU!” signs.

Everyone is waiting, so I take a deep breath and start speaking: “Good morning! Thank you so much for being here . . .”

I’ve barely gotten out my greeting when I see a banner being unfurled at the back of the crowd. It’s not one of my green-and-blue campaign banners. This one has large red block letters that read “KILLER!” The people holding it are waving angry fists and screaming out their message.

Others near them echo it, then more join in.

“Traitor!”

“Liar!”

“Loser!”

“Go home!”

Signs sprout closer to the stage. I see some that say “LOSE WITH LIU.”

Members of the press have turned toward the crowd and are snapping photos. One or two seem to be repeating the crowd’s chants.

The security drones are circling lower and faster, but none are flashing red, as they would if they detected concealed weapons or threatening language. These protesters know how to toe the line between being disruptive and triggering alarms.

I’m not prepared for any of this.

I look over at Vinny. He isn’t either.




Just as a lantern does not flicker when out of the wind, 
so does a disciplined mind remain steadfast 
on the highest Self.



7 IN THE HOT TUB: Beers


I have done no fewer than ten crossword puzzles since polishing off that mushroom omelet. Picked up a new word. The clue was “Pinocchio’s penchant.” I misread it initially—probably because I was so preoccupied—as his “pendant.” I was trying to think of a nine-letter word for a nose ring, because spaces don’t count as letters, though sometimes I wish they would. Then I realized my error and narrowed it down to a nine-letter word ending in -city. Which led me to mendacity. Not a city I’d want to live in.

I kept pausing between words to wonder if I should send Jedd another secret-channel message. Or text him again. Whenever it seems I’m out of options, it’s like my mind turns into a wind tunnel of old options. The only thing to do is get out of the wind. So, each time I noticed a thought like that begin to flicker in my mind, I blew it out and went back to my crossword. I can be patient when I have to.

I remind myself that patience won’t make me weak. As long as I don’t drift into the -city of otiosity. Or end up like some feckless character who’s stuck in a too-slow-moving technothriller.

After the tenth puzzle, I stop to consider what to prepare for dinner. Except I can’t get my head into it. We’ll have to go with leftovers from last night; we’ll have plenty even if June and Jedd and the kid all show up.

As I start my eleventh puzzle, a text comes through from Darah. For a second, I think it’s a tech glitch because it is verbatim what she sent earlier: “hear from jedd?”

Then I realize she’s asking again because she’s still worried. I reply with the same answer: “no.”

Her classes are over, and since June is staying late in Sac, she wants to know if I’ll pick her up.

Which of course I’m happy to do. Heck, I’d be happy if June borrowed her car every day just so I’d have the chance to pick her up.

I hop in my truck and head down to Mountain View.

We usually meet at El Carnal on Friday afternoons to grab a drink and chat about whatever is on our minds. That overnight getaway may not have happened yet, but we have our happy hour. We used to do it more often, but I had to scale back after my JG workload increased. Knowing how stressed Darah is today, I’m thinking she could use a dose of what I call our us-time.

As it turns out, she doesn’t need convincing. She slips into the passenger seat of the truck, squeezes my arm, and says, “Moscow mule with spiced rum?”

“You read my mind,” I say.

And we’re off to El Carnal.

Halfway across town, my tablet pings. Not expecting any calls, I’m inclined to let it go. Nothing is going to get between me and my Moscow mule. Or my us-time with Darah.

She, however, is operating on high alert and grabs my tablet. “Hey,” she says, “isn’t that Naomi’s surname?”

Sure enough, it is.

“Shouldn’t you pick up?” she presses.

“I suppose Jedd could be using her tablet,” I say, getting into my own high-alert mindset as I take the call.

“Beers?” a woman who sounds like she could be Naomi says.

“You got me,” I say. “What’s up?”

“You tell me.”

Her defiant tone right out of the gate takes me aback. “Tell you what?”

“You don’t know? You think I don’t know? Beers, gimme a break.” The breathy quality of her voice and her persistent upspeak confirm it’s Naomi for sure.

I have no idea what she’s referring to, so I go with the most logical reason for her to reach out. “You want to talk to Jedd?”

“He’s with you?” she counters.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then where the hell is he?”

Darah and I exchange glances. This isn’t going well.

“So you don’t know where he is,” I say. It’s the logical conclusion.

“Beers!” she spits out, as if I just asked her to divulge intimate details. “Don’t insult my intelligence!”

Normally I would muzzle anyone so combative, but I need to suss out what she knows about Jedd’s whereabouts. So I dial it back. “Let’s try this again,” I say. “What are you calling about?”

She follows my lead and softens her tone. “I’m hoping you can tell me what’s going on with Jedd and June.”

“Jedd and June?” I echo.

“Yeah,” she says. “What’s their deal?”

Now I have even less idea what she’s talking about. As I recall, she’s a journalist who covers local news, but I don’t know much about her beat or the perspective she brings. More to the point, I can’t think of any deal involving Jedd and June. One thing I do know: No way would Jedd reveal anything about our confidential JG projects. Doesn’t matter how much saliva they’re trading; he’s not spilling trade secrets to Naomi.

“I’m not aware of any deal,” I say.

She mutters a profanity to herself.

Usually I’m the one swearing, but I’m still trying to get a read on what’s happening. “Maybe you could do me a favor and fill me in,” I say. I know that’s a bit condescending, but either she gives me something or we’re done here.

There’s a long pause. “It’s about that message,” she says. Like I have a telepathic view of her DMs.

Still, even if she’s low-key accusing me of hacking her tablet, we could be getting somewhere. Jedd must have texted her after he left her place. She must be pissed off about that. It’s weird she won’t tell me where he is—or even where she thinks he might have gone. “What message?” I ask.

“I’ll forward it to you.”

“I’m driving,” I say. “Maybe you or your VA can read it to me.”

“It’s photos.”

“Then forward them, and I’ll take a look when I get a chance.”

My nonurgent tone clearly irks her. “Why can’t I just describe them?”

I tell her that works.

“They’re pics of Jedd and June.” She pauses. “Together.”

“Okay,” I say. Announcing she has pics of Jedd and June together is like telling me she has a world map with California on it. Though it sounds like I was wrong to suppose Jedd sent them.

“They’re in a hot tub. The old-fashioned cedar-barrel kind, under a redwood tree. The image is dark. Looks like evening.” She stops. “You have a tub at the farm, right?”

I confirm we do. By the redwood at the edge of the meadow.

“They’re wearing nothing but their smiles, and they’re alone. Like frigging alone-alone, if you get what I mean.”

I don’t. I also don’t recall seeing a photo like the one she’s describing. There’s nothing strange about Jedd and June being in the hot tub. We all use it every chance we get. At least the others do. Especially the twins, when they’re around. I naturally run hot, so I’m not a hardcore tubber.

“Who sent this to you?” I ask.

“That’s what I want to know,” she says. “There’s another photo too.”

I rack my brain for who might have photos of our tub. It’s not like we take lots of pics out there, even for ourselves. I ask what’s in the second photo.

“The two of them,” she says. “Getting up close and personal.”

“What?”

Darah stares at me and mouths the same: What?

Naomi repeats what she said.

“How do you know?” I say.

“What do you mean ‘how do I know?’”

“What’s your evidence? Tell me exactly what you’re looking at.”

She grumbles unintelligibly, evidently reluctant to verbalize what she’s seeing, then says, “I’m looking at the bench beside your tub.” She pauses. “You have a bench there, right?”

My first reaction is to say no. Because I’ve never seen Jedd and June sitting on the bench by the tub. I put it there so we wouldn’t have to drop our robes and towels on the ground. I sometimes sit on it when I’m hanging with whoever is in the tub.

“Yeah, there’s a bench,” I say. “What about it?”

“Jedd and June are sitting on it, buck naked. She’s on his lap. Wrapped around him like an octopus.”

“Okay . . .” I say.

“Are you kidding?!” she says. “Nothing is okay about this.”

“Not okay like that,” I say. “I mean, okay, so that’s what you think you saw.”

“Don’t patronize me,” she says. “I’ve got eyes. I know what I’m looking at.”

By now we’ve crossed town and are pulling up in front of El Carnal. I back the truck into a parking spot and turn it off. Darah lays her hand on mine to show support as I try to extricate myself from this convo so we can go inside and order some drinks.

“Honestly,” I say, “it sounds like a fake image.”

“Any image could be fake,” she counters. “That’s not a reason to ignore it.” She pauses, then cuts to the chase: “Is Jedd cheating on me with June?”

“That’s insane!” I say as forcefully as I can.

She pushes back: “You’re sure that’s not why he stood me up?”

Now, that’s news. She already let it slip that she doesn’t know where Jedd is. But now she’s saying he stood her up? I’m guessing she means for their dinner date. I want to grill her about where they were supposed to meet, whether she saw the arrow, and exactly what went down, but I doubt she’d be less dodgy. Plus it feels more important to vouch for Jedd’s character. That’s what he’d count on me to do.

“Listen,” I say, “hear me when I tell you those two are not in a relationship, not like you’re describing. You of all people should know that.”

“I thought I knew,” she says.

I tell her I’m not sure how I can help her.

“I was hoping you knew who sent these photos,” she says. “Though I suppose if you took them, you wouldn’t tell me.”

She might not be wrong about that. But I didn’t take them and I don’t know who did, so it’s a moot point.

“I have to run,” I say. “If you forward them, I’ll take a look.”

“You’ll figure out who sent them and why?”

I promise to do my best. Even if what I’m really going to do is recon on her.

Then I get off the call.

Darah and I each blow out a long exhale.

“Damn,” I say. “I’m more than ready for a drink.”




The intellect of those focused on this path is one-pointed; 
the intellect of the unfocused has endless branches.




8 INTEL: Beers


El Carnal is quiet, almost cave-like, at this hour. Darah steers me toward a table in the rear, where we’ll be able to talk without being overheard even when the place fills up.

I order a Moscow mule.

She gets her usual margarita.

As we wait for our drinks, I say, “What the eff is up with Naomi?”

“That was crazy.”

“I know, dude. If she has suspicions about Jedd, you’d think she would confront him instead of calling me.”

“Maybe she tried and it didn’t work.”

“Right,” I say. “So she moved to plan B: Get me to spill the tea.” Like that would happen.

I check my tablet to see if she has forwarded the photos. In fact, her tasty little bytes of intel are blinking up at me, begging to be devoured. One tap away from revealing I’m not sure what. Maybe this will shed light on what’s happened to Jedd. Because that’s what we need to know.

I throw down more of my Moscow mule than I probably should, then open Naomi’s message—forwarded from violetI, so no enlightening intel there—and zoom in on the photo with two figures on the bench. I put my tablet on the table so Darah can view it with me.

“Sheesh,” she says, leaning in. “It does look like them.”

“Looks like our tub too,” I say. “And our redwood.”

The man’s back is to the camera and he’s in the raw, as Naomi described. It would be hard to argue his cloud of wiry black hair isn’t Jedd’s, or that his long and lanky limbs belong to someone else. Although the lighting is low, his skin has the same brown tone as Jedd’s. The woman is also naked. She’s sitting on the man’s lap, facing him, which means she’s facing the camera. However, her long, straight black hair is falling forward and obscuring her face, so I can’t tell if it’s June, though it does look like her hair. Because they’re sitting chest to chest, it’s not possible to view their private parts. That’s one small mercy.

“You don’t really think it’s them, do you?” Darah says.

I zoom in closer. It’s not like Jedd has a tattoo or birthmark on his back that would identify him. “Hard to say. I mean, anyone can do pretty much anything with a photo.”

“Except how would they get a photo of our tub?”

“Honestly? I could have snapped it myself. The tub has been out there forever.” For that matter, a drone could have flown in overnight and recorded an image of the tub. Since I don’t want to unnecessarily alarm Darah, I don’t mention that.

“So someone doctored your photo to look like they’re by the tub,” she clarifies. “Or they knew we had a tub and generated the whole thing?”

She knows as well as I do who won the arms race between AI generation and AI detection. And it wasn’t the latter. I used to be able to run a quick photonic-spectrum analysis and say whether a photo had been tampered with. Now even the most sophisticated tools can’t reliably spot a fake. Trying to analyze this photo’s pixels would be a waste of time.

“The only way to know for sure if it’s real,” I say, “is to know who took it.”

Darah considers for a moment. “Maybe they took it themselves?”

I laugh at the idea of Jedd and June creeping around in the near dark, setting up a camera to take photos of themselves cavorting naked by the hot tub. “Or maybe June’s VA took it?”

She laughs with me, then turns serious. “Did you ever think they might be hooking up?”

“Not for a second,” I say. “But remember us?”

“Good point,” she says. “We kept our relationship on the down-low for months.”

It was while we were in exile, holed up at the farm twenty-four seven. Jedd had programmed our digital IDs to travel to Canada so we could evade Kurt and the Dick while we hacked their evil app. We couldn’t go anywhere physically without the risk of our true location being discovered. During that time, Darah and I realized how much we enjoyed each other. I started sneaking up to her room in the attic to spend the night. Not that partnering up was a sin, but with all of us living in close quarters, it felt like we might offset the balance within our family.

“Think they knew what we were up to?” I ask.

“No one said anything.”

I suggest the same could be true for Jedd and June.

“No way,” she says. “We didn’t have relationships on the side. Not even situationships. If Jedd is seeing both Naomi and June, that’s cheating.”

I have to agree. The problem is this photo doesn’t prove he’s cheating any more than it exonerates him. More important, its pixels haven’t brought us even a fraction of an inch closer to knowing where he is. All they’ve done is add to our confusion. So I fold up my tablet. Any intel is only as good as its source. So far, the jury is out on Naomi.

Darah and I need to get back to what really matters: Where’s Jedd?

When I refocus on that, she immediately puts the two threads together: “Those photos could explain why he didn’t come home.”

I thought we were ready to move on, but apparently Darah isn’t. So I order a second drink, and we go through scenarios.

“He was probably going to meet Naomi at her condo,” she says. “If she texted him those photos while he was in the arrow—”

“He’d have lost his shit,” I say. If it were me, I would have.

“Or maybe they had a falling out at her condo after she accused him of cheating—”

“I could see him running out and taking refuge in the arrow,” I say. “He’d want to cool off before flying home.”

“The pilot seat is pretty cushy. It would be easy to fall asleep there,” Darah says, smiling as she sees the storyline coalesce. Then her face falls. “Except . . . that explains his being late but not why he never made it home.”

“Unless he did.”

“Did what?”

“Made it home.”

“You mean he could be there now?”

“It’s possible. He could have called June and they could have worked things out.”

“Don’t you think one of them would have let us know?”

“Not necessarily. They’re both super busy. They could each have assumed the other did it.” I explain that I tried to reach Jedd this morning but he didn’t respond. I don’t mention the secret channel.

By now I’m about to kill my third Moscow mule. Darah has finished her margarita. She usually sticks with one, but she’s eyeing another.

“Go ahead,” I say. “You’ve earned it.”

“My nerves are fried,” she says, raising her hand to summon the server. At the last second, she opts for a lower-octane strawberry mojito.

I’m barely feeling any buzz, so I add a fourth mule to our tab.

“This is so unlike Jedd,” she says as we settle back in. “I wish I’d never seen that janky photo.”

In fact, it is hard to unsee. A dozen more mules won’t change that.

I hate how a single fake image can throw off your sense of reality. You can see one photo or read one comment, and suddenly you aren’t sure what’s true and what’s false. The problem is, instead of stopping to question that—because, really, just about anything could be false, even if you’re certain it’s true—you share it with more people. Since they trust you, they don’t question it either. We like to think we can’t be easily fooled. But those who create fakes know how to play on our emotions and reel us in.

I also hate even the remote possibility that my homie could be cheating. But if he is, frankly that’s his business. His and Naomi’s business. So I try again to refocus us.

“Those photos only matter,” I say, “if they can help us find Jedd.”

“Knowing who sent them might help.”

Which was Naomi’s original question. Her inference that some third party sent them isn’t clicking for me. I mean, who would care?

“I can tell you who didn’t do it,” I say. “It wasn’t me. And it wasn’t June. Or Jedd.”

“Of course not,” she says. “Can I play devil’s advocate?” She doesn’t wait for my permission before continuing: “What if Naomi sent them to herself?”

“Why would she do that?” My head is spinning. And it’s not from the rum.

“To prove Jedd was cheating.”

“You think she sent fake photos to herself, then showed them to me so Jedd would find out?”

“Something like that.”

“That wouldn’t help her case, unless she wanted to ditch him,” I say. “Really, we’re reaching with these scenarios.”

“Isn’t that the purpose of spitballing?” she counters.

I acknowledge it is. Being open to all possibilities is essential if you want to make the most of any intel. I learned that working in security. At the same time, I’ve also learned a lot from the kid about focus. Whenever we are trying to solve a complex problem, he urges us to keep our minds one-pointed so we won’t waste time wandering down endless branches. Right now the idea of Naomi sending fake photos is a branch to nowhere.

“That’s fair,” she says. “So let’s focus. If it wasn’t Naomi, maybe it was someone out to get her.”

Since I’m not friends with Naomi, I don’t have an answer for that. Though I recall Jedd showing me a piece she wrote about aero car racing over San Francisco Bay that went viral. It had epic VR photos, but I wouldn’t have called it controversial, certainly not enough to make her a target. Unless perhaps the pro-terra crowd took offense. I make a mental note to check her latest writings to see if anything could be deemed incendiary.

“Or,” Darah adds, “someone out to get Jedd.”

Duh! I don’t know how I missed the obvious. Might be time to ease up on the booze.

Darah sees me go quiet, so she prompts: “What do your instincts say?”

I launch into an account of how Jedd’s work naturally results in numerous enemies. If we need to chase down one who could be out to harm him, we’ll be looking at a vast array of faceless, nameless, locationless numeric IDs—not living, breathing bodies. This is a cyber problem. Of course, these things can spill into the physical realm. Case in point, when Kurt stripped us of our jobs at HSys. That was ugly. Still, no one was beaten up or physically threatened. Without concrete evidence, I’d put the odds of someone physically harming Jedd lower than the odds of his cheating on Naomi. Which aren’t high.

I manage to say a lot without saying much of anything, then stop when I see Darah’s eyes glazing over with an I-know-all-that look. So I ask about her instincts. One doesn’t have to be in security to have instincts, and Darah’s are usually right on.

“I may be biased,” she says, “but Naomi could be the bad actor here.”

“I thought we ruled her out.”

Darah clarifies that even if Naomi didn’t take the photos, she could still be involved. “When you asked for my instincts,” she says, “I flashed on that time she came to the farm.”

“When did she come to the farm?”

“Beers,” she says, “don’t tell me you forgot that party you threw.”

She’s right. It was my idea to invite a few friends for a little old-fashioned cornerstone ceremony when we started construction on Jedd’s office. We weren’t laying a foundation, but it was a good excuse to boogie in the meadow. Jedd invited Naomi. I recall her now, in a purple tunic and leggings, strutting her stuff on the grass I had mowed for dancing. In fact, it was near the hot tub. Who’s to say she didn’t snap a few pics.

“Did you two speak?” I ask.

“I thought I told you about it.”

“I’d remember something like that.”

Darah hesitates, as she does when she’d rather not get into a memory because it’s too painful, then says, “I was in the kitchen putting snacks on a tray. She came in and started quizzing me about why I didn’t go to Afghanistan after the Dictator had my mother deported.”

“Geez,” I say. “How is that her business?”

“It’s not.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Only that I was born in the States and fled to California. I thought she’d take the hint and drop it.”

“She didn’t?”

“Just the opposite. She went on a rant about all the suffering around the world. Like what happened to Mom wasn’t so bad. Like I was playing the victim and taking advantage of my trauma. Like I should be ashamed.”

When I met Darah, she was struggling with PTSD from her life under the dictatorship and from losing her mother. She’s gone a long way toward healing, but I always worry something could touch it off. Hearing that Naomi tried to out-trauma her, my antennae go up. No one should be forced to prove their trauma is worse than someone else’s. Or even prove it’s legit.

“Sounds like she has an agenda,” I say.

“She thinks trauma survivors are in it for the money, that we’re looking for a payout or some sort of free pass. And that we use our trauma to justify traumatizing others.”

“Wait, what?” My antennae are sparking like crazy. “She accused you of that?”

“Not in so many words. It felt more like she was putting me on notice.” Darah explains that she told Naomi it’s hurtful when someone who hasn’t experienced what you have acts like they know more about it than you do. “She kinda-sorta apologized,” she says. “So maybe she heard me. And maybe it has nothing to do with what’s happening now.”

“Hopefully not,” I say, adding the incident to my mental Naomi folder. “Did you mention this to Jedd?”

“I thought about it. But he’d just gotten back in her good graces, and I didn’t want to muck that up for him. Now I wish I’d said something.”

Of course, none of this has gotten us closer to figuring out who could be targeting Jedd or where he might be. In the absence of clarity, I pull out my tablet.

“Are you texting June?” Darah asks.

“The twins.”

“To see if they’ve heard from Jedd?”

“Yes.”

They text back immediately to say they haven’t. When I explain that he never came home, they express concern. It feels good to connect with them, but it’s one more dead end. We’ve had enough of those for one night.

Darah reads my mind. “Let’s go home,” she says. “It’s getting late.”

“No more mojitos?” Not that I think she wants one. Or that it isn’t time to get going. I just need her to realize I’m grumpy because we’ve used up our entire us-time, and none of it was on us.

She gets that. “Okay, let’s not talk about anything important till we get home.”

I pout. “Not talk about us?”

“Of course we’ll talk about us,” she says, standing up and stretching out her hand.

I don’t take it, don’t let her help me up. Morph my pout into a scowl. Full melodrama. “Oh? So we aren’t important?”

She takes a mere second to track what I’m saying, then laughs. “Of course we are important! How about we talk about nothing and no one but us till we get home?”

I leap out of my seat and throw my arms around her. “Deal!”




The pleasure and pain that arise from our sense perceptions 
are transient like the seasons of summer and winter, 
so learn to endure them.



9 INCARCERATED: Jedd


The masked man with the violet eyes tilts his head back so he can look down at me with even more contempt than words alone could deliver. “Nice digs, huh?”

I don’t reply.

I mean, what does he want me to say?

He circles my body again. More slowly. Like you might circumnavigate a pile of trash on the sidewalk, careful to avoid contaminating yourself. When he has completed one revolution, he gives the bottom of my right shoe a kick with his steel toe caps. Not too hard, though. More like he’s testing a piece of that garbage to see if it’s actually alive. I sense he isn’t out to hurt me, as much as he wants to maximize the humiliation. To make me believe I’m worthless. Alive only till he decides it’s time for me to die.

I stay silent. I don’t want him to think his tactics are working. To see how vulnerable I feel.

Except my silence irks him. Standing at my feet, he bends forward 90 degrees from the waist, knees slightly flexed, bracing himself with his hands on his thighs. Like my body is a runway and his forehead is coming in for a landing. “What?” he barks. “You’re too relaxed to speak?”

Sarcasm drips from his words. Like snot from a toddler’s nose.

I try not to flinch as I consider how to reply, but internally I’m quaking. I have no idea what to say. I’ve never been schooled on how to survive a hostage situation. In cybersecurity you don’t look hostile entities in the eye. You don’t chat it up with them.

I think about how Beers would handle being ambushed, abducted, incarcerated. Though I doubt what he learned as a security guard applies to kidnapping. To my knowledge, HSys hasn’t had a single incident of that sort. Beers dealt with garden-variety infringements. Folks trying to sneak something that didn’t belong to them out of a building. Or sneak in someone who didn’t belong there. Nothing close to life-threatening.

When I picture Beers strapped to the ground, what I see first and foremost is his three hundred pounds, and none of it flab. He’d rely on brute strength or his martial arts skills for defense. Or both. I’ve watched him pulverize ice cubes with his bare hands. If he only needs enough ice for one rocks glass, he says his hands crush it better than a blender can. Maybe he could forcibly remove the ankle strap. Or he’d trick the kidnapper into coming close enough, then grab and overpower him. None of that is an option for me.

More to the point is what Beers would say, because I need to respond verbally. It might be “I’ll talk when I feel like it, asshole” or “Cut the crap, you don’t scare me, motherfucker” or “You don’t wanna hear what I have to say, you bloviating piece of human detritus.” I’ve heard him use that epithet more than once when referring to the Dictator. Not to his face, of course.

Belligerence may work for Beers, but it’s not my MO. Even in this situation—especially in this situation—I need to maintain my cool. My integrity. Play the long game. Outwit my captor. June would do that. She’d take a diplomatic approach, maybe seek common ground.

If the kid were here, he’d know what to do. Naturally, effortlessly. Pain and pleasure are like passing seasons to him. He’d probably see being kidnapped as a winter storm and turn up his inner sunshine to get through it. I don’t know how I can translate that into words that won’t further aggravate the man bearing down on me.

I need to stop stalling. I decide to go with simple.

“I’m lying down,” I say.

My voice comes out like a croak because my throat is parched. But my words are true. He yelled at me to lie down, and I’m lying down. That should count for something. I mean, I’m being compliant. Submissive even.

He gives a sharp nod, like my response is what he was looking for. Like if I lie here and don’t cause trouble, I’ll be okay.

All I can do is wait for him to make the next move.

He takes his hands off his knees, raises his torso into an upright position, and strolls around the chamber, as if he’s seeing it for the first time. He stops to inspect the human-waste system. For a second, I wonder if he’ll give it a test run. Instead, he turns to me. “Nice piece of equipment. Ever use one like it?”

I oblige him with an answer: “Yes.”

It was a few months ago, at a music festival I went to with Naomi. I don’t volunteer the details, though. Because I see what he’s doing here. Bringing attention to my bladder without offering me the chance to relieve myself increases the physiological sensation of urgency. As far as I know, the last time I peed was at the farm. Who knows when that was. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to stave off an accident. Which will be embarrassing. And probably what this terrorist wants.

He squints at me, his eyes narrowing so the puffy areas underneath them rise ghoulishly into the slot in his mask. “You’ve got more control than most,” he says with half a laugh. “I’ll give 
you that.”

Not much of a gift.

What I need him to give me is water. My throat feels like I swallowed a porcupine. Everything in me is crying, Please, for god’s sake, can I have some water?

Except begging would sound pitiful. Rather than giving me water, he’d have another reason to taunt me: Thirsty, huh?

I can’t grant him the satisfaction.

He continues his inspection of the chamber. He can stand upright in the center but has to stoop near the wall. He runs one hand over a section of the dirt. I wonder what kind of intel his glove can pick up and what he’s looking for. Embedded biometric sensors? A recording device? A hotspot in the security system? A concealed exit? Or maybe he’s just posturing so he can snicker later when he sees me run my hand over the same section, searching for a secret escape route. Of course that will only happen if I can free myself from this effing strap.

I’m tempted to close my eyes and zone out. That’s how I coped in college when a class was boring and I knew the material by heart. Now it would take my mind off this physical pain. Off my bladder’s urgency. Off the stress and fear and intimidation. But I’m afraid he will pick up on my disengagement and be displeased. So I lie still and visually track his every move.

He seems to appreciate that. Like I’m the audience and he’s the star.

I thought he might say more, but apparently he’s a man of few words. He continues to survey the room, as if he has nothing better to do, occasionally glancing over his shoulder at me. It occurs to me he is waiting for me to say something.

I want to ask, Who are you?

That’s the trillion-dollar question. If I can just get him to reveal who he is, then everything else should fall into place: the entity he’s working with, why he’s holding me, what he wants from me. What my chances of survival are. But his mask and attire tell me he has no intention of letting me know any of that. Asking point-blank would backfire. No, I need to figure this out for myself.

So I take a more circuitous approach. When he glances at me again, I say, “What do you want me to do?”

I try to sound low-key, like I’m asking out of idle curiosity, but my croaky voice comes off as plaintive. As if I’m struggling to draw my next breath. You might call it a performance worthy of an Oscar. Only I’m not playacting.

He steps toward me. “Good question.”

I take this as progress, however slight.

Bending over me again, he grabs his masked chin with his gloved hand, adopting the classic stance of a thinker. Now the playacting is all his. “What I want,” he says, “will be revealed at the right moment. Not a second before.”

Sure hope that’s soon.

“You’re not worried, are you?” he continues, with exaggerated concern that suggests I should in fact be worried.

“Should I be?”

“I don’t see why,” he says. “There’s no gambling here. No roll of the dice.” He laughs. “No griefers either.” He laughs louder.

I stare back at him, deadpan.

“You’re right,” he says. “This isn’t a joke. I couldn’t be more serious. You’re a talented guy. Everyone knows how skilled you are. But if you lose big, you will only have yourself to blame.”

He’s speaking in riddles. Most people know me for my skills as a hacker. I’m the only person to ever win back-to-back MVH awards for most valuable hacker at HSys. Having worked at a gaming company, it’s no surprise I also have a rep as a top-tier gamer. His mention of griefers suggests he’s familiar with the scene. But gambling? I haven’t gambled since that game of holographic dice Kurt used to trick me. That game took place behind closed doors. No one knows about it except the people who were there.

Could this dude be working with Kurt? He’s too tall to be Kurt. He’s about the right size to be Kurt’s main sidekick, Keith. And Keith was at the dice game. Except Keith didn’t have a raspy voice. Plus Keith fled after the Dictator disappeared. Though I have no reason to believe he didn’t stay in contact with Kurt. Heck, they could have been conspiring the whole time.

These thoughts are whizzing through my brain, but I’m not sure what to say to keep him engaged and lure him into giving me more information. He seems to think I’ll be around for whatever he’s planning. I hope he’s right, even if I don’t like what he’s cooking up. But to be honest, I’m less and less confident in my ability to survive long enough to participate in anything. I can feel my body weakening. Though I don’t see the advantage of him realizing that. He might take it as a reason to get rid of me.

I decide to disregard his comments about gambling and gaming and return to my original question about what he wants from me. I rephrase it, striking a more upbeat tone that is also appropriately subservient. “Please,” I say, “how can I be helpful to you?”

He likes that. In fact, he likes it so much that his eyes light up. I can’t see beneath his mask, but I’m certain his whole face is breaking into a grin.

“I like how you think,” he says, shooting me a double thumbs-
up, his eyes radiating with self-satisfaction, with the assurance he’s accomplished whatever he set out to accomplish with me.

With that, he turns and walks out of the chamber.

As soon as he’s gone, I reassess.

Starting with his eyes. Violet. I don’t recall ever seeing anyone with violet eyes. It has to be the effect of colored lenses. A mask within a mask. To throw me off.

His smile is another matter. The way his smile cracked his otherwise stone-cold eyes betrayed him.

I know that smile.

When I first saw him, all I had was the vague sense I’d met him before. Now I’m almost certain who he is. He’s Keith. Scumbag Keith. Either he never left the area or he has since returned. The weird rasp in his voice could be caused by an AI-driven vocal modulator. Doesn’t matter, though, because I remember his eyes—which are actually blue. They lit up in the same way when he smiled at Darah, when we all worked at HSys. He had a thing for her. And she kind of had a thing for him. Or at least she did before everything went down.

I wish I could be 100 percent certain. That’s the beauty of biometrics: In a nano instant, a scan of someone’s eye can reveal their identity. Human perception is so frigging inferior. Which is unfortunate for me right now.

Even so, realizing he doesn’t know I’m onto him gives me some satisfaction. I intend to keep him in the dark about that.

It would be nice to be anywhere nearly as certain I will survive this. Even if Keith—I’m running with the assumption it’s him—intends to keep me alive, he could have calculated wrong. He’s not a trained terrorist who knows how to inflict maximum fear yet keep his victim from slipping through death’s door. Keith worked in accounting at a high-tech company, for Chrissake. Dude dealt in cash flows and balance sheets, not human lives.

My life feels like it’s hanging in the balance. I don’t know if this is the effect of severe dehydration or a concussion or a mix of the two. I can’t shake the headache, and I’m afraid I’m not thinking straight.

I try to recall how long one can go without water. I think three days. Problem is I don’t know how much time has passed since I was knocked out. Best-case scenario, it hasn’t been more than twenty-four hours.

Naomi must be worried sick. I can only hope she read the texts I sent from the arrow and concluded I’d encountered some form of foul play. I wish I’d told her not just to meet me in the parking lot but that I was flying in. As someone who works in cybersecurity, I’m cautious about running to the authorities. Your first move should never be to seek a physical solution to a cyber problem. But lying here now, I’d like to think Naomi did exactly that. I could use help in any form.

And then there’s June. She must have absolutely flipped when I didn’t bring the arrow home. Its locator hasn’t been working lately, but with any luck, she was able to retrieve it and get to her press event in time. I don’t think I ever said where I was meeting Naomi. Even so, June could have contacted her and figured that out. Beers would have given her a ride down in his truck. Except . . . all of that could only have happened if Keith left the arrow at Shoreline. Which is a big if.

Or maybe it’s not so iffy. Now that I’ve zeroed in on Keith and, by extension, Kurt as my abductors, it seems less likely they would have transported me to the States. In fact, the easiest would be to hold me somewhere close to HSys. Unless, of course, they’re still working with the Dictator and want me near him. Wherever that might be.

It would be so helpful to know how Beers is processing all of this. Our secret channel was supposed to be our go-to in emergencies. I could kick myself for not anticipating the obvious scenario in which I was stripped of my tablet. Those cutting-edge developments in neural synchronicity, quantum-entanglement communication, and e-telepathy that June can’t stop obsessing over sound pretty damn appealing right about now. The kid always cautions against implants, but surely they’ve got wearable options to connect brain to brain. If I make it out of here alive, I’ll have to look into that.

I remind myself I need to conserve energy. Probably the best way is to sleep. But losing consciousness comes with the risk I’ll never regain it. So I decide to find a more comfortable, relaxed-but-wakeful position. If I can slide my torso down a few inches, I figure my weight will be centered on the sacral area. That should alleviate some of the pressure that’s been building up on my tailbone. Since my feet are held down by the strap, they can serve as resistance, allowing me to make the shift.

I start by bracing myself with both elbows. Then I raise my knees.

And lo and behold, there’s no resistance!

My knees shoot up, as my body tumbles backward. My feet are airborne, as if initiating a summersault.

I gather my wits, along with my limbs, and sit up.

The lock on the strap holding down my ankles is open. Seeing the limp strap lying on the ground sends a burst of adrenaline through my system. Is it possible Keith was only toying with me? Was he only trying to deliver a warning? If he thought his taunts sufficiently intimidated me, maybe he decided to let me go. Of course, this whole ordeal isn’t over. I’m sure he’s still coming for me. Or his partners are. But I’m not ready to think about them. All I can focus on is the possibility that I’m free to walk out of here.

On the energy of that alone, I spring to my feet.

Since Keith removed the strap remotely, he’s probably watching me remotely now. I need to be careful.

My first stop has to be the potty.

I unlatch the lid, swing the top of the cylinder to one side, and sit down on the donut-shaped seat. I’m not sitting due to modesty; I want to prevent Keith from seeing how little urine I produce. If he realizes how weak and dehydrated I am, he might decide I’m not useful enough after all and kill me before I can escape.

Then I walk along the wall, head down, casually searching for signs of a hidden camera or other equipment. I don’t notice anything. But I also don’t want to waste time inspecting the chamber. Better to get out of here.

At the entrance, I face a dilemma: go down the wider tunnel, from which light is emanating, or take the narrower, darker tunnel. Most people would instinctively move toward the light. But my cybersecurity IQ tells me to make the less-obvious choice.

The dark side is littered with piles of rock and dirt. I half walk, half crawl over or around them. About fifteen feet farther, the tunnel takes a turn. As my eyes adjust to the deeper darkness, I make out a barricade in the distance. This is not a way out. I’m about to turn around when I notice a dark object on the ground by the barrier. As I creep closer, I see that it is a brown canvas duffel bag.

Its contents could be just about anything. Shovels and tools for digging. Clothing. A hidden treasure. Old letters and photos. Rocks. Food. A bomb. I push that last possibility out of my mind and take the risk. Gingerly I unzip the bag, then tilt my head as far as I can to one side and pull back the flaps.

Squinting to see in the dark, I don’t detect any wires or other signs of an explosive device. I do see a large bottle, which I pull out. It appears to contain water. I also take out two transparent-
aluminum bowls of food. And mentally pat myself on the back for choosing the darker tunnel.

As much as I want to fortify myself, being this far down the tunnel could be dangerous. The food could be bait to give me a false sense of complacency so I won’t be alert when a grate drops down from the ceiling and traps me. The fact that hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen any minute. I need to get away from here ASAP. So I shove the bottle and bowls back into the bag and, without taking time to rezip it, grab it with both arms and hurriedly retrace my steps.

Back in the chamber, as I remove the bottle and bowls from the bag, a small label sewn into a seam catches my eye: “Made in Russia.” That’s odd. Except I’m more interested in the water. Even a few drops would be a salve for my lips and throat. But I can’t be reckless. So I inspect the seal. It appears intact. Though that could be deceptive. It wouldn’t be hard to inject poison into a bottle before resealing it. I release the seal, and it pops open. Just like a normal bottle. I resist the temptation to drink.

The bowls are both filled with rice and beans—rice on one side, beans on the other. I open one and take a sniff. I’m literally salivating. I touch the rice with the tip of my index finger. Ice-cold. Either these are cheap bowls without aerogel insulation and a heating element, or they’ve been in the tunnel for quite some time.

Even cold rice and beans would be a gourmet feast. But I force myself to consider what Keith might be up to. The first thing that comes to mind gives me pause: What better way to get more nanobot tranquilizers into my body now that the initial dose has lost its effect?

I decide the safest would be to keep running on adrenaline. If I can escape from this hellhole without eating or drinking anything suspect, that would be ideal.

So I set the food aside and instead explore the other tunnel.

It’s wider and in better shape, with no rocks or piles of dirt. I’m walking toward the light, though I can’t see its source. It could be sunlight. Further encouraging is the slight upward slope of the tunnel. In a few minutes, I could emerge at ground level. My heart pounds at the thought.

But then the tunnel takes a sharp turn.

Next thing I know, I’m up against a gate illuminated by a giant spotlight. I must have been delusional to imagine its cold, hard reflected glare could be sunlight. That I could walk free. That it could be that easy.

The gate is more solid and sophisticated than the barrier in the dark tunnel and has a biometric lock. I don’t have either the strength or the cyber resources to break it. So I turn around and make my way back to the chamber.

Now I have a big decision: Do I risk eating and drinking?




Consciousness is said to be invisible, 
inconceivable, and unchanging. 
Knowing this, do not grieve.
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Beers and I are quiet most of the way home. He made me promise we’d only talk about ourselves. Our couple time, or whatever he calls it. Normally I’d love nothing more. But I don’t feel like saying anything right now. Not even about us. Sometimes I prefer just being silent with Beers. I don’t mean a deep-freeze silence that feels lonelier than being alone. I’m talking about a rich, warm, reassuring silent presence in which you both know what the other is feeling without either of you needing words to convey it.

I’ve never felt quite this way with anyone else. Except the kid. Of course, he’s not a partner; he’s more like the kid brother I never had. He has a quiet way of making you feel you’ve stumbled upon the center of the universe and there’s nowhere else you’d rather be than in his company. At least that’s how I feel.

I first noticed this when he was teaching me to play my bansuri flute. One minute I was sitting beside him, struggling to produce a single clear note; the next minute, waves of sound were lifting me beyond what I normally think of as myself. For the first time ever, I understood what a human really is, what I really am. I’m nothing but pure energy, pure vibration. That might not make sense if you’ve never experienced it. I mean, how could a human be sound?

When I told the kid about it, his explanation was that there’s something within us that doesn’t die. Which felt like piling one riddle on top of another. I can’t say I’ve solved it yet. Except sometimes when I get quiet, I feel a gentle hum in my body that reminds me of the pure sound of a flute. On warm days when he’s at home, we take our flutes and climb up to Boulder Point. If it’s cold or dark or rainy, we play in the barn instead. After Jedd started working there, I was afraid he might be distracted by our music streaming down from the kid’s space in the loft. But he said he likes it, that it sustains him while he works.

As Beers’s truck climbs the mountain road to the farm, I stare out at the dark hillside and wonder what the kid will say to all of this: Jedd missing, Naomi acting unhinged, the rumor about June and Jedd. It feels like all of a sudden we’re in a different universe, and it’s not one I want to be in. Really, I could use a dose of the kid’s calming presence.

I turn to Beers and break our silence: “Have you heard from the kid?”

“Not today.”

“Too bad we can’t text him. I’d like to get his take on things.”

Beers mulls that for a minute, then says, “He’d insist we stop whatever else we’re doing and put all our energy into finding Jedd. At least that’s what he’d say if Jedd isn’t at home when we get there.”

“And Naomi’s pics?”

Beers doesn’t need to consider that before answering: “He’d call BS.”

“You’re probably right,” I say.

Beers turns off the main road and heads down the quarter mile of dirt driveway leading to the farm. He kept himself busy filling in the potholes while we were in virtual exile, but it’s still slow going. Normally I don’t mind because it lets me transition from the frenetic world into the tranquility of the farm—like entering an earlier century, even though we’re fully on the grid and have all the amenities you could want. Now I just want to get there. It’s the only place I feel safe.

The first thing we see as we reach the end of the driveway is what we don’t see. The only vehicle we see under the redwood is my car.

“June was planning to stay late in Sac,” I say. “I wonder why she’s back.”

“Maybe she’s talked to Jedd,” Beers says. “Or picked him up.” He pulls the truck up alongside my car. “Maybe they’re both here. Even if the arrow isn’t.”

We’re trying to be positive. But hope fades as we walk into the living room and find June propped up with pillows on one end of the sectional sofa, her nose in her tablet. And no sign of Jedd.

Instead of greeting us or even begrudging a smile, she raises an index finger to signal we shouldn’t break her concentration. Her hair is still in a bun and she’s wearing the same brown pantsuit she had on this morning. Since she always lets her hair down and throws on sweats the minute she walks in the door, it appears she hasn’t been here long.

I take a seat on the sofa, facing her. Beers plops onto one of the zero-gravity beanbags on the other side of the coffee table. Dharma, who was asleep on the hearth, trots over and places his nose on Beers’s lap. He lets out the same low-pitched whine as he did when June and I left for work.

Beers and I exchange glances.

June looks up. Slowly. She’s biting her lower lip. Like she isn’t pleased to see us. If I didn’t know her better, I might think she’d been crying.

Beers breaks the silence. “We don’t have any news.”

“No word from Jedd,” I add.

From the looks of it, June hasn’t heard from him either. We wait for her to confirm that.

What she says instead catches us off guard: “That’s the least of my worries.”

I can’t think of anything more important than Jedd’s whereabouts. I’d been holding out hope we’d find him here, even if the chances were slim. Now we need to acknowledge he’s missing and focus on finding him. Everything else can wait. That’s my view, and I expect Beers to concur.

Instead he keys in on June’s distress. “What’s wrong?”

She starts by describing her drive to Sacramento and how she was on track to give her speech. Then she stops abruptly. Says she needs a drink. As she crosses the room to the hutch, she calls over her shoulder, “Can I get you anything?”

“We just came from El Carnal,” Beers says.

“We’re good,” I say.

She pours herself a whiskey and brings it back to the sofa, where she rearranges the throw pillows before she settles in.

“So,” Beers prompts, “what happened?”

She pauses for a sip of whiskey, then blurts out, “We were hacked.”

“Bummer!” he says.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “You didn’t need that on top of everything else.”

“Sure didn’t,” Beers says. “Hopefully everything was up and running before your event.”

“It wasn’t.”

“But your team’s working on it?”

“It’s still down.”

That doesn’t compute. June is here. She even came home early. How could her site not have been fixed? And why isn’t she there leading her team to fix it?

Beers is confused as well. “So, what’s the hang-up?”

Instead of explaining, June stands up, walks over to him, and hands him her tablet.

A mix of horror and incredulity washes over his face as he stares at the screen. Before I can ask what’s wrong, he slides the tablet across the coffee table toward me.

A banner with large red letters spelling out “KILLER!” flashes at me. Behind it is a bizarre holographic meld of June and the Dictator. It’s beyond disgusting.

“My god, June!” is all I can say.

Beers leans over and swipes through the website so we can both view the damage. Each image is viler than the one before. I have to look away.

“What the hell?” he exclaims.

June snatches back her tablet and places its hideous screen face down on the sofa. “Now you see why I’m so stressed?”

He nods. “Looks like more than surface-level compromise.”

“A lot more,” she says. “According to my team, the hackers gained root access. That leaves us with no easy way to take back control and revert.”

Beers blows out through clenched teeth. “Who the fuck would do this?”

June says that’s what she wants to know.

“Who hates you as much as they hate the Dick?” he says. “That’s totally antinomic.”

“Makes zero sense,” she says.

“What about your opponent?” Beers says. “What’s her name?”

“Doris,” I say. “Doris Molden.” Apparently I’ve been paying closer attention to June’s campaign than Beers has.

“Doris didn’t do this,” she says quickly.

“How can you be sure?” he counters.

“I’ve met her,” she says. “The woman has integrity. She’s not out for a dirty win.”

You never know is written across Beers’s creased brow, but he doesn’t push it. “What about the write-in candidates? Have you met all of them?”

“Of course not,” she says. “But they aren’t sophisticated hackers.”

Beers shakes his head, and the words fly off his brow and out of his mouth: “You never know. Even if they aren’t hackers, they could have the money to hire hackers.”

“Well,” she says, “whoever they are, they were able to use quantum-resistant self-learning algorithms to encrypt the control systems. Maybe even quantum proxies. I’m not sure how we come back from this.”

I ask if her team is still working on it.

“They’re not quitters,” she says. “They’re dedicated to my campaign and monitoring what they can.” Hacking may be a crime, she explains, but catching the perps will be hard if their identities are well hidden or if they reside on the other side of the globe.

I’m surprised she doesn’t mention getting Jedd involved. He’s always been our go-to for tech problems. Is she really that angry about the arrow? We need to help her address what happened to her so she can get back to being her usual confident self. Then we can move on to the task of finding Jedd.

“You know we’re here for you,” I say.

“Obviously you’ll tell us how we can help,” Beers adds.

I expect her to welcome our support, but instead she twirls the remaining whiskey in her glass for a long moment, then drains it, looks up at us, and says, “You don’t know the worst of it.”

“Worse than a hack?” Beers says.

I can’t imagine what that could be. Someone screaming at her in person? Someone hurt at her event? Or she majorly bungled her speech?

She glances toward the hutch, as if weighing another drink, then abruptly sets her glass down and says, “I was attacked.”

“Physically?” I say.

“When?” Beers says. “By whom?”

“Agitators,” she says. “And no, I wasn’t injured.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Beers says, then adds, “I’m sure whatever crap they threw at you, you had the perfect comeback.”

She shoots him a dirty look, like he’s being purposely dense. “It wasn’t just heckling. They shut down the entire event.”

Beers lifts himself off the beanbag and moves to the small sofa, closer to June. He leans in, elbows planted on his knees, so it’s clear she has his full attention. “Please give us all the facts.”

“Okay,” she says. “Picture this. I get up onstage. The cameras are running. Everything seems normal. But then I look out at the crowd, and something’s off.”

“Off how?” Beers wants to know.

“At first it was just a vibe. All my events are positive. You’ve been to some. You know how I keep it upbeat even when I’m being serious. I connect with the audience. I’m not afraid to laugh. Or make a joke. And I always read the room. When I did that this morning, no one was smiling or waving. As soon as I opened my mouth, they raised a banner with ‘KILLER’ in red letters. People were shouting ‘traitor’ and ‘liar’ and shit like that.”

“Yikes!” Beers says.

“They were repeating what they saw on your site?” I say.

You’d think people would know better than to robotically accept rubbish they’ve seen online, especially when it contradicts what they know to be true. June has tons of die-hard supporters. It’s hard to believe they would abandon her with so little pretext.

“Or maybe,” Beers adds, “the hackers recruited those protesters.”

June looks from one of us to the other. I can tell she hasn’t thought this through. In fairness, she’s been hit with a lot in a short time. “All I know,” she says, “is that crowd was vicious.”

“If I were your manager,” Beers says, “I’d have scuttled the event. I hope you got out of there. Fast.”

She shakes her head. “Quite the opposite. I wanted to engage.”

“Really?” I say. “Even when they were so hostile?”

“I always want to engage,” she says. “My campaign is all about courage and connection. It’s what I stand for. As soon as they started shouting, I signaled my openness to dialogue. To do anything else would go against my values.” She stops and looks at Beers, then at me. “You get that, right?”

I can’t say I do. But I don’t want to argue, so I say, “How did they respond?”

“They screamed louder.”

I try to imagine myself facing a sea of hateful faces. “You must have been terrified!”

“Actually, I was so focused on engaging with them that my safety didn’t register,” she says. “I wanted to talk. But they just wanted to scream. It was your basic standoff. Then it occurred to me that taking questions from the press could open up dialogue.”

“Smart,” I say. June’s ability to think on her feet never ceases to amaze me. The kid once said that if every person had a mind like June’s, humans wouldn’t have had a reason to invent computers.

“I’m not sure how smart it was,” she says. “As I turned toward the press, a protester jumped onstage.”

I clap both hands over my mouth to stifle a shriek. That’s piss-in-your-pants terrifying. At least it would be to me.

“Did you get a good look at him?” Beers wants to know.

“No,” she says. “He was wearing a ski mask. You know, the kind that covers your head.”

“A balaclava.” Leave it to Beers to know the terminology.

“He was coming straight at me,” she continues.

“Where was security?” Beers asks.

“They were on it,” she says. “Two guards rushed the stage and deployed a plasma shield.”

“That should have immobilized him,” Beers says.

He sounds relieved, but I’m trembling, my pulse racing. Things could have been so much worse. What if security hadn’t been on top of it? What if the masked guy had a gun? What if more people jumped onstage? What if they try again at her next event?

June describes how the guards whisked her to a van parked behind the stage, then drove her to headquarters.

“Hope they arrested that guy,” Beers says.

“I think so,” she says. “Though he’s probably been released by now. You’ll be glad to hear my security team is beefing up protocols. I have their burner numbers too, just in case. Plus we discussed upgrading the motion sensors at the front of the building with an intrusion shield. Any bad actors will be biometrically identified and stopped in their tracks.”

Minutes ago, June seemed totally stressed. Like the hack and the protest were the worst-possible disaster for her campaign. Now, barely a heartbeat later, she’s slapped on her brave public face and is chatting away with Beers like everything is business as usual. Like no physical harm was done, so there’s no reason to stress. But I can’t stop shaking. If I’d been on that stage, I would have fainted. And not just because of the threat of violence. That’s scary enough. No, because of all the hate. Even if that guy was hiding behind a mask, June must have felt his hate pouring through.

I flash back to the epidemic of hate in the States. The Dictator lived and breathed hate. And it was contagious. People spewed hate with the cathartic ease of a cough or a sneeze. Hate came at me because my mother was an immigrant. Because I cared about saving the environment. Because I believed in science, in plain facts. It came at me on social media when I refused to display the Dictator’s special emblem.

But none of that is happening now. I’m in California. I’m with my friends. I’m safe. As I focus on that, my panic fades.

When I tune in again, June is explaining that she wanted to stay in Sac and work on her website, to at least solve that part of their problem. “Vinny nixed the idea,” she says. “He convinced me to get a head start on my drive home so I could handle the arrow’s mechanical problems.”

“What mechanical problems?” Beers says. This is the first we’ve heard of that.

“It’s what I told him,” she clarifies. “He doesn’t need to know about Jedd’s screwup.”

“I guess not,” Beers says. Though I sense an unspoken not yet.

June explains that Vinny has been doing some investigating and sending updates. That’s what she was reading when we came in.

“Anything new?” Beers asks.

“Nothing beyond what I already told you.”

“That’s good, right?” I’m not sure I could handle anything more going wrong. Besides, we need to focus on finding Jedd. Just wondering about what kind of hell he might be stuck in reignites my panic.

June explains that Vinny didn’t find any evidence linking the hackers and protesters. Which could be good. “Or,” she says, “it could be bad if it means we’re dealing with attacks from multiple directions.”

Beers pushes back. Like me, he probably wishes Jedd were here so we’d have his expertise to sort this out. But he’s not here and we have to do our best. “I’d start with the premise that they’re related,” he says. “They have the same target: you. And the same goal: attacking your campaign. They’re using the same slogans. None of that can be a coincidence.”

June doesn’t disagree but argues that slurs like “loser” and “liar” have lost their power since the Dictator trivialized them. Whenever he did something evil—or even plotted it—he would accuse his enemies of that same evil. If they tried to speak truth to power, he had them arrested for lying. Now it’s common for someone to call you a liar simply because they don’t like your beliefs. You’re a loser if you don’t support their success.

“Slurs and slogans aside,” Beers says, “what do you think was the motive behind this attack?”

June doesn’t hesitate: “To end my campaign because I’m working for the Dictator.”

“How’s that possible?” I ask.

“You’re the last person in the world who’d work for the Dick,” Beers says. “You know that. Darah and I know that.”

“Except some people think it’s true. For real for real,” she groans, her brave face fading, like it was a tattoo her VA painted on with ephemeral ink to match her pantsuit. She looks even closer to tears than when we got home.

“This sucks,” Beers says. “Can you think of anyone who’s so desperate to stop you that they’d try to do it by linking you with the Dick?”

June stares into space for a minute, like she’s searching a quantum Digidex, then shakes her head.

“I get that you don’t think Doris would attack you or that any write-in candidates could be behind the hack,” Beers continues. “But is it possible one of them figured linking you with the Dick would be the easiest way to discredit you?”

“A campaign based on lies?”

“It’s next-level gross, but some candidates play dirty.”

“The Dictator’s people are filthy dirty,” she concedes. “But they don’t want to be associated with me. In their minds, that would reflect poorly on the Dictator. And I don’t see a minor candidate going rogue with such a risky strategy. All we’d need to do is reverse engineer their hack and expose them, and their political future would be over. O-v-e-r.”

Since June is unwilling to go there—probably justifiably so—Beers tries another tack: “Has anyone questioned you about the Dick recently?”

“No.”

“Not the press or anyone else?”

“No.”

“You haven’t mentioned him in your speeches?”

“No. People don’t think he’s alive. Talking trash about him now won’t get me elected.”

“I’m not suggesting it would,” Beers says. “I’m wondering why someone might link you to him.”

June shakes her head. “No clue.”

I’m shaking my head too. I mean, how could anyone explain such an outlandish lie—something so inconceivable, something that doesn’t even exist? It’s like asking me to recall what I didn’t eat for breakfast. No, worse. Much worse. It’s like asking me to account for all the money I didn’t steal. Or all the people I didn’t kill.

When the kid talks about something within us that doesn’t die, it sounds inconceivable. But in a good way: The mind can’t wrap itself around the vastness that exists beyond it. What these protesters are suggesting—that June is in cahoots with the Dictator—is inconceivable because it can’t possibly be true.

“Even if you don’t have any clues,” Beers persists, “what does your gut tell you?”

“My gut?” June picks up a pillow and turns it end to end on her lap as she considers this. “For starters, it’s glad I didn’t run to the DOJ and push them to investigate Jedd’s report, like you wanted me to,” she says with a mocking smile. “If I’d done that—say, last week—I would suspect that was what torpedoed my campaign.”

“But you didn’t,” Beers says.

“No thanks to you,” she says, tossing the pillow at him to take the edge off her irritation.

He catches it and tosses it back. “Point taken. What else does your gut say?”

Her response is to walk back to the hutch for a refill.




One who can see action in inaction 
and inaction in action is truly wise.
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“You really want to know?” June says, as she returns to the sofa with her whiskey. “It’s the timing. My gut says the timing is sus.”

“The hack coincided with your press event,” Beers says. “We’ve already discussed that.”

“No,” she says. “I mean that Jedd absconded with the arrow at the exact time the hack occurred. If you ask me, that’s effing sus.”

“Ah,” Beers says. “So whoever hacked your website could also have hacked the arrow.”

Now that he mentions it, that makes sense: Someone could have targeted both June and Jedd. A coordinated attack. I expect her to run with that.

Instead she says, “That’s one possibility.”

“What’s another?” he asks.

“Maybe Jedd had a reason to go missing.”

“Like what?”

“Like . . . like, let’s just say he went missing because he knew what happened to my website,” she says, with half a shrug.

“You’ve got to be kidding!” I exclaim. I certainly didn’t expect her to blame Jedd.

Beers scrunches his face in disbelief. “How could Jedd have anything to do with hacking your site?”

“I don’t know,” she says.

“But you just said—” he objects.

She backs down in the face of our united front. “I’m merely suggesting he’s, you know, good with websites.”

“Of course he’s good,” Beers says. “He’s the greatest hacker of all time. Surely you don’t think he would hurt your campaign.”

“I’m not saying I do,” she says. “Just doing a gut check, like you said. Just pointing out the weird timing. I don’t think we can ignore it. At least not till we have proof to the contrary.”

“What kind of proof?” I ask.

“The dude himself,” she says. “Sitting here on the sofa, answering my questions.”

It’s hard to argue with that. Jedd could defend himself better than Beers or I can. But I’m flabbergasted June would think he had a role in attacking her campaign. Is she so pissed off that she would let herself believe he’s out to destroy her? As she rants against Jedd for deceiving her and then against Beers for siding with him, I fear her anger will keep us from ever finding Jedd.

Beers must be thinking the same, because he ratchets down his tone. “Please, June,” he says, “can we table this? We need to talk more, but we’re not getting anywhere.”

She doesn’t push back. She takes a long swig of whiskey and says, “You mentioned you have news for me. What is it?”

“I do—” He opens his mouth to explain, then stops and says, “Have you eaten?”

She glances at her half-empty glass. “Not yet. To be honest, the only solid food I’ve had today was your sticky bun.”

“Hunger is one problem I can fix,” he declares, rising from the sofa. He explains that he was planning to heat up leftovers. We can resume our discussion while we eat. Noticing June glance at her tablet, he adds, “Check your messages. Could be something important from Vinny. We’ll let you know when the food’s ready.”

It doesn’t take long to organize the leftovers. Beers pops the risotto and croquettes into the infrared flash heater while I set the beetroot carpaccio on the table. As I remove the last of Beers’s wasabi aioli from the fridge, I feel a stab of despair. This is Jedd’s favorite sauce. He’ll dip anything into it. Even the kangaroo jerky Naomi gave him, forgetting he prefers to eat vegetarian. Now we’ll be finishing off this batch without him.

As soon as Beers calls out that the food’s ready, June joins us. She’s smiling as she sits down across from me. “Sorry,” she says sheepishly. “I shouldn’t have gotten so tweaked.”

Beers returns the smile as he hands her a plate. “No worries.”

She helps herself to a mound of risotto, then reaches for the salad. As she does so, a metallic clunk-clunk is audible through the open window.

We all freeze.

A second clunk-clunk sounds like a car door sealing shut. Of course I think, Could that be Jedd? Maybe someone drove him home. Or he made up with Naomi and borrowed her car.

A few seconds later, the kitchen door swings open.

It’s the twins.

“You startled us,” I say.

“We didn’t expect you,” Beers says. Not that we aren’t happy to see them.

“After you texted that Jedd didn’t come home, we got worried,” Nick says.

“We decided it would be better to all worry together,” Zack says.

“So we texted you—”

“More than once—”

“You didn’t respond—”

“So we got concerned. And decided to hop in the chariot.”

“My bad,” Beers says. “Darah and I went to El Carnal, and I wasn’t checking messages.” He pulls his tablet out, as if it’s not too late to do it now.

“So Jedd isn’t here?” Nick says.

“You still don’t know what happened?” Zack says.

The three of us shake our heads in unison.

There is a moment of silence as this sinks in.

“What do we do?” Nick says.

“How do we find him?” Zack says.

“That’s what we’re discussing,” Beers says, then realizes he’s getting ahead of himself. “I mean, we were about to discuss it.”

“There’s a lot going on,” June says. “More than you know.”

“June’s right,” Beers says, then adds, “I assume you’ve eaten?”

“Only snacks,” Nick says.

“A whole bag of jellyfish chips on the way here,” Zack says.

Beers wrinkles his nose. To his culinary senses, a rubbery chip isn’t a proper chip. Usually he doesn’t miss an opportunity to make that point, but now he simply says, “Sit down. We have plenty of leftovers. No more open wine, but grab some flavored seltzers from the fridge.”

Nick goes for giga-ginger, and Zack for neon lemon. They bring their seltzers back to the table and slide into their seats. Beers hands them each a plate. It’s déjà vu. We were all sitting here just like this twenty-four hours ago. Yet so much has changed.

As Nick helps himself to croquettes, he asks June what she meant by “more than you know.”

“Sounds ominous,” Zack adds.

“Ominous doesn’t do it justice,” she says. “Not only is Jedd missing, but my campaign is under attack.” She describes everything: the hacking of her website, the banners with outrageous accusations, the hostility of the press, the masked protester accosting her onstage.

The twins interject more wows and no-o-o-s than I can count.

“I was so confident I was winning,” she concludes. “Now it feels like the tide has turned. I’m not sure how to fix this.”

The twins are graphic designers, not hackers. Even so, like me, they’ll do whatever they can to support June.

“We need Jedd to help us get to the bottom of this,” Nick says. “Have you considered if his disappearance could be related to these attacks?”

“I have,” she says quickly.

“June and I don’t see eye to eye on this,” Beers says equally quickly.

The twins look confused, so I jump in, trying to sound neutral. Even if I’m not. “June thinks Jedd could have participated in the hack. Beers thinks whatever group is behind the protest—not Jedd—is also responsible for the hack.”

“Exactly,” Beers says. “Jedd has zero motive to attack June’s campaign. There are many reasons he might have gone missing. Hacking June’s site isn’t one of them.”

Nick says he wasn’t suggesting Jedd hacked the campaign site.

“This is outside our expertise,” Zack says, as Nick nods in agreement. “What we can say, though—our best prediction—is that one interconnected entity is behind all of it: the hack, the protest, and Jedd’s disappearance.”

With the twins not only siding with Beers but proposing one cause for all the problems, I sense June itching to launch her own defense. Before she can get going, I stop her. “Your campaign is important. Super important. Earlier, Beers mentioned other news that’s also important. Are you willing to hear it now?”

That jogs June’s memory. She says she’s ready to hear it.

Beers offers to present what he has to share, then we can talk about all of it in context.

Everyone is on board with that.

At El Carnal, Beers and I dissected Naomi’s intel from every angle, but we didn’t consider the best way to bring it up with June. It’s too late to check in with him now, so I sit back and watch how he will handle it.

He doesn’t waste any time. “Naomi called—”

“She did?” June butts in. “Dude, why didn’t you tell me?”

Beers reminds her that’s because we’ve spent all our time talking about what happened to her in Sac.

“Fair enough,” she says, then turns to me. “Remember, I had my VA call Naomi.”

“Yes,” I say. “You couldn’t reach her.”

“More like she wouldn’t talk to me,” she scoffs, then turns back to Beers. “You realize she was the last person to see Jedd.”

“Or maybe not,” he says. “She claims he stood her up and she doesn’t know where he is. In fact, the real reason she called was to share some intel.”

“What kind of intel?” June wants to know.

“A photo of our hot tub.” Beers glances at me, and I sense he’s wondering whether to produce the photo. Or even mention he has it. He does neither. “It shows two people in what you could call a compromising position.”

June turns to the twins, assuming they’re the ones in the tub. Really, the two of them in the tub is the most likely scenario. After they started working from home, they became tubbers. They were obsessed. If they weren’t working on their computers or in the sunroom doing yoga when you got home, you knew they were in the tub. Jedd not so much.

“You’re in the photo,” Beers says.

June whips around to him. “Me?”

“Correct.”

“Of course I use the tub,” she says. “We all do. How’s that com-
promising?”

“You’re sitting on the bench with Jedd,” Beers says. “In the buff.”

“It’s from some anonymous sender, probably AI generated,” I say, before she can get worked up over what will likely turn out to be nothing.

But she’s already worked up. “Are you effing kidding?” she says. “I’m not messing around with Jedd. Not in the hot tub. Not anywhere. I mean . . . not since college.”

We all know she and Jedd dated briefly in college. They joke that their habit of squabbling dates back to an algorithm theory course they took at Cal, after June transferred from Yale. Like bickering was part of their flirt language. All that was eons ago, before I met either of them. Still, Jedd could have mentioned their history to Naomi, and it could have stuck in her mind. Not in a good way.

“AI or not,” Beers continues, “Naomi thinks the photo could be real. She demanded I tell her what’s going on between you and Jedd.”

“Un-freaking-believable!” June says. “So you shut her down?”

“I said it was insane.”

“Without insisting it was absolutely false?”

“I was there,” I say. “Beers wasn’t buying it.”

None of this is enough for June. She can tell that Beers and I got at least somewhat suckered in. Which, to be fair, we did. Even if we don’t want to own up to it now. “So,” she says, “you think there’s a chance Jedd and I are hooking up?”

“Listening to you now, I understand there’s no chance,” he says. “But that image is frigging realistic. We thought it would be safest to check with you.”

I expect this admission to settle June, but it only adds fuel to her fire.

“This is so insulting! You two are my fam, yet you’ll believe some AI-induced lies from Naomi over what you know about me?” she cries, then turns to the twins. “Don’t tell me you’re buying this load of crap.”

Of course they aren’t eager to be caught in the middle, especially without firsthand knowledge of the evidence.

Nick offers what they do know: “We never saw you and Jedd naked in the tub.”

“Not in that kind of way,” Zack adds.

“Because it didn’t happen,” she says.

Beers says he’s sorry, he didn’t mean to insult her. But before she can accept his apology, he doubles down: “I get that you’re offended I gave any daylight to Naomi’s salacious rumor. What I don’t get is how that’s worse than you believing Jedd could have hacked your website. To me, that’s insulting. It’s flat-out execrable!”

June counters that she’ll apologize to Jedd when he tells her who hacked her site. That is, after he explains where he’s been all this time.

The two of them face off, raising their voices as they try to out-outrage each other, while the rest of us watch, our heads snapping back and forth as we try to keep up.

Finally Nick says, “Guys, this isn’t helping.”

“Blaming each other won’t solve anything,” Zack says.

“To be clear,” Nick adds, “we’re not piling on more blame.”

“Blaming you for blaming each other isn’t the solution,” Zack adds.

For some reason—maybe all the built-up tension—that strikes Beers as funny. “Now, that’s an empyreal view of blame!” he says, laughing. “Nothing empyreal about getting hit by obloquy, though. So let’s play nice.”

I can’t always follow Beers when he gets highfalutin, but I agree about playing nice. Plus it’s a relief to see him laugh.

June appears relieved too. “Would that be blame or non-blame?” she jokes.

“Maybe both?” he says, without skipping a beat. “Like seeing non-blame within blame?”

Which sounds like something the kid would say. At the point when we were debating whether to go to the authorities about Kurt’s collusion with the Dictator, the kid talked about seeing action in inaction and inaction in action. We thought he was telling us not to take action. But then he clarified that he was describing the mindset with which we should take action.

As we banter now and tensions ease, Nick says, “I’m glad Zack and I decided to come over. It’s so important that we all hang together.”

“Agreed,” Beers says.

“If Jedd were here,” June says, “you know what he’d do.”

“Yup,” Zack says. “He’d gather us around. Then he’d sum up what we know so far.”

“Which would give us the context we need to take action,” Beers says. “Does someone want to do that now?”

Nobody volunteers.

“All right,” I say finally. Sometimes one has to step up even if it’s uncomfortable. Nothing about what’s happening now feels comfortable. “I’ll give it a shot. But please don’t jump down my throat if I get something wrong.”

Everyone gives their promise.

I pour myself a glass of plain seltzer and begin: “Jedd didn’t return when he was supposed to. We have different ideas about why, but there’s one thing we can agree on: He’s missing.”

I stop and wait for that to sink in.

“Yes,” Nick says. “And we should go a step further and acknowledge some sort of foul play.”

“We’ve got to stop thinking he’ll show up sooner or later,” Zack says.

Beers is nodding. “We need to operate from the assumption that, for whatever reason, he’s not able to get back home.”

When they put it so bluntly, I feel myself choking up. What on earth has happened to Jedd? Memories of life in the dictatorship flood my mind: people being disappeared with no warning, arrested because of an image found on their tablets, held without a trial in detention camps and with no access to a lawyer or their family. Deported. Presumed dead. Like my mother. Except I need to hold it together if I’m going to lead this discussion.

“You’re right,” I say when I’ve regained control. “We have to accept that. That’s our starting point. Does everyone agree?”

They all agree.

I continue: “The other thing we know is that June’s website was hacked and her press event was disrupted by an angry mob. We don’t know who did this or why. And we don’t know if these attacks were coordinated.”

I look around the table. Everyone is listening intently.

Beers must think I’m lost, because he immediately prompts, “And the photos?”

I’m getting there, following my own logic. “We also know,” I say, “that a lot of misinformation is circulating. This includes the accusation that June supports the Dictator. As well as the rumor that she’s been hooking up with Jedd.”

“To be clear,” Nick says, “none of this is true.”

“No one suspects you of any wrongdoing, June,” Zack adds.

“And,” I say, bringing my summary to a close, “we should acknowledge that June is running a national campaign for the House of Representatives. And JG Associates’ main client is the Cybersecurity Agency. These are the facts, and they provide the context for everything we’re dealing with.”

When I finish, there is silence. This time it’s a calm silence.

“Thank you,” June says finally. “I feel better now. And I apologize for latching on to the idea that Jedd could be in any way responsible for hacking my site. That was my stress talking.”

“Apology accepted,” Beers says.

“I’d like us to move forward,” she continues, “and focus on searching for Jedd. I’m sure we all have ideas about where he might be. Can we please talk about that now?”

Just as she anticipates our consent, her tablet pings.

It’s hard not to wonder—yet again—if it’s Jedd. I’m not sure how long it will take for me to stop having that knee-jerk reaction.

June glances at her tablet. “It’s Mountain View law enforcement.”

“Why would they call you?” I ask.

“No idea.”

Beers points out that, although her event was in Sac, she has an office in Mountain View, and the police there might have leads.

“Vinny didn’t mention contacting them,” she says, staring at her blinking tablet.

“Aren’t you going to answer?” I say.

“I probably should,” she says, with a frown that suggests she’d rather not.

“You should,” Beers says.

She picks up. “Hello? This is June Liu.”

We hear only her end of the conversation: “Oh, you did? . . . No, I didn’t park it there . . . A friend borrowed it . . . With my permission, yes.” There is a long pause, then she says, “Definitely. Appreciate it. I’ll be down shortly.”

“Wow!” Beers says as she puts her tablet down. “They found the arrow?”

“Yes.”

“Where?” I ask.

“Shoreline Lake, across from the restaurant. They want me to come down and get it.”

Beers quickly draws some conclusions: “So Jedd did go to meet Naomi, like he told us. I assumed they were meeting at her condo, but Shoreline makes sense.”

“He likes the Bistro there,” I say.

“Sounds like he parked the arrow but never met her,” Beers continues. “That fits what Naomi said about him standing her up. But it doesn’t preclude foul play. If anything, it suggests something serious.”

“Was the arrow damaged?” Nick wants to know.

“The police said it looks intact,” June says. “To be clear, they don’t know about Jedd’s disappearance. They tracked me down because they always check the lot after the restaurant closes and take note of any vehicles parked in the same spot for more than twenty-four hours. They don’t allow overnight parking, though it sounds like they don’t strictly enforce that.”

“Go figure,” Beers says. “If I parked my truck there overnight, they’d just tow it.”

June smiles. “Guess that’s one of the perks of owning an aero car. Before they tow it, they give you a courtesy call.”

At which we all laugh.

“In any case,” she says, “I said I’d get there ASAP and move it.”

“We’re headed that way,” Nick says. “We can give you a ride.”

“Perfect,” she says. “Would you mind leaving now?”

“Wait a minute,” Beers says. “I need to be there for this. We don’t know what you’ll find. Plus, if the arrow doesn’t start or something prevents you from flying home, you’d be stranded.”

“We could drive you back,” Nick volunteers.

June quashes that. It’s beyond the call of duty. Besides, with his security smarts, it makes sense for Beers to be there.

When the twins don’t dispute that, Beers says, “It’s settled. I’m going.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to come too,” I say. I don’t have a good reason. Other than to support June.

She is happy to have the support.

“An extra pair of eyes is always better,” Beers adds. “You might notice something we miss.”

As we get up from the table, he turns to the twins. “Unless you want to meet us at Shoreline, feel free to hang out and help yourselves to the leftover mango mousse. There are only two full servings anyway.”

The twins raise no objections. I mean, how could they?

“Just tidy up before you leave,” Beers says.

And with that, we’re on our way.




One who doubts will not find happiness 
in this world or the next.




12 IN DOUBT: June


As I follow Beers out the door, he’s already halfway to his truck.

“Dude,” I say, “three’s a crowd in there.”

Which means we’re taking Darah’s car. Whether I love the idea or not.

As Beers takes the front passenger seat and I get in back, she instructs the navigation: “Shoreline Bistro parking lot.”

To be honest, I have my doubts about what we’ll find. I mean, so many things have gone wrong today. What could be next? Yes, the police reported finding the arrow, but it could be gone by the time we get there. Even so, I don’t want my doubts to infect the others, so I keep quiet.

While Beers and Darah chatter away, I pull out my tablet to text Vinny.

But before we’ve reached the main road, Beers hits me with a question: “What will you say to the police?”

“Nothing,” I say. “They’re on patrol. If it gets busy, they’re not waiting around for me.”

“Then let’s say it hasn’t gotten busy,” he counters.

I turn it back on him: “Okay. In that case, what do you suggest I say?”

“Personally,” he says, “I’d like to see surveillance footage of the parking lot.”

“I would too,” I say. “It didn’t sound like they’ve looked at it.”

“Or maybe they looked and didn’t notice anything unusual. The trick will be getting them to check more thoroughly, without raising their suspicions.” Beers lists specifics he’d like to know: At what time did the arrow arrive in the lot? Did it move at any point? Was Jedd seen getting in or out of it? Was he alone or with someone else?

I’d like answers to all of those questions. But if the police have answers, then they likely know I neglected to get the locator fixed. Worse, they know Jedd borrowed the arrow.

“Don’t forget,” Darah says, “you’re a public figure now.”

“Right,” Beers says. “ID’ing you as the arrow’s owner could have prompted them to check the surveillance. They may have already spotted Jedd and ID’d him. Now they could be testing you.”

“Testing her for what?” Darah asks.

Beers explains that law enforcement are trained to leverage whatever intel they have to get more intel. In this case, they could ask who borrowed my car to see if what I say matches what they saw in the footage. He stops to consider the ramifications of that, then adds, “A mismatch would be important too.”

“Like if June says Jedd borrowed her car, but they ID’d someone else getting out of it?” Darah says.

“Bingo,” he says. “Then their minds go straight to carjacking.”

“How do you carjack an aero car?” she wonders.

“Obviously not during flight,” he says. “I’m talking about a scenario where they stole the arrow when Jedd landed wherever he landed.”

“If the police ID’d the carjackers,” she says, “wouldn’t that help us find Jedd?”

“Not necessarily,” he says. “Say the perps were at the lot by Naomi’s condo when Jedd landed there, they seized the arrow, flew around and dumped him somewhere random, and then abandoned it at Shoreline. It could have been more of a joyride than a hostage situation.”

“But then Jedd would have contacted us.”

“Not necessarily,” he says again.

“You mean if he’s hurt . . .”

I groan as the two of them pile on unwelcome scenarios. I didn’t know aero car joyriding was a thing, though Beers seems to think it is. In any case, I don’t want to worry about any of this. We need to get the arrow back, and then we can figure out how to find Jedd.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” I say. “I don’t want to believe he’s been hurt. And you know as well as I do that he’d prefer not to involve law enforcement unless all other avenues have been exhausted. Which they haven’t. So let’s hope the police have taken off before we get there.”

“Okay,” Darah says. “I am putting it out to the universe that some event in downtown Mountain View has an immediate need for a full squadron.” She takes one hand off the wheel and blows a kiss into the ether.

We all laugh.

“Request received,” Beers says, speaking on behalf of the universe. Then he returns to his original question: “If they are still around, June, what will you say?”

“I can ask about surveillance footage, like you suggested,” I say. “But if they interrogate me about Jedd, I won’t lie. I’ll have to admit he’s missing.”

“You could pivot,” Beers says.

“To?”

“I don’t know,” he says, like pivoting is the most obvious political move, so I should have the answer. “Ask for their votes?”

“You aren’t serious?” I can’t see his face from back here, so it’s hard to tell.

“Of course he isn’t,” Darah scoffs.

My first thought is that the edge in her voice is because she’s annoyed at me for thinking Beers could be serious. In fact, her beef is with him.

“I disagree,” she says. “If June doesn’t admit Jedd is missing, she won’t just be slow-walking the truth; she’ll be making it harder to find him.”

“No way he’d want us to spill to the authorities before we know what we’re dealing with,” Beers counters. “Like June just said.”

“That was true when we hacked the Dictator’s app,” she argues. “We were afraid the authorities couldn’t protect us. We’re not dealing with the Dictator now.”

Which is a major assumption, but Beers lets it pass. “We’re still dealing with the dangers of cybersecurity—in Jedd’s JG work and now in June’s campaign. When it comes to confiding in others, we can’t be too careful.”

Darah pushes back. “All I’m saying is we need to put Jedd’s safety first. And the authorities can help with that.”

“I don’t disagree,” Beers says. “We may need to bring them in. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. If and when we contact anyone, it should be on our terms.”

That doesn’t ease Darah’s mind. “Our terms are Jedd’s safety.”

They continue to go back and forth, but I have other concerns. I can’t ignore the fact that any unwanted news about me could derail my campaign. If it gets out that I made a poor decision when I loaned my car to Jedd, that could backfire. My only worry last night was whether he’d bring it home on time. But what if other issues come to light? What if, for example, he never secured the extra certification required to fly an aero car? As busy as he’s been, he might have figured that’s just a vestigial formality with fully autonomous vehicles. Didn’t cross my mind last night. And I certainly wasn’t entertaining the possibility this could spiral into a crisis involving the police.

We haven’t reached any conclusions by the time Darah turns onto the narrow road leading to Shoreline Lake.

“So, June,” she says, eyeing me in her night-vision rearview mirror, “what did you decide to tell the police?”

“I didn’t,” I say. “I’m counting on them not being here.”

As we approach the lake, the three of us fall silent. I know we’re all fervently hoping to find the arrow untouched and fully operational. One more bend in the road, and we see the parking lot. Darah’s headlights illuminate the area, which is almost empty. A handful of cars are parked close to the entrance.

And then we see it: The arrow is on the far side, near the back fence.

“It looks abandoned,” Darah says, as she drives across the lot. “No wonder the police took note.”

“Glad they’re not here,” Beers says.

“Let’s be gone before they return,” I say.

Of course we have to inspect everything first.

Darah parks perpendicular to the arrow so she can use her headlights, in their highest ambient setting, to bathe the area in a soft, warm light that could almost be mistaken for sunlight.

While the two of them watch, I unlock the arrow and climb into the driver’s seat. Seeing no signs of foul play, I activate the ignition.

It starts right up.

Darah cheers.

“Not so fast!” Beers jumps into the passenger side and directs me to run some diagnostics to make sure the electronics are free of bugs.

Everything checks out—except of course the locator—so we move on to inspecting the dashboard, the seats, the floor. Everything looks normal. Normal includes my usual state of mess. After working in a paperless office at HSys—and having an essentially paperless home—I’ve struggled to manage all the paperwork Vinny dumps on me: event schedules, volunteer lists, campaign literature, you name it. Almost like he doesn’t trust technology. He didn’t mention the hackers accessing our internal document management system. That would be a picnic. I’ll have to remind him to make sure it’s still secure.

Beers rifles through a pile of papers he picked up from the floor. “All yours?”

“Yup,” I say. “You know me. I throw stuff on the floor. Even important stuff. It drives my VA mad because she can’t do anything about it.”

In the meantime, Darah is rustling around in the back, looking for signs of anything sus.

She holds up an old, uneaten samie that came from the 3D snack vending machine in my Sac headquarters. “Yours?”

This is starting to feel invasive. “Yes, it’s mine,” I grumble. “Let’s not get carried away.”

She fetches a trash bag from her car and chucks the sandwich in it, along with crumpled packaging from all the snacks I did eat. It’s not hard to see I have a huge plankton popcorn habit. With jellyfish chips a close second.

Now that we’ve moved on to a cleaning mission, I relax a bit. Jedd is still missing, but it doesn’t look like he or anyone else damaged the arrow. “Welp, now that we’re in the clear,” I say, settling back into the driver’s seat, “I’m ready to take off. See you at home.”

Except Beers isn’t satisfied. “We have to be thorough,” he says. “After you’ve moved the arrow, no one will have this view of the scene again.”

“You mean evidence could be lost?” Darah says.

Beers explains that this is in effect a crime scene. Since we found no damage or signs of struggle inside the arrow, we need to focus on the immediate vicinity.

I don’t want to hang around and risk the police returning, so I push back. “If there was foul play, it could have happened when Jedd got out of the arrow—either here or somewhere else. It could have happened on his way to meet Naomi. Or while he was with her.”

“Or even after he left her,” Darah points out.

“All those are possible,” Beers concedes. “But we can’t look into them now. What we need to do is methodically check this area.”

“You’re assuming Jedd parked here and the arrow wasn’t moved at some point,” I say.

“Correct,” Beers says. “I think that’s reasonable. We talked about a carjacking, but that’s not the most likely scenario. I think we start with your basic foul play.”

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s make it quick.”

I grab the holo-beam lamp I keep in the arrow’s glove compartment for emergencies and join Beers, who is already on his hands and knees beside the driver’s side door. I direct the lamp’s bright beam at the ground in front of him.

He crawls around, inspecting the pavement within ten feet of the arrow.

Darah points out that other vehicles would have been parked in the adjacent spots when Jedd landed during the busy dinner hour.

So Beers narrows his focus to search closer to the arrow and underneath it. He moves in a clockwise circle—from the driver’s side to the front of the arrow, the passenger side, the rear, and finally back to the driver’s side.

Standing above him, I don’t see anything remarkable. Just the usual smattering of bottle caps and other micro garbage. “Doesn’t look like much of anything,” I say.

“Guess not,” he says, rising to his knees. “It was worth checking, though.” As he puts one foot flat on the ground to propel himself onto his feet, something catches his eye. He stops abruptly, letting out a low whistle. Immediately he’s back on his hands and knees, peering closely at the pavement.

I lower the light again so he can see whatever he seems to think is there.

“What is it?” Darah asks.

“What do you see?” I echo.

He’s peering at the area in front of the driver’s side door, which he already examined. Instead of responding to us, he takes out his tablet and starts snapping pictures. Then he stands up and holds out his tablet so Darah and I can see the screen.

Darah frowns. “I don’t get it.”

He does a tight zoom on the image and waits for us to figure it out.

“It’s a hair,” I say.

“Wow!” Darah says. “Looks like Jedd’s hair.”

She’s right. It’s long and black and tightly coiled. “Could it be his?” I say. “I mean millions of people have hair like that.”

“Next to the arrow?” Beers says. “A day after he went missing?”

I have to agree. Improbable as it seems, this could be something.

“Fortunately I work in cybersecurity,” he says, bending down again so he can pick up the hair and hold it against his tablet. Then he stands up and swipes through different screens.

“What are you doing?” Darah asks.

I already know the answer: “A biometric scan.”

He explains that Jedd gave him access to an app with state-of-the-art biometric scanning. He doesn’t mention which JG project required its use. Or whether using it now is ethically or legally stretching the bounds of his access. “The results are almost instantaneous,” he says, again holding out his tablet.

We watch the spinning wheel as the system finishes processing, then find ourselves staring at a page crammed with data.

Before I can decipher what’s what, Beers cries, “Match!”

“It’s really Jedd’s hair?” Darah says.

“A 99 percent DNA match with his biometric ID,” Beers says. “The error rate is less than 3 percent.” He may be trying to tone it down, but pride is lighting up his face.

“So you think—?” Darah says.

“I think something happened when Jedd exited the arrow,” Beers says. “Something—”

“Or,” I say, instinctively trying to shield Darah from what Beers is about to suggest, “the dude was combing his hair as he stepped out of the arrow. You know he wanted to look sexy when he met Naomi.”

Darah gives a half snort.

Beers doesn’t reply. He drops back on his knees and motions for me to shine the light.

“What are you looking for now?” I ask.

“More evidence.”

He scoots around for a few minutes but only comes up with two more hairs, which he slides into the slim safety compartment on the back of his tablet’s case. I suspect he was actually looking for signs of blood or other bodily fluids—evidence that couldn’t be explained away by the desire to appear sexy. Blood also would obligate us to call in the authorities and have this officially declared a crime scene.

Darah is thinking along the same lines. “I’m glad you didn’t find anything scary. He could have been combing his hair, like June said.”

Beers admits that’s possible.

“I didn’t want to mention this before,” I say, “but I was doubtful we’d find the arrow parked here. I’m glad we did. And also glad we’ve ruled out some of the carjacking scenarios you were running down earlier.”

Beers frowns. “We’ve done more than that.”

I don’t want him to think I’m making light of his accomplishment or ever doubted his skills, so I promise we’ll pursue this new evidence and figure out where Jedd is. “I’m amazed at how you pulled off that DNA match,” I say. “It was epic, dude.”

“Thanks,” he says.

“Now that we’ve done everything we can,” I say, “I do need to get going.”

“Of course,” he says. “Darah and I will hang around to make sure your takeoff goes smoothly.”

I tell him I appreciate that.

Then I climb into the arrow, secure the doors and windows, activate the ignition, and instruct it to fly home. As it takes off, I wave to let Beers and Darah know I’ll be fine. In the moment at least, I don’t doubt that.

And I remind myself that the kid always prods me to have more faith. He talks about putting forth our best effort to do what we feel is right, knowing we’re acting for the greater good. He used to joke that I should go through life as a level-5 car. Now that I have the arrow, he says I should fly through life. Either way, there is no room for doubt that’s driven by fear, like I just experienced.

As the arrow rises higher, I peer down at the parking lot. Darah’s car is still there, with the two of them standing beside it, still watching out for my safety. Then I see the headlights of a second vehicle. It crosses the lot and pulls up alongside Darah’s car. As the scene fades out of view, I can’t see what kind of vehicle it is, but I suspect it’s the police. I’ll have to wait for Beers to text me about that.

Relieved to be on a routine flight and free to respond to messages, I check in with my VA. She passes along one that just came in from Vinny: “meet in Mt View tmrw.”

I’m surprised he didn’t say Sac. Most of my staff are based there, plus we should avoid virtual meetings until we’re certain our systems are fully secure again. Could be he wants to save me another long drive. Which of course won’t be necessary now. I’m not about to get into the deets in a text, so I reply, “not Sac?”

He comes back immediately with “bad idea.”

“why?”

“fill u in tmrw.”

When I don’t reply, he adds, “can u be there?”

Still, I hesitate. Finding Jedd has to be my top priority. I’m just not sure how to do that without abandoning my campaign responsibilities. It’s like I’ve suddenly been saddled with two full-time jobs. However, after Vinny clarifies that the meeting will be first thing in the morning, I figure I can go down, handle things quickly, then come home and figure out next steps.

So I text, “will fly down.”

That lets him know, without getting explicit, that not only will I be there but I have the arrow back.




Understand the nature of right action, 
of wrong action, and of inaction.




13 IN MOUNTAIN VIEW: June


I’d be lying if I said I slept well last night. Just saying I slept at all is barely the truth. My light was on till after 2:00 a.m. Vinny had stopped texting well before that, but it was like my brain kept texting to itself. One thought chasing another.

I stressed over Jedd’s situation. Over the protesters. Over my website. Over the Mountain View police.

According to Beers, the police only asked if he and Darah had seen an aero car take off. In my mind, it wasn’t that simple. The arrow is now on record as an abandoned vehicle. If we have to report Jedd as missing, the police can pull up that record and question whether I withheld information. Not to mention that Jedd’s possible failure to get a flying certificate could come to light. What a mess.

I’ve been prioritizing my needs over Jedd’s. I felt entitled to do so. Not because I thought he sabotaged my campaign—Beers talked me down from that, and I’m glad he did—but because he hasn’t been gone all that long. I was confident he’d show up sooner or later. It would be a huge aggravation, we’d both be pissed, but we’d get past it.

I didn’t let myself get taken in by Naomi’s hot tub BS, though it was annoying as fuck. But the DNA from Jedd’s hair? That changes everything.

The dude is in trouble.

Between fits and starts of sleep, I tried to come to terms with that. I’d drift off, then wake up thinking, He’s here; he came home. Only to realize he didn’t. I was too groggy to form a coherent plan, but I kept circling back to one thing: We’ll need to access his computer. He keeps his JG projects on the down-low because of security concerns, but I bet he’s been investigating some unsavory characters capable of targeting him. Hopefully Beers can step up and take care of this.

I could have slept in, given I’m only flying to Mountain View. But once my eyes fully opened, I couldn’t shut them again. Detecting wakefulness, my VA offered the usual playlist. “Or,” she said, “would you prefer the playlist for your gamified VR workout?” I guess she wanted me to let off steam. I told her I didn’t have time for a workout. She should have known that.

Beers, Darah, and I briefly put our heads together over coffee and scones. The two of them are as worried as I am about Jedd. I offered to clear my schedule so I could stay and work with Beers, but he wasn’t having it. And not just because he’s worried my presence would compromise Jedd’s top-secret protocols.

“Going MIA now, June,” he said, “could kill your campaign. Jedd wouldn’t want that.”

“Point taken,” I said. “I’ll go down, put in an appearance, meet with my staff, and be back early.”

Darah considered skipping school but realized that wouldn’t help Jedd. She suggested Beers ask the twins to come up after work so we can all reconvene then.

“Consider it done,” he said.

He also promised to access Jedd’s computer as soon as he’d had his coffee and see what he could turn up. We need to know, for example, who Jedd’s last contacts were before he left the other night. Beers didn’t sound fully confident about his ability to navigate Jedd’s security settings, so he may need hand-holding when I get home. That’s understandable since he’s never done this kind of thing on his own.

I’m on my way to Mountain View now.

It’s surprising Vinny hasn’t texted. He usually sends off a barrage of messages before he’s shed his pj’s. Not that I have any visuals to support that, but he has confessed to it. Now that I think about it, he’s probably busy as we speak making sure key staff get to Mountain View on short notice.

As the arrow approaches the downtown area, a text comes in from Vinny: “use back door.”

That’s odd. I always park in the lot behind the office, which means I enter through the back door anyway.

“what’s up?” I text back.

He doesn’t reply.

That sets me on edge. Instead of looking at my tablet, I peer out the window as the arrow prepares for its final descent, craning my neck to see the streets below. Everything looks normal: people talking on their tablets, walking their dogs, rushing to work. Children chasing each other on the way to school. Adults congregating over coffee.

Then as the arrow flies low over my office, I notice what looks like a large green tent along the northeast side. When I first arrived in California, it was common to see encampments with unhoused people. One of the first things we did when California—along with Washington, Oregon, and Hawaii—became a nation was to find housing for everyone and provide the health care and other services they needed. I can’t recall the last time I saw an unhoused person.

I don’t have time to think about this, though, because the arrow has just dropped into a parking spot. I shut down the system, grab my bag, and zigzag between cars as I follow the shortest route to the back door.

The door recognizes my biometrics and opens just long enough for me to enter.

I expect the office to be buzzing with the extra staff down from Sac. But the place is quiet. Pin-drop quiet. Not only that, but the micromirror glazing on the windows has been set to opaque and the lights are on. It feels more like midnight than 8:00 a.m.

Vinny is at his desk, head down, staring at its screen. He looks up as soon as he hears me approach.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “Where is everyone?”

“In the conference room,” he says.

I want to ask why they’re all crammed in one room instead of working out in the open, but Vinny is already moving toward the conference room door. It is closed even though no one else is around.

He opens it and stands aside to let me enter.

Two people are seated next to each other at the large oval table: Zuri and Carlos. Zuri manages the Mountain View office; Carlos oversees finances and is based in Sac. They set down their tablets when they see us.

Confused, I turn to Vinny. “I thought you arranged an in-person staff meeting?”

He closes the door and shoots me an about-that look as he takes a seat across from Zuri and Carlos. “We decided to keep it small. Just the four of us. For now.”

This further confuses me. It’s my campaign and, yes, he’s my manager, but he doesn’t make decisions like this without consulting me. And certainly not—as he just suggested—by consulting the staff instead of me. Or selecting which staff to include.

That being said, I don’t want to begin with a confrontation. So I take my seat at the head of the table and ask how everyone is.

They give one-word answers.

Zuri stares at her closed tablet.

The ensuing silence couldn’t feel more awkward.

“Okay,” I say. “Vinny, you said you’d fill me in. Can we do that now?”

He begins with an apology for any miscommunication. He uses words like “unprecedented” and “off-script politics” and “outside the playbook.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so jittery.

“Please proceed,” I say. “I’d like to bring the rest of the staff in ASAP. In-person meetings are safer while we’re under attack, but if we have to meet virtually, we’ll do it.”

Vinny pauses. I expect him to give a report on their latest research. Instead he says, “Did you see the encampment?”

For a second I have no idea what he’s talking about. Then I recall the green tent. “You mean that tent outside?”

“Not just one,” he says.

“Okay, a couple,” I say. “How is this relevant?”

“More than a couple,” he says. “You probably couldn’t see all sides of the building.”

He’s right: The arrow was flying too low. It occurs to me he darkened the windows out of an abundance of caution, considering the protester who jumped onstage yesterday. We don’t have an intrusion shield or any impenetrable barrier to protect this building. Still, his reaction strikes me as extreme. If the protests have mushroomed, I need to address that. Straight up.

I walk toward the window so I can open it and assess the situation for myself.

He stops me. “Not a good idea, June.”

“Why not? What’s out there?”

“More than two dozen tents. By now probably over a hundred people.”

I return to the table and sit down. “Who’s behind this?”

“It appears to be a spin-off from Sac.”

“An escalation,” Carlos adds.

“They set up camp in Sac last night,” Vinny says. “That’s why I suggested we meet here. This morning, tents have sprouted up around all your offices.”

“They were here when you arrived?” I ask.

“Yes. And I got here early.”

I’m not liking the sound of this. “Did they threaten you?”

Vinny says he thought they might block the door. It was a tense moment. “When they realized you weren’t with me,” he says, “they backed off. But they’re out there. Waiting. They’re quiet now, but earlier they were chanting.”

“Like yesterday?”

“Angrier,” he says. “And their numbers have doubled since I texted you. I was about to suggest we meet elsewhere.”

“Why didn’t you tell me right away?” I strain to hold back my annoyance.

Vinny hedges, says they’re still trying to get a handle on things. The team spent most of yesterday tracking the protesters’ presence online. “Late last night,” he says, “we stumbled on a back-channel chat where they’re congregating. It’s a hub with info and theories that aren’t visible in public spaces. We—”

“Good,” I cut in. “So you do know who they are.”

“Not exactly,” he says. “They refer to themselves as Fighters for Justice, but their communications are anonymous. We’ll need greater expertise to unmask them. We did get a sense of their grievances.” He glances at Zuri and Carlos. Like he’s looking for backup.

“Their grievances are serious,” she says.

“We have a lot of questions,” Carlos says.

“We can’t ignore this, June.” Zuri has an edge in her voice, like she thinks I intend to ignore it. Like her grievance is with me.

All three are staring at me. Not a hint of a smile on any of their faces. I want to hear what’s bothering them. Even if I am the cause. Yet I need more facts. I don’t care if Vinny thinks it’s a bad idea; I have to talk to them directly.

“I’m going outside,” I say.

“Please don’t,” Vinny says. More forcefully than before.

“I can’t hide,” I say. “I’m a candidate for public office. I need to engage with people. It’s what I do.”

“Not when it’s unsafe.”

I appreciate Vinny looking out for my safety, but I can’t do nothing. As the kid often says, we should understand right action and wrong action, but we also need to understand inaction. Sometimes doing nothing has the same effect as a bad action. If I ignore these protesters, they may refuse to see me as their representative after I’m elected.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Then can we please arrange a dialogue in a safe setting?”

“Maybe,” he says. “But we’re not there yet.”

“What has to happen first?”

His eyes circle the table. “We need to talk among ourselves.”

Clearly these three are holding something back. I wish they’d just spit it out. “So let’s talk,” I say.

“Not here,” Carlos says.

“We can use my place. It’s safer,” Vinny says. He explains that they’ve already discussed that. The plan is for Carlos to leave through the front door and serve as a distraction while the rest of us slip out the back.

I turn to Carlos. “Doesn’t that put you in danger?”

“My car’s across the street,” he says.

“Plus the police have a vehicle down the block,” Vinny says.

Whatever I thought about the Mountain View police a few hours ago doesn’t matter now. “That’s good,” I say. “Did you contact them?”

“Didn’t have to,” he says. “They noticed the tents as soon as they went up.”

Zuri points out that it’s illegal to set up tents on a city street without a permit, then adds, “Even if one’s gripes are legit.”

The way she narrows her eyes as she says legit tells me she sympathizes with the protesters. That she sees merit in their grievances. I can’t understand why. We do need to talk.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s go.”

Vinny explains that his car is parked by the back door, per their plan. We should move quickly, and I should shield my face so I’m less recognizable.

Carlos heads for the front entrance, while the rest of us make a run for the back. Vinny is one step ahead so he can start his car while Zuri and I hop in.

He takes off like lightning.

I keep my head down, like he told me to.




If the great warriors think you left the battlefield 
because you were afraid to fight, 
they will lose all respect for you.



14 IN THE CROSSHAIRS: June


Vinny lives by himself in a one-bedroom condo near the Bayshore freeway. While he makes us coffee and apologizes for the clutter in his space, I quiz him about our safety.

“My address is public data,” he says. “But I don’t see any protesters coming here.”

He doesn’t say anything to back that up, other than his belief that they want to kill my campaign, not terrorize me or my staff. Which is hardly reassuring. I mean, what if they show up at the farm?

But I can’t think about that right now.

As we take seats around the table in the breakfast nook, Carlos walks in. He looks a little breathless.

Vinny pours him coffee and asks what happened.

“Our plan worked,” he says. “Some protesters ran over when they saw me and demanded to know where June was. I said she wasn’t inside and I didn’t know when she’d be back. They made it clear they aren’t going anywhere.”

“What about the police?” Zuri asks.

He shakes his head. “That vehicle down the block is empty.”

“Probably a mobile surveillance unit,” I say. “Only helpful if they monitor it.”

Now that the four of us are here, it’s time to get down to business.

“Let’s make this productive,” I say. “I want to hear whatever you’ve uncovered about the protesters’ grievances. Then I want us to strategize.”

There’s a brief silence as the three of them exchange glances.

“Actually,” Vinny says, “we have questions for you.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

“I know you trust them,” he says, gesturing toward Zuri and Carlos, “so I shared everything with them. They have the same concerns I do.”

I’m not sure why he’s drawing this out. “Okay,” I say. “Go on.”

“We’re looking at some hardcore accusations.”

“Like what?”

Vinny pauses. If he drags this out any longer, the bomb he’s trying to deliver will fizzle like a dud. Even so, I brace myself for its blast.

“Like what?” I repeat.

“Like . . . they’re accusing you of having secret ties with the Dictator.”

That lands like the dud it is. “So?” I say. “We know that. It’s all over the site.”

“No,” he says, “this isn’t about the vampire fangs and other slop they posted to get a rise out of you. I’m talking about their behind-the-scenes chatter. Not only do they believe you’re beholden to the Dictator, but they have the evidence to prove it.”

“A shitload of evidence,” Carlos says.

“Two of our volunteers have already quit,” Vinny says.

“Good people,” Zuri says.

That throws me. “They quit?”

Vinny nods. “I’m telling you, this is a crisis. We have to address it.”

“We need answers,” Zuri adds.

I stare at Vinny, then at the other two. They’re all gazing at me, deeply worried. “Seriously?” I say. “You couldn’t convince two volunteers that I’m not working for the Dictator?”

Zuri raises her eyebrows in a way that says, Are you?

“What exactly did you tell them?” I ask.

“I heard them out,” Vinny says.

“And then?”

“I thanked them for being honest. And I promised to look into the allegations.”

“Wow!” I say. “Just wow. I thought you were fully on board with my campaign. Yesterday you said the hack was malicious and the protesters were a threat. At the office, you wouldn’t let me approach them because they’re too dangerous. But now you’re not sure what to believe?”

When none of them challenge that, I realize they’re waiting for an explicit denial. Worse, they suspect I’m prevaricating because I can’t give it to them. In fact, I haven’t done so because it’s such a blatant falsehood. It doesn’t deserve a response. Clearly I have to state it now.

“I’m not working for the Dictator!” I say it the way you’d say, I’m not an axe murderer.

They don’t look relieved.

“Then how do you account for all the evidence?” Vinny asks. “And what am I supposed to say to volunteers?”

If anyone—especially someone who knows me—is vulnerable to a lie of this magnitude, I doubt I can convince them otherwise. How do I prove I’m not an axe murderer? As a candidate, I expect to be in my enemies’ crosshairs, but I never thought I’d find myself in my supporters’ crosshairs. It kills me to think staff I trusted could so readily discredit me. To be honest, this hurts.

But then I see their troubled faces and realize they’re only trying to understand what they read online and saw our volunteers fall for.

“You wanted to keep this small and private so you could ask the hard questions,” I say. “You plan to base your next actions on what comes out of this meeting. Do I have that right?”

They nod.

“We need you to share what you know,” Vinny says.

“We can’t work for you if we don’t have all the facts,” Zuri says.

I see what they’ve done, though. They’ve shifted the burden of proof from the protesters to me. The facts they’re asking for—definitive proof I’m not tied to the Dictator—don’t exist. It’s a classic negative-proof fallacy. How do you prove a teapot is not orbiting the sun somewhere between Earth and Mars? That’s the example we studied in college. In the absence of falsifiability, the teapot must be in orbit. By the same reasoning, I must be an axe murderer. Yet you know neither is true.

Since I can’t prove my innocence, I simply say, “I have no idea where these accusations are coming from. Perhaps you can lead the conversation to help us figure this out.”

It’s the most conciliatory and transparent way I can think of approaching this.

They seem satisfied with that for a start.

“Why don’t you tell us about any associations you have with the Dictator that we aren’t aware of,” Vinny says.

“Nothing direct,” I say. “I’ve never met or talked with him.”

“Have you seen him in person?” Carlos asks.

“Never.”

“What about indirectly?” Zuri asks.

I have to consider this because I did work with Jedd to hack the Dictator’s app, and that could be seen as an indirect association I failed to disclose. Except it is not my story to tell. It’s Jedd’s story. If the DOJ ever follows through with his report, it’s likely to become public knowledge. How, I wonder, can I tell them about this without actually telling them?

They can see I’m waffling.

“Listen,” I say. “If you’re looking for any way I ever supported the Dictator, you will never find it. Because that accusation is absolutely false. You already know I was not able to go back to the States during the years he was in power because of my activism as a student.”

Vinny acknowledges they know this. It’s in my campaign materials. “Was there anything more recent?” he asks.

“What I can tell you is this,” I say. “And I need you to keep it between us. I worked on a secret project a few years ago that attempted to take the Dictator down.”

That surprises them.

“I understand you need to keep it under wraps if it’s confidential,” Vinny says. “But what can you share?”

So I start talking—not specifics about hacking the Dictator’s app but about what that experience meant to me. What it felt like to stretch my skills to the max, knowing how critical our mission was. How we dared to stand up to the Dictator. What the risk felt like. What courage felt like. I don’t mention the irony that I’m taking a risk to tell them now. That this takes courage too.

I talk about how trying to stop the Dictator showed me the strength I would need to run a campaign. How I hadn’t been sure I’d be able to put the greater good ahead of my own personal interests and safety until I worked on that project and realized I had what it takes.

I’m not confident I can get through to them, but as I continue to pour my heart out, their faces soften. Vinny leans his chair back so it is resting on two legs, like he’s suddenly more at home in his own condo.

When I finish, he shakes his head, drops his chair onto all four legs, and says, “June, I had no idea.”

“Me either,” Carlos says.

Zuri goes a step further: “I’m sorry I questioned your integrity.”

Which leads me to ask what opened the door that allowed them to doubt me. I ask without blame, merely seeking to understand.

“It was the volunteers,” Vinny says.

“They were convinced ‘Geno June’ is real,” Zuri says.

“Geno?” I ask.

“Like they chanted yesterday,” Vinny says. “‘Geno June! Loser Liu!’”

“I caught the Liu part,” I say. “But geno?”

“Short for genocide,” Carlos explains. As if that clarifies anything.

“It links you to the Dictator,” Zuri explains. “His policies harmed millions.”

“He was a tyrant. And a murderer. What does that have to do with me?” I say. “Besides, since when does anyone take shit they hear someone scream at a rally or that they read online at face value?”

Vinny admits that’s a valid point. “Except,” he argues, “think about how it looked to the volunteers. They know the protesters are zealous opponents of the Dictator. And our research identified them as Fighters for Justice. Who wouldn’t support that? It was easy to see the protesters as good guys and accept whatever they said.”

“Plus one of the volunteers found that article you wrote,” Zuri says.

“What article?” I say.

“She’s talking about an article we assumed you wrote,” Vinny says. “You claim the Dictator is alive and will return. You praise his so-called final solution.”

“You believed that?”

In response, Vinny pulls up the article and hands his tablet to me.

I skim the pages, which are filled with one outrageous claim after another. What’s most distressing, though, is that my staff—intelligent, educated, reasonable people who’ve worked with me for months—could have believed any of this. For even one second.

I hand it back to Vinny, without comment.

“For what it’s worth,” he says, hanging his head, “I ran it through AI detection before I shared it with anyone.”

“The credit line calls me a Yale grad,” I point out. Like that’s what matters.

“It should have caught the error. And so should I. I know you transferred to Cal,” he says. “But I see a way bigger crisis here: I should never have fallen for any of this. A volunteer maybe, but not me. Not your campaign manager.”

He gets up, walks into the kitchen, and bends over the sink, like he’s about to puke. Then he walks back to us and stands by his chair. “You have every reason to fire me,” he says. “I completely understand if that’s what you want to do.”

To be honest, part of me wants to fire him, walk out of his condo, and never look back.

Yes, he sounds contrite, and he may be genuinely remorseful, but I don’t see how I can fully trust him going forward. He was radicalized too easily. For that matter, he flipped back again too easily. Yet I also know that firing my manager this close to the election, and while I’m under attack, would effectively end my campaign.

So I swallow my misgivings, look him square in the eye, and say, “Convince me why I should keep you.”

He offers his reasons: “I want you to win. You’re an awesome candidate, and you’ll be an awesome representative. I’m a really hard worker. I’m organized. I follow through on stuff. I’ve got good communication skills, good people skills. I’ve worked on a couple of winning campaigns.”

Basically all the qualifications that earned him the job in the first place.

“You forgot one thing,” I say.

“What’s that?”

“The ability to admit your mistakes.”

“That’s two things,” he says, a sheepish smile crawling onto his lips. “The first is my ability to make mistakes; the second is my ability to admit them.”

Our laugh breaks the tension in the room.

“Please sit down,” I say. “I’m not firing anyone today.”

They all thank me.

“You won’t regret it,” Carlos says.

“Let’s call it on-the-job training,” I say, trying not to sound as wary as I feel. “I understand it can be hard to distinguish lies from truth, even when we think we’re being vigilant.”

“What tripped me up,” Zuri says, “was seeing the protesters say all the right things on so many issues.”

“Plus seeing how passionate our volunteers were,” Vinny says.

“It was infectious,” Carlos adds.

We haven’t solved any of the larger issues, and I know we may never be as solid as I once thought we were, but at least we’re still here to fight another day.

Vinny offers refills on coffee.

Everyone accepts.

When we’re settled again, I say, “I’m no quitter. And I’d never leave a battle because I was too afraid to fight. No one would respect that. So I’m committed to my campaign. But honestly, if you all found it hard to believe in me, how can we expect voters to believe me?”

“I screwed up,” Vinny says. “I don’t want that to be why you lose the election.”

“We’re not quitters either,” Carlos says.

“We’ll just have to fight harder,” Zuri says.

Vinny is nodding. “And I hear your concern about voters. If our volunteers were willing to jump ship, others will be too. Even with no serious candidate positioned to beat you, it won’t be easy to counteract the protesters’ momentum.”

“But we have to try,” Carlos says.

“Agreed,” Vinny says. “I suggest we start by drafting a statement that’s an unequivocal rejection of the protests. We reiterate that you have zero connection with the Dictator.”

“I like it,” I say. “We need to put this out as soon and as widely as possible.”

Carlos points out we can’t do it via our website.

“No, but we can acknowledge the hack and that we’re working to repair it,” I say. “In the meantime, we’ll rely on social media to show that I’m someone who responds promptly, stands up for truth, and solves problems without causing unnecessary drama.” I conclude by asking Vinny to put together the draft ASAP and run it by me.

“I’m on it,” he says. “The next twenty-four hours will show if we can get this thing back on track.”

As we’re wrapping up, Zuri asks how I’m feeling.

“Better,” I say. “I couldn’t do this without you all.” Which is true.

It’s a moment for high fives all around.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Vinny asks.

“Of course,” I say.

“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” he says, “but it might be a good time for you to take a step back.”

I immediately get his point: There’s no need to let the protesters use my presence as further fuel. “I can fly home and work from there,” I say.

“Good idea,” he says. “Plus you could use some rest.”

No argument there. In fact—though I don’t mention this—I won’t be resting. I’ll be coaching Beers if he has run into problems accessing Jedd’s computer, and we’ll be putting our heads together to come up with a strategy to find Jedd. I suspect my day is about to get even more challenging.




Uplift yourself with your mind, 
don’t diminish yourself. 
The mind can be your friend or your enemy.



15 INCOMMUNICADO: Jedd


I’ve eaten the rice and the beans. And drunk the water.

When I found the food, I was tempted to gulp it all down. But I couldn’t take the risk. I knew I had to test a small amount. Water is most essential for survival, so I drank a few sips. And waited. And waited. I monitored my body and my consciousness. I watched my heart rate. Looked for shortness of breath, cramping, rashes, blurred vision.

After what felt like a couple hours, I concluded the water was safe.

To be fair, I didn’t really know what I was looking for. It’s not like I’ve made a study of the effects of nanobot tranquilizers on the human body. But I felt normal, so I chanced a few more sips.

Shortly after that, I felt a wave of dizziness.

I was afraid they’d gotten me. They could have designed the drug so I wouldn’t notice anything until—wham!—the full effect knocked me flat.

Then it occurred to me my dizziness could be the result of dehydration. So I decided to risk another drink. I ate a few bites of rice along with it.

I was prepared for the worst. But, hey, nothing bad happened. The dizziness actually went away.

So I drank more water. I ate more rice. For no rational reason, I held off on the beans. If you were hiding nanobots in a dish of rice and beans, you’d hide them in the beans, right? I know, totally irrational.

After that, I divided the rest into small portions so I could get the maximum nutritional boost over time, not knowing if or when more food might be delivered.

So here I am. No food left.

I made the water last longer than the food, but it’s gone now too.

Periodically I’ve walked down the tunnel to where I found the duffel bag, as well as in the other direction—to what I’ve come to think of as the front gate. That gate is clearly an entrance, so if more food is delivered, the easiest would be to leave it there. So far, nothing. Just misery.

I see how the mind functions as its own instrument of torture. My thoughts crack open one or another rabbit hole, and I go scurrying down. Before I know it, I’m more miserable than I already was.

One of those rabbit holes is the project I was working on for the Agency. Right before I turned off my computer, I found the breadcrumbs I’d been looking for. I was confident that first thing the next morning, I would unmask the IDs of the perps who hacked California’s infrastructure. Now it’s killing me that even if Beers suspects that’s the breakthrough I alluded to, he won’t know how to handle it by himself.

More than that, it’s killing me not to know who the hackers are. What if they’re working with Keith and Kurt? What if they figured out I was closing in on them and that I’m the only one who can stop them from demolishing the infrastructure? In that case, all bets are off about Keith trying to keep me alive. More likely he wants me hard deleted. But then why didn’t he do that already? I can’t stop my mind from looping on this.

It doesn’t help that I have no sense of how long I’ve been here. Feels like forever. With no distinction between day and night, it’s hard to tell. My best guess? Three days. With a margin of error of at least two days.

I assume Keith will return sooner or later, and I’d prefer to be awake when he arrives. The cold, hard floor is making that easier. The most comfortable position I’ve found is sitting with my back propped against the wall, legs stretched out. Initially I used the duffel bag as a cushion, but my lower back hurt, so I rolled up the bag and have been using it for lumbar support.

As someone who lives with others, this isolation is painful. I’d almost say that being incommunicado and in solitary is as severe a punishment as being deprived of food and water. I never imagined that could be the case.

It’s just me and my mind. My mind and me.

The kid would say I’d do better if I viewed my mind as my friend, not my enemy. And I have been trying to do that. I close my eyes, forget about this prison, and picture myself at the farm, at home with my fam. I ignore thoughts about work and concentrate on the pleasant stuff. I’ve also been playing lots of mental video games. Zapping spaceships might not be intellectually stimulating, but it does calm my nervous system.

Of course, that pushes me toward sleep.

And eventually into sleep.

Then my physical discomfort wakes me again.

It’s the same cycle over and over.

This time, as the heavy curtain over my eyes rises, I find myself staring at a pair of legs in black pants. I raise my eyes slowly—from his thighs to his waist to his chest to his head. It’s Keith, in the same outfit and mask.

Except his eyes are blue.

I blink in case my vision is cloudy from sleep. But no, they’re blue. Cold, hard blue. Their true color. I don’t know whether he forgot to put in his violet lenses or he is intentionally dropping clues to his identity. Either way, the man who meets my gaze is Keith. Hundo percent.

I’m not about to let him know I know.

His hands are behind his back. When he sees that I’m awake and he has my full attention, he brings his right hand forward.

He’s holding a bag.

I stare at him. Stare at the bag. I bet it contains food and water. The odds that this meal is laced with nanobots when the first one wasn’t have to be slim. Right?

He probably wants me to say something.

I’m not about to thank him for bringing food.

“I thought you’d like to be more comfortable.” He must still be using the vocal modulator, because his voice is raspy.

It goes without saying that I’d be more comfortable if I weren’t starving. So I don’t say anything.

But that’s not what he’s referring to. He takes a step to his side, so he’s not blocking my view of the chamber, then turns his head and looks over his shoulder.

I follow his gaze.

A foam mat is stretched out along the wall. He must have placed it there when he came in, while I was asleep.

“Don’t you want to try it out?” he asks.

My buttocks ache for the mat’s softness, but I’d rather stay where I am until he’s gone.

“What are you waiting for?” he prompts.

The truth is I don’t want him to see me wobble when I try to stand, to see how weak I am. Except he’s egging me on, so I have to go for it. I pull in my knees, then shift my center of balance to my left side. Bracing myself with my left hand on the floor, I lift myself onto my knees, and from there to my feet. I make the transition slowly so my movement appears deliberate rather than unstable.

This is my first time standing next to him. When I was sitting—and of course when I was lying down—he loomed over me. Seeing him now from my six-foot-two vantage point, he’s the one looking up at me. My line of sight just grazes the top of his head. Exactly how I recall Keith’s height.

I cross the chamber and sit down on the mat. Compared with sitting on the duffel bag, it’s pure luxury. I can’t wait for Keith to leave so I can lie down.

He follows, then stands over me and scrutinizes me. “That mat is a bit short for your legs,” he says. “We might need to get you something longer.”

He’s making quite the effort to be accommodating. I have to wonder why.

“Comfy?” he asks.

So far, I haven’t said anything. Last time he was here, my silence seemed to irk him, so I decided to talk, hoping that would lead him to reveal his identity. Whether he realized it or not, it worked. Now that I’m sure he’s Keith, I can use my silence more strategically. I can also use what I know from our time together at HSys about his habits and quirks: He speaks sparingly. Is loyal to a fault. Obeys orders without question. Has no integrity. Perhaps most important, he never had a problem aligning himself with Kurt—and through him, with the Dictator.

All his taunts and threats are straight out of Kurt’s playbook. I’d be willing to bet Kurt spent hours training him before he let him loose on me.

Knowing all this should give me an edge, but since he asked a direct question, I feel obliged to give a direct answer.

“Yes,” I say. “It’s comfortable.”

“Good,” he says.

Then he sits down opposite me. On the hard floor, not the mat. Seems he wants to level the playing field, as it were. He sets the bag he’s been holding on the ground between us.

“You must be dying to know what’s in this.”

I shrug, as if to say, You’ll tell me when you’re ready.

“You’ll love it.”

He picks up the bag, opens it wide enough to peek inside, and sets it down again. Practically dares me to snatch it. If I do, presumably he’ll have an excuse to overpower me. Not that he needs an excuse.

It’s clear Kurt taught this man well. Kurt’s a natural bully. No one had to teach him how to demean people. How to cut them down or dice them up. Derogatory remarks slid off his tongue like blood off a butcher’s blade. He may have bested me a few times, but he never owned me. I’m not about to let Keith own me now.

He reaches for the bag again, fishes around like it’s a party grab bag, and pulls out a bottle filled with blue liquid. Looks like some sort of energy drink. He shakes it vigorously, unscrews the top, lifts his balaclava just enough to free his mouth, and takes a small sip. Then he passes the bottle to me.

The risk of nanobots notwithstanding, I take a bigger sip. Almost a gulp. It has a fruity flavor.

“Tasty?” he says.

“Not bad.”

“Cyaniberry,” he says. “Your basic quantum water infused with electrolytes, nootropics, and adaptogens to maximize physical and neurological wellness.”

It’s not lost on me that cyan could refer to the color of blueberries or it could refer to berries spiked with cyanide. I imagine that’s not lost on him either.

He waits for me to drink more.

Which I do. Tastes darn good.

“We need to keep you strong,” he says. “Your good health is in everyone’s best interest.”

I can’t argue with that. Even if our interests have nothing else in common.

After I’ve drained the bottle, he reaches into the bag and pulls out a wrapped package, which he hands to me. “You’ll like this too.”

My nose tells me it’s a protein burger.

I set it down in front of me on the mat.

Apparently he doesn’t expect me to eat in his presence, because he changes the subject: “When I was here before, you asked what you could do that would be helpful to me. It was a smart question. You must be dying to know the answer.”

Again, I figure he’ll tell me when he’s ready.

But he wants to engage. “How can I put you to use?” he asks. When I still don’t reply, he pushes: “You must have some ideas.”

I tell him I’ll think about it.

He laughs. Slaps his thigh. Like that’s hilarious and he can’t wait to hear what I have to say. Then he stops abruptly. “I don’t need your ideas. We could decide this by chance. Like the flip of a coin. Or roll of the dice.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a coin, which he balances on his right thumb and knuckle. He flips it, then catches it with his left hand, immediately slapping that hand down on the back of the other.

“Heads we use your idea, tails we use mine.”

After a few seconds, during which he watches me wait for the verdict—and I try not to look like I’m waiting—he slips the coin back into his pocket. Without checking if it was heads or tails.

I know what he’s doing. I mean, who carries coins anymore? What could you even do with one? No, this is all Kurt. He wants to remind me yet again of the game of dice he fooled me into playing. Now he must have kicked up some new scheme. Maybe involving the Dictator. And he wants me to understand who is calling the shots.

What I need to do is play their nasty little game and beat them at it. One way is to act dumb—like I’ve been doing—so he can’t tell what I do or don’t know. I need to keep him guessing, at least until he has revealed his cards.

It’s time to add a little spice to my dumb and see how he likes it.

“Why go to so much trouble on my account?” I say for starters, gesturing toward the space around us. “This can’t be easy on you.”

Mistrust flickers in his eyes. He wasn’t expecting me to consider his feelings. “I’ll be fine,” he says. “But we haven’t settled on how to put you to use.”

“I look forward to learning that.”

“No need to wait,” he says. “Take a guess.”

Since he’s pressing me, I go with the obvious. “Hack something?”

“Logical.”

“You’d have to let me out of here first,” I say, building on his logic.

He bypasses my suggestion. “What could you hack?”

Now we might be getting somewhere. If I play this right. I need an opening that allows me to get the upper hand. I pause to indicate I’m giving this serious thought, then say, “A newspaper?”

“A newspaper?”

“Yes. I could hack a newspaper,” I say. Like that’s the most natural thing in the world. Like people still read newspapers.

He looks baffled.

I’m pleased to see him confused, but I can’t lose my traction. Or worse, risk antagonizing him. I have to say something to really throw him. I go with my first random thought, which has nothing to do with hacking or newspapers: “Have you been to Oslo?”

“Excuse me?” he says. “Am I hostile?”

I almost laugh aloud at his homophonic error. But making this humorous would defeat the purpose. “No,” I say. “Oslo. As in Os-lo. The city.”

He looks really confused now. “Why would I go to Oslo?”

“Oh,” I say, mustering my most sincere expression of apology. “I’m sorry. I thought, you know, because of your accent.”

I can see him mentally checking what kind of accent he might have. Like something is off with his speech that he wasn’t aware of. Or his vocal modulator is playing tricks on him. At the same time, I sense he still doesn’t think I have recognized him.

Just a little harmless mindfucking.

“Tuning in to accents is a pastime of mine,” I continue. “I thought for sure I detected Scandinavian. And Oslo seems like a pretty cool city.”

I can see from his stunned stare that I’ve caught him off guard. He’s probably reluctant to say more in case his voice reveals something he doesn’t want me to know. I imagine him going back to his buddies Kurt and Karin and asking, “Do I have an accent?” Or “Was my subvocal modulation a fail?”

Of course, that means he isn’t about to say anything that might reveal his plans. But I wasn’t expecting that. I’m just happy to have given him a reason to end this visit.

He removes two more bottles of quantum water from his bag and sets them beside the burger, then rises to leave. “I can promise you one thing: You’ll never guess what we have planned for you.”




Just as a blazing fire reduces firewood to ashes, 
so does the fire of knowledge reduce all karmas to ash.




16 IN COMMUNITY: Darah


After my students have left for the day, I hastily tidy up the classroom. I push in their chairs and turn off the screens embedded at their workspaces. Normally I’d stay and review the next day’s lesson plan, but not now. I want to get home as soon as I can.

As I’m folding up my tablet, it flashes with an alert from Beers: “surprise!”

My first thought is it’s news about Jedd. Except Beers wouldn’t keep me in suspense over that. He sounds upbeat, so it must be good.

I tuck my tablet in my bag, then hurry out to my car and head home.

At the end of our driveway, the arrow is parked behind Beers’s truck. I take that as a sign things went well at June’s staff meeting. Hopefully her campaign is back on track and she and Beers have been discussing how to find Jedd.

As I’m leaving my shoes on the rack by the door, I hear chatter in the living room. And laughter. The kid’s laugh. If he were playing his flute, the sound couldn’t be sweeter.

I rush in and throw myself onto the sectional, next to him—or to be precise, between him and Dharma—and wrap my arms around him.

He’s never been the type to encourage mothering. Nor am I the mothering type. But in moments like this, he indulges me.

“So you are the surprise!” I say, pulling back and wiping the tears from my eyes. For some reason, I get emotional every time I’m reunited with the kid. No one else has quite that effect on me.

Beers rises from his beanbag to give me a kiss on the cheek. He explains that he’s been taking a break from work since the kid arrived. June got home around the same time and is up in her room. She has a lot to report but has been waiting for everyone to get here to talk about it. The twins are on their way now. Everyone will be together, except of course Jedd. “We can have an early dinner,” he says. “Buffet style, on the porch.”

“No ten-course meal?” I tease.

“That,” he says over his shoulder as he disappears into the kitchen, “will have to wait.”

When we are alone, I ask the kid about his travels.

He went to Jerusalem, he says, then to Cairo and Luxor. After that, he flew to Cyprus, where he stayed in a little beach house and meditated under an olive tree. His last stop was Konya, where he visited Rūmī’s shrine. “When we don’t have a family crisis,” he says, “I’ll tell you all about it.”

Then he reaches into his travel bag and pulls out a long, thin package loosely wrapped in old-fashioned hemp paper, which he hands to me.

Unwrapping it, I find a flute that’s smaller than my bansuri, with only six holes.

“It’s a kawala,” he says. “I picked it up in Egypt.”

“You’ll play it for me?”

“After dinner,” he says. “If there’s time.”

I’m about to ask him to play it now because I don’t want to wait, when June comes down the stairs.

“Hey, Darah,” she says. “I’m sure you’re happy to see the kid.”

A minute later the twins arrive.

After hugs all around, we gather in the kitchen, where Beers has laid out an array of dishes on the counter: mixed greens with papaya seed dressing, crispy quinoa patties, pumpkin hummus with flatbread, watermelon mint salad, sriracha lime popcorn, and his homemade nut brittle with freshly ground jalapeños.

We load up our plates and head to the porch.

It’s a warm October evening, so no need to change out of the sleeveless tunic I wore to school. Beers, June, and I sit in Adirondack chairs arranged in a half circle, while Nick and Zack settle on the wicker loveseat hung from chains in front of the window. The kid sits cross-legged on the ground at the top of the steps. Dharma hasn’t left his side.

Jedd’s usual spot—on the hammock strung between two posts at the corner nearest the redwood—is conspicuously empty.

Beers gets the conversation going by turning to the kid. “Everyone wants to hear about your trip, but I’m afraid that has to wait a bit longer.”

“We need your input on what’s happening,” June says.

“Everything falls apart when you’re gone,” I say.

I’m teasing, but he plays along. “I’ll cancel all future travel if that can stop the bad stuff.”

“We wouldn’t want you to do that,” I say. “Just don’t leave for too long.”

It’s all in jest, yet there’s truth to it: Life isn’t the same when the kid is away. At least that’s how I feel.

Beers waits for us to finish our banter, then continues: “Some of us have one set of info, and others have a different set. I suggest we start by all getting on the same page.”

“Beers filled me in on the basics,” the kid says. “I know Jedd took the arrow to meet Naomi but never saw her. June has it back, and Beers got a DNA match with some of Jedd’s hair he found on the ground at Shoreline.”

“Wow!” Nick and Zack say in unison. They hadn’t heard that news from last night.

“It’s potential evidence of foul play,” Beers says.

“You mean someone attacked Jedd when he got out of the arrow,” Nick says.

“Whoever they are, I bet they still have him now,” Zack says.

“We need to know exactly what Jedd was privy to when he was last logged on to his system,” the kid says. “Beers, I think you were working on that?”

“Yep. Got on it first thing this morning,” Beers says proudly, then looks down at his plate, suddenly preoccupied with his quinoa patty.

“And?” June prompts.

“Did you find answers?” the kid asks.

“Well,” he says, looking up again, clearly deflated. “About that . . .”

“What about it?” she says.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the answers we need. Not yet.” He explains that he was worried his temp access key wouldn’t get him past the extra layers of zero-trust architecture Jedd has around his most sensitive projects—the ones he was working on before he left to meet Naomi. Not wanting to risk getting booted, Beers decided to go in remotely. “I wasted hours at my desk, fumbling around on my own damn computer,” he says sheepishly. “Classic case of paranoia in action.”

“Eventually you got in?” June says.

“Yeah. Except then I accidentally locked myself out.”

June palms her face. “So now what?”

“I’ll try again,” he says. “Only I’ll log in directly. No more remote BS. I’m prepared to work through the night if I have to.”

I suggest he take his food to the barn now. “We’ll miss you,” I say, “but we understand the urgency.”

“Thanks, Darah,” he says. “But let’s get everything on the table first. I know June has a lot to share.”

Without further ado, he turns the floor over to her.

She starts by asking if the kid knows her website was hacked and protesters showed up at her event. When he confirms he does, she says, “Then I’ll tell you the latest.”

We’re all listening so intently that we’ve put our forks down.

“My staff meeting was a total clusterfuck.” As she starts to elaborate, she chokes up. Her words come out in choppy bursts, and it’s hard to understand what she’s saying. Something about people camping in Mountain View. About tents wedged together. This is so unlike June. She’s always clear, articulate, and in command of everything she says.

“Take your time,” I say. “It’s okay.”

She brushes off my suggestion and describes how the tents were all the same shade of green. I’m not sure why the color matters.

Zack asks if this is the same group who attacked her in Sac.

Nick asks if they’re unhoused.

At this point, June is blinking back tears. One gets by, and she rubs it away with the back of her hand. She hunches over so her long hair falls forward, covering most of her face. So we won’t see her pain.

I set my plate on the arm of my chair and rush over. I kneel before her and gently brush her hair to the side, tell her how sorry I am that all of this is happening.

The others echo my support. Dharma comes over and sits at her feet.

June soaks up our comfort and consolation. For maybe fifty-
nine seconds. Then she sits up straight, tosses her hair back, and says she’s sorry for losing it.

“No apology needed,” Nick says.

“You can lean on us,” Zack says.

“We’ve got you,” Beers says.

“I appreciate you all so much,” she says, pulling together a smile. “But throwing myself a pity party won’t help. The fact is the hack was a huge blow. And now these protests—in Sac yesterday and in the encampments at all my offices today. I have to say, though, the worst is my staff—” She stops, and it looks like she’s losing it again.

“What about them?” I ask softly. I’ve met her staff, and from what I’ve seen, they’re very supportive. Vinny is a gem. Any campaign would be fortunate to have him.

“You won’t believe this,” she says. “They fell for the lies.”

“Are you kidding?” Nick says.

“How’s that possible?” Zack says.

“They can’t really think you’re working with the Dick?” Beers says.

“I’m not making this up,” she says. “They spent all morning questioning me about it. I wasn’t sure I could get them back on board.”

“But they’re back?” I say.

“They’re reasonable people,” the kid says. “Surely they realized they’d been duped.”

“They did say they’d screwed up,” she says, then adds, “It really hurt, though.”

“Of course it did,” I say, taking one of her hands in mine and stroking it. “You must have felt helpless and betrayed. I would have. This sucks, it really does. Especially with people you thought you knew and trusted.”

She gives my hand a quick squeeze that lets me know she feels back in control. “Even if I feel some kind of way about it, I don’t have much choice at this point. I have to keep working with him.”

“Whoa! Can we back up a minute?” Beers is still trying to wrap his head around all this. “You’re talking about Vinny, the dude with a degree from Stanford who’s worked on winning campaigns before, who you said was your top pick to run yours? You’re saying he fell for the slop those hackers and a bunch of protesters put on your site? I can’t believe he’d be that delulu.”

June says it wasn’t just the website. Some of her volunteers talked to the protesters outside her office and then passed on what they heard to her staff. When Vinny researched their claims online, he uncovered a new movement that opposes the Dictator. That’s what he fell for. “It’s a group called Fighters for Justice,” she says. “They’re very well organized, very committed, and very angry.”

“And no doubt very well-funded,” Beers says.

“Not to mention very hypocritical,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “If they oppose the Dictator, they should support you.”

June exhales her frustration. “Honestly,” she says, “as much as I want to have faith in my campaign, I don’t know if we stand a chance against this onslaught of lies.”

Everyone is silent as this sinks in.

“So,” Beers says after a moment, “we have three crises to solve.”

“Three?” I say.

“Jedd is missing, and June’s campaign is under attack,” Nick says.

“That’s two,” Zack says.

“And Jedd’s report to the DOJ,” the kid throws in. Leave it to him to know the answer, though he wasn’t here for our discussion the other night.

“Maybe we should table the DOJ report,” Zack says.

“Jedd can follow up when he’s back,” Nick says.

“Two crises are enough,” I say. “Let’s not overwhelm ourselves.”

The kid is shaking his head. “We should assume all three are related.”

Beers agrees. “The first two literally coincided: Jedd disappeared the same day June’s campaign was attacked. Jedd’s report to the DOJ might seem tangential, but it could prove to be a missing link.”

The kid picks up from there. “Kurt could have set all this in motion to halt an investigation by the DOJ. We can start with that assumption and see what we turn up. If it leads nowhere,” he adds, “then we move on.”

It is a sobering moment.

“So what do we do?” Beers says, stuffing a handful of popcorn into his mouth. “Maybe digging into Jedd’s computer tonight shouldn’t be my first priority after all.”

“Finding Jedd is our first priority,” Nick says.

“We need a plan,” June says.

The sun has set while we’ve been out here, and the temperature has dropped. I’m beginning to shiver, so I ask if we can continue indoors. Maybe we can even light a virtual fire in the inglenook fireplace.

“Good idea,” Beers says. “I could use a bio break. Everyone okay with reconvening in five?”

There is unanimous consent.

After I help Beers bring the dishes into the kitchen, I run up to my bedroom to fetch the rust-brown pattu shawl Mom gave me when I left for college. It is worn and faded from years of use, but I still like to wrap myself in it. I want it now not just for its warmth but so I can feel her spirit with me.

When I go down to the living room, the kid has turned on the fireplace and lit a cedar candle and some sticks of sandalwood incense on the mantelpiece. He is sitting on the hearth, with Dharma’s nose on his lap. The soft glow from the flickering flames and the woodsy scent make the room seem warm and cozy. Even so, no one is feeling the warm fuzzies.

Beers and June take seats on opposite sides of the sectional, and I sit between them. Nick and Zack plop onto the beanbags. Beers sets the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table.

“We agreed that finding Jedd is our first priority,” he begins. “The question is how to proceed with that.”

We all turn to the kid. Thank god he’s home.

“I think we start with Jedd’s computer, like you said before,” he says. “If it yields any clues, then we work from there.”

“How long do we wait to work on our other priorities?” June asks. She looks distressed. If Jedd were here, all our efforts would be focused on her crisis.

The kid gets that. “We can multitask,” he says. “Please tell us how we can help your campaign.”

She starts talking, repeating much of what she’s already told us: A statement has gone out denying she supports the Dictator. Her staff promised to do better, and she hopes they will. Not that she’s dissing them, but they’ve shown they can be manipulated.

“I never anticipated anything like this,” she says. “It’s one thing to run a tough campaign. Or to be attacked unfairly. It’s something else altogether to come up against protesters who’ve been radicalized.”

“We have to stop them,” Beers says. “But how?”

None of us has a ready answer for that. Not even June.

So the kid steps up. “I’d like to know more about this camp.”

“I would too,” June says.

“Maybe we start by unmasking the protesters chatting on the Fighters for Justice site you mentioned,” Beers says.

“I could do that while you dig into Jedd’s computer,” she says. “Unless they’re cyber experts with razor-wire encryption, it shouldn’t be hard.”

“Deal,” he says. “And no more convoluted remote strategies. I’ll play it straight. If I hit a wall of zero-trust defenses, I’ll scream for help.”

“You scream, and I’ll come running,” she says. “I gather you’ve considered how to handle the confidentiality around Jedd’s projects.”

Beers admits he hasn’t thought that through.

Before they can come up with a plan, the kid steps in. “I agree all of that could work. Nothing against your ideas. But I’m getting another hit. I think this warrants a visit in person.”

“Visit whom?” I ask. “Where?”

“The camp.”

“I don’t think that’s wise,” June says. “I wanted to talk to the protesters in Sac. And I wanted to try again today. Vinny was adamant it wasn’t safe.”

“He’s right,” the kid says. “Given what we know—and don’t know—it wouldn’t be safe for you, June. But I didn’t mean you. It should be someone no one at the camp will recognize.”

“You mean you?” I say.

“You want to go?” Nick says.

“Incognito?” Zack says.

The kid says that’s what he has in mind.

It does make sense, when you think about it. The protesters are mainly young people, and the kid would fit in. He could walk among them anonymously and just observe. Even if he asked questions, they wouldn’t associate him with June.

Of course, no one likes the idea that he would do this on his own.

“What if you accidentally reveal who you are?” I say.

“Or you antagonize someone?” June says. It’s hard to imagine the kid antagonizing anyone. But I guess you never know.

“I’ll be careful,” he says. “No need to worry about me. I have my patented invisibility cloak.” He giggles at the idea, then gets serious and reminds us that he’s been traveling the world. He knows how to handle himself. Even in tense situations.

“It’s not that we don’t trust you,” Beers says. “I’d feel better if I went with you, though.”

The kid laughs. “Love you, Beers. But you’d hardly be un-
detectable.”

“That’s true,” I say. “Beers shouldn’t go.”

But Beers isn’t ready to drop it. “I can bring the biggest physical presence,” he argues. “That might prove necessary.”

“No one is questioning your large physical presence,” June says. “What we’re questioning is its value when the kid is going incognito. It could put him in jeopardy.”

After we go over the pros and cons, Beers sees our point.

Then I have an idea. I know Beers won’t like it. But I think the kid will. Even though I’m not a teenager, I can pass as younger than thirty. And I can dress to fit in. Plus I’m not a recognizable personality. My students know me, as do some of their parents, but hopefully none of them have joined the protests. I do a gut check, and it feels right. So I blurt out my idea.

“I’m going with you!” I say.

“Darah, that’s perfect,” the kid says without hesitation.

As predicted, Beers is up in arms. “No way! Too dangerous.”

“I can do this,” I say. “I know how to talk to people and get them to open up. Maybe you don’t think I can do it, but I can.”

“I’m not doubting that,” he says.

“Then there’s no problem,” I say. “Because I’ve decided: I’m going.”

He continues to push back. “You have school tomorrow.”

The kid points out that tomorrow is Friday. We can go on Saturday.

“We can wait one more day, can’t we?” I say.

June says that would be fine. “Besides,” she adds, “if the protests are over by Saturday, we won’t have much to worry about.”

“Or,” I say, “if the camp has grown, then waiting will allow us to gather more intel.”

Beers slowly comes around. By the time he has polished off the popcorn and listened to us iron out more details, he’s fully on board.

“Appreciate you sticking to your guns,” he says. “I agree, it’s the best plan. Only one thing I insist on: Let me go down with you. I’ll wait somewhere nearby but out of sight. Just in case.”

The kid says he’s fine with that. We can have a code to alert Beers in case there’s any trouble.

The twins want to know how they can be of help.

After some discussion, we realize there is no clear role for them at the moment.

“No worries,” Beers says. “There will be something soon. Then we’ll patch you in.”

They’re okay with that. Besides, it’s late and they have to leave because they have early morning meetings at HSys.

“Feels like we’ve accomplished a lot,” Zack says.

“Even if it was only planning,” Nick adds.

After we’ve said goodbye to them, the kid heads into the kitchen to feed Dharma. June pulls out her tablet and scans it for alerts from her VA. When she sees nothing pressing, she goes to her room to crash for a bit before she tackles unmasking the Fighters for Justice.

Beers and I sit on the sectional for a few more minutes. While I stare at the flames in the fireplace, he slumps over, his chin resting on the palm of one hand while he idly spins the empty popcorn bowl on the coffee table with his other. When the bowl comes to a slow stop, he spins it again. I can tell he’s reluctant to go to the barn. The sooner he gets started, the better. Yet something is holding him back.

“You’ve got a big night ahead,” I say.

“I know.”

“Are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

When he gives the bowl another spin and shows no sign of budging, I lay my hand on his arm and whisper, “I can walk up there with you.”

Tempting as I make it sound, my offer doesn’t shift him out of his funk.

“You’re worried about working on his computer, aren’t you?” I say.

“Yeah,” he says. “I’m not Jedd.”

It’s a humble admission.

“You aren’t Jedd,” I say. “But you can do this. Plus you have June for backup.”

When the bowl comes to a stop, he doesn’t spin it again. “That’s just it. I don’t know how Jedd would feel if I brought her in. It’s not like she could help me without seeing all JG’s classified data. Do you think I should involve her as a partner?”

I’m not sure, so I turn it back on him: “What do you think?”

“Normally, I think Jedd wouldn’t mind in an emergency.”

“By normally, you mean if June weren’t running for office?”

“That complicates shit.”

I wish I knew how to make this work for Beers. But I don’t.

As we’re sitting in silence, the kid returns from the kitchen. “You’re still here, Beers?” he says. “I thought you’d left for the barn.”

Beers skips past that and asks, “Where’s Dharma?”

“Eating,” the kid says. “He was very hungry.”

“You’re a miracle worker,” Beers says. “That dog didn’t eat or leave my side for two days.”

Which is true. And it sparks an idea.

“Maybe,” I say, “you could use a miracle worker yourself tonight? That is, if confidentiality isn’t an issue with the kid.”

Beers sits bolt upright and high-fives the kid. “I’d love that, and I think Jedd would approve. I actually considered it earlier, but I figured you’d need sleep after your trip.”

“I don’t get tired,” the kid says.

“So I’ve noticed,” Beers says with a chuckle. “But you’re going to the camp, dude. You have to recharge at some point.”

The kid chuckles too. “The camp isn’t till Saturday. I’ll find time for sleep. And,” he says, shooting me a smile, “time for the kawala.”

So it’s settled.

While Beers goes into the kitchen to round up some snacks, the kid blows out the cedar candle and turns off the virtual fireplace.

“It’s wonderful to be back in community,” he says.

“I love it when we gather around the fire,” I say.

“Me too. Nothing like the blazing fire of collective wisdom to burn all our problems—and all our karma—to ashes.” He pauses, then adds, “Virtual ashes, of course.”




Those born with an evil nature 
are hypocritical, arrogant, conceited, 
angry, cruel, and ignorant.
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I don’t normally begin my workday close to midnight. Can’t even call it a workday. More like a work-night. But I’m glad to have the kid with me. As well as Dharma. And a tin with the rest of the nut brittle.

I pull out the auto-morphing chair—the one I resisted sitting in earlier—at Jedd’s desk and sit down. It is either so attuned to him or so befuddled because he hasn’t sat in it for his usual hours per day that it flashes “Guest mode activated.” I have to sit down a second time to get a decent morph for my body.

The kid brings over the chair from my desk and places it to my left. Dharma scoots under Jedd’s desk.

We’re ready to go.

Pushing aside my worries about overreach, I take a deep breath and activate my temp access key.

Jedd’s system does its routine visual burps as the screen lights up. And then—three . . . two . . . one . . . the wall of zero-trust defenses I was bracing for earlier doesn’t materialize. Jedd must have set my access to see everything, without tripping an alarm. I should have had greater faith.

I navigate straight to the project we’ve been working on for the Cybersecurity Agency. While the kid watches, I search for Jedd’s most recent activity and pull up files with Tuesday’s date—around 6:00 p.m., just before he left to meet Naomi.

We haven’t gotten far when the barn door creaks open.

It’s June.

“Yo,” I say, surprised. “What’s up?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” she says. To be honest, if I were in her position, I wouldn’t be sleeping either. “I want to help. But I know it’s a potential conflict of interest for me as a political candidate to be exposed to JG’s top-secret data.”

I see where she’s headed. “You’re wondering if we can overlook all that.”

“Do you think we can?” she says. “These are extenuating circumstances. I don’t feel right shifting my focus to the protesters if that won’t help us find Jedd.”

I tell her I agree. “We need to pull out all the stops and find him ASAP,” I say, then add, “Maybe you can sign an NDA?”

The kid laughs. I guess he’s tickled by the formality of a nondisclosure agreement.

But she likes the idea. “Anything to protect the integrity of the project. And if ending my campaign would help us find Jedd, I’d do it in a nanosecond.”

“You quitting politics won’t help us,” I say. “If anything, it’s the other way around: You working with me to help Jedd puts your campaign at greater risk.” I run down a scenario—without mentioning the attack on California’s infrastructure, since she doesn’t know about that—in which our collaboration causes the perpetrators to come after her. As I speak, it occurs to me this may already be happening.

June has the same concerns. “I want to know who these perps are,” she says. “But you need to feel comfortable disclosing the deets.”

So I bring up the question I asked Darah earlier: “How do you think Jedd would feel about you being involved?”

“Honestly?” June says. “He’d be fine with it. Like he’d be fine with the break and enter you just did on his most sensitive folders.”

In fact, I explain, what I just did was all enter and no break. Even so, the answer is clear: He’d want us working together.

“Okay then,” I say. “That’s resolved.”

June drags over one of the client chairs—which we rarely use since most of our meetings are remote—and we get to work. If we’re going to execute an NDA, looks like it will be ex post facto.

I begin by getting the two of them up to speed on the infrastructure hack. Other JG projects are ongoing, and we can deal with them on a need-to-know basis. All they need now is the scope of the hack, the known vulnerabilities, and the nature of the breakthrough I believe Jedd had.

I guess the kid connected the dots on his own earlier, but June is stunned to hear our nation could be in such imminent danger. Yes, Jedd halted the initial series of attacks, but the hackers are still out there. I should have anticipated her reaction. I mean, not everyone lives with a cybersecurity mindset twenty-four seven, with one eye always watching for the next catastrophe. So I give her a minute to recalibrate her nervous system.

Then we get started scouring the files Jedd worked in most recently.

It doesn’t take long to locate a list of IDs that could be the infrastructure hackers. The timestamp for Jedd’s last edit to the list is 5:51 p.m. on Tuesday.

“Yippee!” I say, flexing at the screen. “Looks like checkmate.”

The kid isn’t as quick to celebrate. “These might be the hackers,” he says, leaning in to inspect their IDs. “But I don’t see where Jedd unmasked any of them.”

“It’s a partial breakthrough,” June says.

I let out a full-throated groan. Enough to startle Dharma.

To release my frustration, I jump up, speed-jog three laps around the office, then plunk back down in the chair. This time it morphs properly. At least something works.

“We have a problem,” I say. “If these were your average homegrown hackers, Jedd would have immediately unmasked them. I bet their IDs are meant to be impenetrable.”

“Yeah,” June says, “with that razor-wire encryption I was worried about earlier.”

We start to talk rapid-fire about how Jedd managed to unmask the IDs he found on Kurt’s darknet site last year. We’ll have to do that now, plus figure out exactly what each of these perps did or didn’t do.

The kid, however, has other ideas. After listening to us for a few minutes, he says quietly, “Maybe we try something out of the box.”

June and I pivot to him. To be frank, I’d almost forgotten he was here.

“Like what?” I ask.

“Like work forward, not backward,” he says.

Which is even less clear. I’m inclined to move on as best we can with the unmasking. We can’t afford to waste more time. But June wants him to explain.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” he says. “We go back to where everything started: Kurt’s darknet site. And we work forward from there.”

“Why would we do that?” I ask.

He has a ready answer: “Because we want to know if the hackers on Jedd’s list were also collaborating with Kurt a year ago. The last place we saw them together was on his site. They could still be there, coordinating whatever they’re doing now.”

I’m still not sold. No point casting an unnecessarily narrow net. “Kurt’s peeps were app developers and programmers,” I argue. “We’re dealing with an infrastructure hack now, not the Dick’s mind-control app. Big difference.”

“Different means,” June says, “but their motive is the same: to sow chaos, to disrupt our society, to subjugate us. The Dictator tried with his app and failed. We know there’s nothing he hates more than failure. Now he has even more motivation to do whatever he can—from wherever he is—to seize California.”

“Which is why we should check the darknet site,” the kid says.

“Exactly,” June says. “The Dictator’s perps are the ones with both means and motive.”

“Whatever the Dictator is planning,” he says, “it will have all the marks of his evil nature: hypocrisy, arrogance, conceit, anger, cruelty, and ignorance.”

“And if the site is a dead zone or no one is chatting about the infrastructure hack,” she adds, “that will be critical intel too.”

I’m beginning to track their reasoning. “If we find nothing, then we’re free to explore other possibilities, without worry we might be up against the Dick.”

“Precisely,” she says. “Because that is our biggest worry. At least it’s mine.”

I acknowledge it’s mine too. My rational brain may be telling me the Dick is chilling in Sochi and has long since given up his California dreams. But my gut wouldn’t bet on that. He could just as well be in Sochi planning a takeover.

Sensing that I’m coming around, the kid builds on his argument: “Accessing Kurt’s site will be simpler than unmasking the IDs on Jedd’s list and figuring out what each did.”

Except I’m not sure about that. “You’re forgetting a key fact,” I say.

“What’s that?” June asks.

“We don’t have access. More to the point, Jedd no longer has access.” I remind them that he began his sleuthing while he was an HSys employee with high-level clearance. After we all lost our jobs, he monitored the site from home, but that was a long time ago.

“So we don’t have access,” June says. “Since when did that ever stop us?”

She looks so unfazed that the kid and I break out laughing.

“Since . . . we decided to stay out of prison?” I venture.

“Since we’ve been enjoying life?” the kid says.

I’m about to add “since we’ve been relaxing in the hot tub,” but that’s not the joke for this moment. It doesn’t matter, though, because June is already laughing with us.

“Point taken,” she says. “There are risks. But I agree with the kid that the easiest path is to dig into Kurt’s site. If we can find the backdoor Jedd created, the rest should be a breeze.”

When the kid cosigns that, it’s clear I’ve been outvoted.

“Okay,” I say. “You win. Let’s do it.”

“Lead the way!” June counters.

It’s not like I have a plan, but since they’re both looking at me, I say, “How about we scan Jedd’s system for records that date back to our HSys days?”

June says the report Jedd filed with the DOJ should have that info. If we’re lucky, maybe even clues to the backdoor.

So I close the list of presumed hacker IDs, exit the section of Jedd’s system dedicated to Agency projects, and pull up the DOJ report. We all saw it back when he wrote it. It was a clear case of TL;DR, and none of us took time to read all of it, let alone inspect his appendix with source materials. They’re all here now, neatly organized: specs on the app, documentation of our hack, the audio recordings we made of Kurt and his coconspirators talking in their office about the Dick, chat logs of their convos on the darknet.

I open a large file and scroll through their chats. Most of it is talk about how to upscale the Dick’s app so users will be more vulnerable to its subliminal message. We scan the pages in silence.

“Hey,” the kid says suddenly. “What’s that hash down there?”

I pause scrolling and stare at the footer. I was so busy reading the text I didn’t notice the long alphanumeric string.

“Good catch,” I say. “Could be some sort of truncated gateway token.”

“Or part of an encoded link.” June leans in, already trying to decode the seemingly random characters with her eyes. “Jedd probably left it here assuming no one at the DOJ would make sense of it. If we’re lucky, we can build on it to reconstruct his backdoor.”

Sometimes you do get lucky breakthroughs in this business. If this really is one, we can piece together the direct access key and plug it into Kurt’s darknet portal. Easy-peasy. We’ll be finished with plenty of time to get some shut-eye.

June rapidly assembles what she thinks should work, adding prefixes and suffixes Jedd might have used, then enters the reconstructed access key into Kurt’s portal. When it doesn’t load, she tries running a script to test a universe of potential variations.

No dice.

“Rats,” I say, as the image of my head sinking into a pillow fades. “Looks like that was too good to be true.”

We discuss what might have gone wrong. Starting with the most obvious: Having at some point detected Jedd’s intrusions, Kurt and company locked the door.

“Or,” June speculates, “the DOJ got in and shut his site down.”

“That wouldn’t be all bad,” I say. “It would mean they read Jedd’s report and acted on it. Even if they’ve kept us in the dark about that.”

What would be bad is if this forces us to abandon the kid’s strategy of working forward from Kurt’s site. Which we’re not ready to do. Not yet. So we forget about the hash and go back to scanning Jedd’s system for clues.

“We can search more of their convos,” I say. “Or should we go big and hack the DOJ so we can check the status of their investigation?”

“Whoa, dude!” June says. “I thought you wanted to stay out of prison.”

“Okay, okay,” I say, opening another chat log. We’re in deep, but not that deep.

Even so, June is getting impatient. “I have a better idea,” she says. “It’s faster and I think it will work.”

I ask what she has in mind.

“We use the HSys intranet.”

“We don’t have access there either.”

“I know,” she says. “But the twins do.”

“Right,” the kid says. “Go in as them.”

“Both of them?” I’m trying to grasp what she is proposing.

The kid is ten steps ahead. He explains that she’s referring to them as a single unit because that’s what we typically do. We only need one point of access. Since the twins still work at HSys, their accounts—whichever we choose—will give us access to the HSys intranet. Once in, we locate Jedd’s old HSys account and gain access to the site through the backdoor he created while working from that account. If his account has been deleted, we continue as Nick or Zack and try to re-create the steps we think he would have taken at the time.

“Sounds like a plan,” I say. “Except . . . isn’t it a bit late to get their permission?”

We spend a few minutes debating whether the twins would appreciate our 2:00 a.m. phone call. Probably not. They like their sleep.

“They already asked how they could help,” the kid says. “This is definitely that.”

We are quiet for a minute, considering.

June breaks the silence: “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yeah,” I say. “We use their access without asking permission.”

That may sound indefensible, but really it’s not. Not only do we have zero doubt the twins would be on board, but not letting them know gives them plausible deniability, should it come to that. Besides, it will be an easy, straightforward hack.

Still, I feel duty bound to clarify the risks. “For starters,” I say, “HSys IT could discover our presence and come after us. Or worse, come after the twins.”

June shuts that down. “Won’t happen. We know how to operate invisibly. There won’t be any slipups. Promise.”

The only thing left is to decide which twin. The flip of a digital coin says it’s Zack.

“Okay, bruh,” I say. “You’re about to become our sleeping warrior.”

It doesn’t take me long to get into the HSys system as Zack. That’s the easy part, given all our years as housemates. Then I turn things over to June.

She immediately programs his ID to be invisible. Navigating with his ID is cumbersome because he doesn’t have all the clearances Jedd had. But she makes it work, buzzing around all corners of the HSys intranet, while the kid and I sit back and watch. I consume three pieces of nut brittle and am about to ask if we should stick with Zack’s account, because we’re wasting precious time hunting for Jedd’s old one, when she goes, “Nailed it!”

I lean in for a closer look, and sure enough, there is Jedd’s old account, buried deep in the corporate archives.

“Test his ID,” June says.

I snag a cached access key from Jedd’s system and give it a whirl. The HSys account instantly recognizes his biometrics. But without granting us full access.

“Looks like they’ve added layers of encryption,” I say, as I stare at the spinning lock.

“No problem!” June says.

I mean, what were they thinking? They must have assumed Jedd would never come knocking. Or if he did, he wouldn’t try too hard. Because, really, this is a breeze. June is already in before I’ve reached for another piece of nut brittle.

“Did you put Zack back to bed?” I ask.

“Tucked him in and turned out the light,” she says. “No one at HSys will ever know he went on a postmidnight rampage.”

Moving around now as Jedd himself, we get busy browsing through his history. Everything appears intact.

“Think Jedd knows this is still here?” I ask.

“He probably came across it while compiling his report for the DOJ,” the kid says.

I point to an old file. “Remember this? It’s the corrupted data from Darah’s science project that Jedd was investigating.”

“Dude,” June says, “this isn’t the time for sightseeing. We need to focus on finding Jedd’s backdoor.”

Which is fair.

“He created it early on,” the kid says.

“Yes,” I say, “the night he stayed hella late at HSys, after he discovered Kurt was colluding with the Dick’s minions on the darknet. He came home and told us he’d left himself a backdoor to their site, and then he showed us what he’d found.”

We scroll swiftly, searching for something—I’m not sure what—in that time frame.

“Wait, stop!” the kid says suddenly. I swear, sometimes his eyes are sharper than human eyes.

When I stop scrolling, my eyes fall on a folder named palace_tunnel.

June lets out a whistle.

“How did you see that?” I say.

He shrugs. “I remembered Jedd coming home that night and explaining the concept of a backdoor to Darah—”

“My god, yes,” I say. “He used the analogy of a palace for the darknet site and referred to the backdoor he’d created as a secret tunnel out of the palace.”

June has already reached over to open the folder and is clucking. “Look, look, look,” she says. “Here’s a text note that says ‘secret tunnel.’ Open this, and we’re in!”




Those who are evil do not understand 
when to act and when not to act. 
No purity, right action, or truth is found in them.
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As soon as we step into Kurt’s darknet site, any thoughts that he might have abandoned it are out the window. The place is buzzing.

The first thing we see is a folder with the Dictator’s app. That’s to be expected, given that the app is still a global bestseller. Of course I’m curious if they’re working on updates. And even more curious if they ever realized we hacked it.

Beers must be wondering the same because he taps on a folder that looks like it might offer answers.

“Not now,” I say, laying my hand on his and reminding him again that we can’t let ourselves get distracted.

“You’re right, June,” he says, then turns to the kid. “We’ve aced the first step in your working-forward plan. We established that the Dictator’s minions are still congregating on the darknet. What’s next?”

“Kudos to us,” the kid says. “Now we explore the site.”

“Before we do that, we need to confirm that the perps on Jedd’s list are in here,” I say, pulling up the list in another window. “If you read the IDs out loud, I’ll check if they’re here.”

Beers moves the list to his side of the screen and calls out the IDs. I check each one. They’re all here. Plus a bunch of IDs not on the list. Presumably this is a community in growth mode.

The first rays of sun are filtering through the redwood branches as we finally sit back and look at each other.

“Welp,” I say, “we know who attacked the infrastructure.”

“Guess Jedd hadn’t quite pieced that together,” Beers says. “If he had—even if he didn’t have to dig into Kurt’s darknet site to do so—it wouldn’t have been ‘I’ll fill you in tomorrow.’ It would have been ‘Stop what you’re doing and let’s lock this down!’”

I shake my head at how differently the dominos could have fallen. Had Jedd known these IDs were the Dictator’s hackers, he would have canceled Naomi on the spot. Borrowing the arrow would never have crossed his mind.

And there’s another domino we can take off the table—one I probably shouldn’t have put there in the first place. “So,” I say, curling my lips into a smile so they know I’m making light of it, “who wants to talk about Kurt’s alleged immunity deal?”

Beers doesn’t skip a beat: “You mean the one where the DOJ grants him immunity in exchange for hacking California’s infrastructure?”

The kid wasn’t here for that discussion, but he laughs right along with Beers and me.

“Okay,” I say. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a break.”

“Let’s get breakfast,” Beers says.

In the kitchen, we find Darah making coffee and heating up some of Beers’s lavender buttermilk scones. Don’t ask me when he had time to bake them.

“I was hoping I’d see you before I left for school,” she says.

As we eat, we fill her in on what we’ve learned—including a two-minute crash course on the vulnerabilities of our nation’s critical infrastructure. Now everyone except the twins knows the basics of Jedd’s main project for the Cybersecurity Agency.

Darah is impressed that we’ve accomplished so much, and so fast. Though I sense she feels guilty for having gotten a decent night’s sleep.

While she and the kid toss around strategies for their visit to the camp tomorrow, I check in with my VA.

She sounds confused. “There are no meetings on your schedule, June,” she says. “So shall I skip your usual playlist?” Like that’s a logical deduction.

In fact, I don’t have time for a playlist. I go straight to Vinny’s messages. All of which my VA has marked urgent. He left an update at 5:00 a.m. And then an update to his update at 6:00 a.m. An update to that update comes in as I’m reading. Long story short, the camp has grown yet again.

Vinny says he and the other staff have been working remotely and keeping an eye on the security cameras in Mountain View and our other offices. Although the crowds have grown, there’s been no violence. If anything, the mood is celebratory. Protesters have erected signs declaring “victory” because they believe they’ve forced me into hiding.

I text back, asking how the statement he put out was received.

He replies that we aren’t winning the credibility battle. The protesters rejected my statement as “a pack of lies.” It seems the public is willing to believe whatever the protesters claim to be true. He advises me to hold tight. Sometimes things blow over.

As I’m about to say we’ll talk later, he texts that his mother’s birthday is tomorrow and he was hoping to drive to Fresno to see her. “lemme know,” he adds, “if you need me to cancel.”

His timing is bad. I need his help. I’d like to be able to say I’ve made progress with my own research on the protests, but what I’m working on isn’t directly related to that. Plus he still doesn’t know Jedd is missing. In fact . . . his timing might be good.

“enjoy ur mom’s bday!” I text. “talk monday.”

After Darah leaves, Beers, the kid, and I go back to the barn. I want to say we’re rejuvenated—the coffee and scones did help—but the lack of sleep is taking its toll.

“What’s next?” I ask, as we sit down at Jedd’s computer.

“We need proof Kurt and company are targeting Jedd,” the kid says.

“I bet we’ll find evidence all over his site,” Beers says.

“There’s a lot of territory there,” I say.

“True,” he says. “We can start with a global search, then narrow it down.”

“Go for it, dude,” I say.

Beers takes the controls and slips through the secret tunnel. It’s a smoother process now that we’ve eliminated the detour through HSys. In fact, going forward, as long as we stay focused on finding Jedd and don’t need to dig into Agency-related projects, we’ll be able to use the backdoor from our living room coffee table.

As Beers enters “Jedd” into the search function, we stare at the screen, anticipating a deluge of hits. I’m not sure how we’ll narrow all of them down. Before I can come up with a strategy, the results flash across the screen.

Not a single hit.

“How can this be?” he says. “We know for a fact they discussed him back when we were all at HSys and they were planning to ensnare us.”

“They never used his name, though,” the kid says.

“Right,” I say. “He was the whiz kid.”

Beers rolls his eyes. “Of course.”

He plugs in “whiz kid,” which turns up a slew of mentions. “Bingo!” he says as he scurries to check them out while the kid and I watch. However, enthusiasm quickly turns to annoyance. “This is ancient history,” he groans. “All these ‘whiz kid’ comments were made back when we worked at HSys.”

I suggest he search for more recent mentions.

“There aren’t any,” he says. “The last one was more than a year ago.”

“In other words, they stopped after we hacked the Dictator’s app,” I say.

“Looks like it,” he says, sitting back and scratching his head. “Do you think they could still be working on updates for their app but have lost interest in Jedd?”

“Possibly.”

It will be frustrating if we’ve spent all this time resurrecting the backdoor only to discover it doesn’t lead us to Jedd. Though it did allow us to unmask the perps responsible for the infrastructure hack. No minor task. I make a mental note to ask Jedd to add me to his payroll when he’s back on the job.

But the kid isn’t having it. “If we haven’t found anything, then we aren’t using the correct code name.”

“You think they gave him a new one?” Beers says.

The kid confirms that’s his theory. “They’d be vigilant about how they refer to him. They want to keep him off their tails.”

“Right,” Beers says. “Especially if they’re running a new op that targets him.”

That computes, but I’m still wondering if they’ve lost interest in Jedd. “Try searching for me,” I say. “That won’t help us find Jedd, but we might learn something.”

“Like what?” Beers says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Like their search function isn’t wonky?”

Beers indulges me. He types in “June Liu.”

And ta-da, we’re staring at a million hits.

“Damn!” I squeal. “I knew it! Kurt and his squad hacked my website. Plus they’re running ops with the protesters. Bet they hacked the arrow’s locator while they were at it.”

“Where’s your evidence?” Beers counters. “The last thing those creeps would do is say one negative word about their idol.”

“My name is here,” I say. “My actual name. Not a code name. And I guarantee you they’re not supporting my campaign.”

“Probably not,” he admits. “But how does that prove they hacked your site? Or the arrow?”

Which of course it doesn’t. Now I want to drop everything and dig into these hits.

The kid won’t let me follow my nose. Not now. “This is major and we can’t ignore it,” he says. “We’ll come back to it as soon as we’ve found Jedd.”

It’s a valid point.

So we refocus on figuring out what code name they could be using for Jedd. With nothing to go on, we start with the low-hanging fruit: whizkid2, gamer, hacker, MVH. Not surprisingly, we get nowhere fast.

“That’s what we’d call him,” the kid points out. He reminds us we are dealing with evil minds that don’t abide by our standards of right and wrong, of decent and indecent, of truth and falsehood. We need to go further afield.

So we try cyber-fool, cyber-tool, tech_a$$, hack_bot, c0de_freak, bugman, quantum_rat. And of course alternatives for each, with and without hyphens or underscores.

Nothing bites.

Nor is an AI assist—not even from my trusty VA—a risk worth taking. Any inadvertent digital footprints could trigger the site’s security and expose us.

“I wish Jedd were here,” I say.

“Because he’d guess his own code name?” Beers says.

“I bet he could.”

“Unless,” he counters, “it’s just some randomly generated hash.”

When Beers says that, it occurs to me we’ve been randomly searching the site but haven’t zeroed in on their chats. Honestly, we’re behind the curve because our cyber-sleuthing skills aren’t on a level with Jedd’s. Yes, I’ve got top-tier tech skills. Beers has a security mind. The kid is an all-around demigod. But none of us do this for a living. Well, Beers eventually will. But he’s still an apprentice.

So I make a suggestion: “What if we back off on the code name search and instead see if they’re discussing anything that might relate to Jedd?”

The kid lights up. “Good idea, June. Let’s read their recent chatter.”

Beers is on board. I suspect he’s tired of me vetoing his more-offensive code name suggestions. Like dick-quasher and kurt-killer.

I display a page of their messages from two days ago, to coincide with Jedd’s disappearance, and start scrolling.

Looks like the chatter is focused on mundane stuff. Super mundane, actually.

I read a few snippets out loud: “‘faker ate it up.’ ‘look scared?’ ‘musta been famished.’ ‘groveling on all 4s.’ ‘hungry little fucker.’ ‘faker’s the king’s little toy.’” I stop and look up. “Does this mean anything to you?”

“They’re talking about feeding a dog?” Beers ventures.

“Or playing with one,” the kid says.

“Kind of how we talk about Dharma,” I say.

“Except we wouldn’t say he’s groveling,” the kid points out. “Or call him a fucker.”

“True,” Beers says. “And what’s with this faker?”

The kid scrolls through some more messages, then says, “See the pattern? It’s one person—this violetI—talking about feeding their dog, and everyone else responding.”

“I wonder who that is,” I say.

“Does it matter?” Beers counters. “Whoever they are, they’re not talking about Jedd.”

“Maybe not, but they’re acting like a leader,” I say. “And we want to know who’s in charge here.”

“Good point,” Beers says. “Plus it’s familiar. I feel like I might have seen that code name somewhere recently.”

“Where?” I ask.

He thinks for a minute, then shakes his head. “Maybe it’ll come back to me.”

They watch as I unmask violetI. It doesn’t take long.

“Holy crap!” Beers says. “It’s Keith. Freaking Keith!”

“We knew he was probably in here,” I say. “We just didn’t recognize him because he’s adopted a new handle, and we hadn’t gotten around to searching for his old one.”

“What do you make of Violet One?” Beers asks.

“That’s an I,” the kid says. “Violet Eye.”

“Nah,” Beers says with a guffaw. “Keith doesn’t have violet eyes. My bet’s on an intentional misspelling of violent. He’d call himself the Violent One. You know it.”

“Either way,” I say, “this proves he didn’t leave the area. Or if he did, he’s still in touch with Kurt.”

“Does he have a dog?” the kid asks.

“Never mentioned one,” Beers says.

“He has a kid,” I say. “Could be his kid’s dog.”

“Why would he talk about his kid’s dog on the darknet?” Beers says. “This doesn’t add up.”

The kid suggests we read some more.

So I pick up where I left off, only this time narrating a summary of the chatter: “Someone’s asking if Keith gave the dog water. He says he did. Also says he drank some himself. Now they’re talking about whether to put nanobots in the water.” I pause and look up. “Why would you put nanobots in a dog’s water?”

“Some kind of nutritional supplement,” Beers says. “Keep reading.”

But the kid, who’s been skimming ahead, stops me. “They’re talking about some faker. We’re assuming it’s a dog. But it could be a prisoner. Maybe even a hostage.”

Beers and I both jump at that.

“No shit!” he says.

“What’s your evidence?” I say.

The kid clarifies it’s just a hunch. “Take this, for instance. Keith says, ‘I let faker believe he can get out.’ And someone replies, ‘But you won’t free him, will you?’”

“Could still be a dog,” Beers says. “Last I knew, Keith lived in a Mountain View condo complex. Dogs can’t roam free.”

While Beers and I squabble over whether this is more realistically a canine or a human, the kid continues to skim.

“Hey,” he says after a minute. “What if it’s Jedd?”

We drop our squabble on a dime.

“You think Faker could be Jedd?” Beers says. I get the feeling he wishes he’d thought of that himself.

The kid suggests we try it on for size.

I go back to summarizing the chatter but with an eye to the dog being a hostage—more specifically, Jedd. “Everyone is asking Keith about what he’s doing with Faker. I mean Jedd. Keith is reporting that he fed Jedd. He gave him water. He’s considering releasing him. He’s talking about the cameras and other technology to keep tabs on him.”

“It sounds like he has Jedd squirreled away somewhere,” the kid says.

I blow out air between my teeth as I imagine the scenario. “Geez. I don’t know if we’re talking ourselves into this, but the pieces hold together.”

“Except, why Faker?” Beers says. “What about Jedd is fake?”

“Nothing,” I say.

The kid points out that Keith could see him as a fake or a fraud. “Even if we haven’t found solid evidence, we should run with this. If you’re willing to.”

Which we are. It’s not like we have better options.

“So,” I say, “we’re going with a scenario in which Keith has kidnapped Jedd and is keeping him prisoner. Giving him water with some kind of nanobots. Basically torturing him.” I shake my head as I imagine how this could be real. I mean, it would be a clear violation of the Geneva Convention. At a minimum.

“Question is,” Beers says, “where the hell is he?”

The kid suggests we search the chatter for clues.

Which feels like another massive undertaking, so Beers leaves the two of us to start on it while he heads to the kitchen to replenish our supply of snacks. This will be dinner.

When he returns, he reports that Darah is home from work. She said to carry on without her. “Something else she said got me thinking, though,” he says. “She asked if we’d seen Jedd’s digital ID.”

“On the darknet?” I say. “No chance.”

“He always keeps it invisible,” the kid says.

“Of course,” Beers says. “But Keith is probably still working with sophisticated Russian hackers. What if they accessed his digital ID and that’s how they managed to kidnap him? And how they’re tracking him now?”

Neither the kid nor I thought of that.

“It wouldn’t hurt to check his ID,” I say.

So Beers takes over. He starts on Jedd’s computer, then shifts to his own tablet. When I get impatient—because, really, I could crunch this in seconds—and ask what’s hanging him up, he says, “It’s not like I do this every day, you know.”

He sounds embarrassed, so I swallow my desire for speed. Whatever it takes to get this right.

He zips through some more screens, grunting as if this were literally a heavy lift, then stops abruptly and exclaims, “Damn! He’s visible!”

“What?” To be honest, when I suggested he check, I was merely thinking due diligence.

“It’s Jedd,” Beers says. “Sorry it took me so long. But he’s right here!”

“Right where?” the kid asks.

Beers projects the image from his tablet onto the screen on Jedd’s desk. It’s a real-time map. He toggles from the default view to the geo-overlay and zooms in. When the image crystalizes, we’re looking at a pulsing blue dot.

It’s Jedd’s digital ID.

“Here is at HSys,” Beers says. “More precisely, a few hundred feet to the side of Building 1.”

“No way,” I say, leaning in to scrutinize the map. “That’s where we used to work.”

“Yep.”

“It’s open space,” I say. “They can’t be holding him out in the open.”

Beers points out that none of us has been there in a while. They could have erected a shed or other small structure that doesn’t show up on the map.

“Or he could be underground,” the kid says.

I take all this in. If we’re not deluding ourselves, Keith and his henchmen have kidnapped Jedd and are holding him in Mountain View. Not only that, his ID is now visible for the whole world—or at least anyone with decent cyber-sleuthing abilities—to see. Un-frigging-believable!

“Can you check when his ID came online?” I say.

“And who flipped the switch,” the kid adds.

Beers goes into Jedd’s history, then reports back: “I see no indication he made himself visible. No data, for example, that would match him flying the arrow to Shoreline. Looks like his ID was offline until a few hours ago.”

“Right,” I say. “Until after it was hacked.”

I’ve been letting Beers take the helm out of respect for his apprenticeship to Jedd, but I can’t hold back any longer. “Do you mind?” I say. Without waiting for his answer, I reach out and touch the screen.

“You’re going to decode his ID?” the kid says.

I’m already too engrossed to say more than “uh-huh.”

It doesn’t take me long to peel back layers of encrypted data and expose what should be Jedd’s full biometric profile.

Except what we’re staring at isn’t his real data.

“Shit!” Beers says. “Those motherfuckers wiped it clean!”

“Yeah,” I say. “And they didn’t just erase it; they overwrote it with random garbage.”

Beers is fuming. “Now I’m certain they’re holding him against his will.”

“It’s clear what we have to do,” the kid says.

“One of us has to go down there,” Beers says.

“You realize,” I say, “the fact that they spoofed his digital ID could mean the flashing blue dot is just a decoy.”

Beers hadn’t thought of that. His face collapses into a frown. But he quickly recovers. “All the more reason to check it out,” he says. “ASAP.”

We head down to the house to tell Darah what we’ve dis-
covered.

I expect her to insist she has to accompany Beers, but she doesn’t. She’s tired and wants to save her energy for the trip to Mountain View in the morning. She simply points out that Beers can’t go alone; he should ask the twins to go with him. They can walk around campus at all hours without arousing suspicion. Besides, they’ve been wanting to help, and this is the perfect opportunity.

Beers’s text to the twins is short: “meet me @ HS 9 pm.”

They don’t need any further explanation to text back: “oow.”

“Okay,” he says. “They’re on their way. I’d better get going.”




Those who are evil say the world is 
devoid of truth, purpose, and divinity. . . . 
These lost souls, possessing no intelligence, 
aim to destroy the world through their cruel actions.
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When I pull into the HSys parking lot, Nick and Zack are waiting. The lot isn’t full, but it’s not empty either. Many of HSys’s programmer suck-ups are night owls, eager to prove themselves by working around the clock. Even on a Friday evening. We’ll have to count on their noses being too close to their digital grindstones to notice us.

As we stand near the chain-link fence at the back of the lot, I fill the twins in on what’s happened since they left the farm twenty-four hours ago. On how we believe Keith is holding Jedd near here. Very near. I skip a few details—like how we used Zack’s ID to access the HSys intranet. There will be plenty of time to discuss that once we’re out of crisis mode.

They’re incredulous at the possibility Jedd could be so close by.

“This is awesome,” Nick says.

“It will be,” I say, “if we find him.”

I pull out my tablet and we study the map. The geo-overlay shows Jedd’s ID about a thousand feet away, on the other side of the fence. Despite the urban skyglow, it’s too dark to see much beyond it.

The two of them are waiting for my instructions, but I want them to feel involved. Plus I haven’t been here in over a year and they may know things about the lay of the land that I don’t. So I say, “What do you think? How shall we proceed?”

“Unless you have vaulting skills I don’t know about,” Nick says, “we’ll have to go through campus.”

“And sneak through the hedge,” Zack clarifies.

The good news is I can walk freely onto the campus grounds. Biometric scanning is only required to enter buildings. We won’t be doing that, obvi.

Before I left the farm, I threw on a black hoodie. Now I flip up the hood and feel the smart fabric tighten over my ears. No campus security beams will be reflecting off this bald head.

The three of us—the intrepid three—saunter through HSys’s main gate like we do this every night. Even if some of the worker bees are still hunkered over their screens, the café has been shuttered and no one is chilling by the fountain. We cross the lawn to the north side of the low building known as the bunker, which houses the cybersecurity division. We have yet to see a single human. More importantly, no one has seen us. At least as far as I can tell.

We walk as close as we can to the bunker, sticking within its shadow, which is outside the range of the security cameras. Back when I was an HSys security guard, I often complained it was a dangerous blind spot. Now I’m glad no one heeded my warning.

A thick pittosporum hedge shields the field beyond the building. Though I never had a reason to enter the field, I regularly scanned it for threats. I recall a flat expanse of dirt, with clumps of dried grass that turn green when the rains begin. According to the map, the whole area is HSys property.

The three of us wriggle through the bushes.

We haven’t spoken a word since we left the parking lot.

When we’re on the other side, Zack touches my elbow and whispers, “The map?”

I pull out my tablet to check Jedd’s ID. As soon as the screen lights up, we all jump. No one anticipated how bright it would be away from the security lights. I dim the screen, hoping we didn’t just blow our cover.

The blue dot of Jedd’s ID is pulsing exactly where it was before.

“He hasn’t moved an inch,” I say.

As I zoom in, Nick peers at the screen. “Maybe he’s asleep.”

“Are you kidding?” Zack says. “Here?”

It is a rare instance of disagreement between them. But Nick quickly lets it go. “Where exactly is here, Beers?” he asks.

“How many feet?” Zack says.

It’s hard to read the distance on my tablet’s dimmed screen, so I approximate. “Can’t be more than a couple hundred.”

There is no sign of a shed or other structure where Jedd could be held captive. Even so, I extend my arm, holding my tablet in front of me, like a compass pointing toward true north, and let it guide us toward the pulsing blue dot.

We’re walking roughly parallel to the hedge, moving as fast as we can, when I hear a curse behind me. I spin around to see Zack on the ground.

“Effing gophers,” he says, as Nick helps him up.

I shine my tablet on Zack as he gingerly puts weight on his foot to test his ankle, then takes a step. The last thing we need is a casualty out here.

“Are you still ambulatory?” I ask.

“I think so,” he says. “Let’s go.”

As we close in on the blue dot, we find ourselves up against some old, partly toppled steel fencing. I push against it, creating a gap big enough to squeeze through. My feet come down on hard ground.

“What the heck?” I say.

“Pickleball,” Nick says.

He’s right: We’re standing on a cracked slab of concrete that was once a pickleball court.

“My grandparents played that shit,” I say.

We stop to acknowledge that no one plays anymore. There’s no reason to when they can play holo-enabled and other mixed-reality sports that don’t need a court.

“Hey, Beers,” Nick says, pulling me back to the urgency of the moment. “Check the map?”

In fact, we’ve hit the bull’s-eye. Jedd’s ID is blinking right where we are standing.

“This is impossible,” I say.

“There must be some mistake,” Nick says.

Zack states the obvious: “He’s not here.”

Yet his ID is unquestionably here.

“Do you think we should call out?” I ask.

“You mean in case he can hear us from below ground?” Nick says.

“Yes.”

“If he hears us,” Zack says, “his captors could as well.”

“It’s not worth the risk,” Nick says.

I stand motionless, listening for any sound that might be Jedd’s signal for help. All I can hear is the distant sound of frogs peeping in the marshland.

The twins seem ready to call it quits, but I’m not. Not when we’re dealing with the likes of the Dick. I bet he doesn’t expect me to stand up to his level of evil, to push back against his cruel actions. Starting with what he’s doing to my bro Jedd.

I walk around and inspect the ground. I don’t see any evidence of a hatchway or other entrance to an underground hiding place. So I get down on my hands and knees and look more closely.

Nick asks what I’m searching for.

“Evidence that could explain why the blue dot is here.” I glance at my tablet to make sure it’s still blinking. It is.

“Like the hair you found at Shoreline?” Zack says.

“Yup,” I say. “I know it’s a long shot.”

They drop to the ground and search with me. The dimmed light from one tablet is less than ideal for six eyeballs. Even so, I suspect that’s not why we come up with nothing.

As we brush the dust off our pants, Zack sums up our quandary: “How can Jedd’s ID show up here when he isn’t here?”

Which reminds me of June’s warning. Duh! I can’t believe I’m just recalling it now. My brain must have been sleepwalking.

“I forgot one detail,” I say. “They spoofed his ID. June said this blue dot is likely just a decoy. She must have been right.”

“Or,” Nick says, “maybe they planted a badge with his biometric ID.”

“No one uses badges anymore,” I scoff.

“Of course not,” Zack says. “But they could have made one as a decoy.”

Which I suppose is possible. So we go back to checking the ground, looking between cracks in the concrete and scratching the soil at its perimeter. Nothing.

“Do you think it could be really small?” I ask.

“If it’s really small, we won’t see it in the dark,” Nick says.

“Yeah,” Zack says. “The smallest thing I see is Building 1.”

He’s being silly, letting off steam, but while they muffle their giggles, I turn to look at Building 1, towering over us like a dark specter, its smart windows in their after-hours blackout mode. As per HSys’s privacy protocol. I know this because I used to work there. Kurt and Karin still work there. Although Nick and Zack joined a pod of coworkers in the R&D building when they returned to HSys, they sometimes have meetings in Building 1. Which gives me an idea.

“This is wild,” I say. “What if Building 1 has a basement door that leads to a tunnel?”

“Not wild at all,” Nick says, stomping a foot on the ground. “It’s brilliant. That tunnel could run right under here.”

“Makes much more sense than a hatchway in the middle of nowhere,” Zack adds.

“Let’s check it out!” Nick is so jazzed that he’s already walking toward the hedge.

“You’ll have to go without me,” I say.

Nick stops in his tracks.

“I don’t have access.”

“So, what do we do?” they ask.

Now it looks like I’m the one about to call it a night. But then I remember what June said when I objected that we didn’t have access to the darknet site: When did that ever stop us? So I tell the twins I’ll call and see if she can do something quick and dirty.

She picks up immediately. “Did you find him?”

“No,” I whisper. “I need to get into Building 1.”

“You think—”

I stop her short. “Can you—?”

She knows exactly what I mean. “Give me five. Ten max,” she says and hangs up.

The three of us walk back to the hedge and sit down to wait. I picture June on the sectional as she hacks into the HSys scanner system and gives my old employee account temporary access. If Jedd’s account has been hanging out in the archives, presumably mine has as well. June’s the best. We couldn’t do this without her. Even so, it’s risky.

“We need to stay alert,” I say.

“You mean in case security is doing their rounds out here,” Nick says.

When I worked in security, we relied on camera surveillance and AI analysis at night, with drone backup in emergencies. “They probably aren’t,” I say. “Still, we can’t be too careful.” No need to mention the drones.

After five minutes, June texts, “good to go.”

We squeeze through the hedge, then stroll toward Building 1. Like we’re bros bonding over our latest coding exploits.

“What’s our cover story?” Zack wants to know.

“Why would we enter Building 1 at this hour?” Nick says.

None of us can come up with anything plausible.

“Maybe we’re on our way to meet up with Keith,” I say.

It’s a joke. June would kill me if she heard me suggest anything of the sort, even in jest. But we decide to go with it. Hopefully no one will question us. If they do, hey, we’re here to shoot the shit with Keith.

When we reach Building 1, Nick breezes through the security scanner.

Zack gives me an after-you nod and moves to the side.

I sure as heck hope I’m not about to set off an alarm. I stick one foot into the scanner’s field. Nothing. Then I follow with my other foot. Still nothing. So I sprint across. Like speed could help me here. But I clear it.

Zack follows.

We don’t say anything, just grin at each other as we walk toward the maglev elevator. Presumably June is running victory laps around her tablet right about now.

I pull my hood tighter as the elevator cab door opens. The cab is empty. It whisks us down a floor, then horizontally, before opening on a long corridor.

I keep my head down while the twins scan the area. For anyone, but especially for Keith. After they confirm it’s deserted, we walk toward the north end, which is closest to the field.

When I worked at HSys, I occasionally patrolled down here on security shifts. The last time was during our final months, after Kurt and his crew stole our sixth-floor office. Our space was elite, and he wanted it for himself. He taunted us about being demoted to the basement. Before we eventually moved to the fifth floor, I checked out the room he had mentioned and discovered it was a storage area, not an office space. Classic Kurt.

When I remind the twins about that now, Nick asks which room it was.

“Last door on the left.”

“What are we waiting for?” Zack says.

We sprint down to the far end of the corridor. I have to assume all the doors here are locked. But what the heck, why not give it a try? I pull my sleeve over my hand so I don’t leave fingerprints on the handle, and I apply pressure.

It opens.

Nick and Zack follow me into the dark space.

I cast the light of my tablet around. As expected, it’s a storage area. Old office furniture is piled along one wall. Boxes of who-knows-what are stacked on the other side. Some chairs that look like they were rescued from a dentist’s waiting room in the prior century are arranged in a semicircle. Then I notice a metal grate in the middle of the back wall. I’m not sure it was there before.

The twins spot it immediately.

“Where do you think that goes?” Nick asks.

“Is it locked?” Zack asks.

All of a sudden, we’re juiced. This grate could be the entrance to a tunnel. To Jedd.

Like the room’s door, the grate is unlocked. I put both hands on one edge and shove the metal frame along its tracks to create an opening. It immediately hits a bump and emits a loud clank, forcing me to slow down. I ease it along inch by inch until the gap is wide enough for us to pass through.

Now we’re in an even darker space. Guided by the light of my tablet, we feel our way along a tunnellike passageway with a low ceiling. My heart is pounding. I mean, who knows what or whom we could encounter here. Kurt? Keith? The Dictator’s musclemen? Even if we don’t meet a threat in the flesh, they could be tracking my digital ID as it moves through this space. Or the twins’ IDs. It’s too late to ask June to turn them off.

No point harping on that, though. We just need to do this as fast as we can. Ideally we find Jedd. He’s alive. We drag him out. Mission accomplished.

Except, a few yards in we’re up against a massive gate. This one is solid, with a biometric lock. It doesn’t take more than a second to realize we aren’t getting through. We can’t even see through it. I have to wonder if it’s a false front and there’s nothing on the other side, or maybe just a small storage area.

Nick reaches for the lock, assuming it’s worth a try.

I swat his hand before he touches it. Someone may be tracking our IDs, but no point helping them by offering up our fingerprints as well.

“We need to get out of here,” I hiss.

We scramble back to the storage room—without closing the grate; let Keith think he left it open by mistake—through the basement corridor, into the elevator, and up to the lobby. We pass through the scanner and out the front door. Before June’s quick-and-dirty hack has expired. Thank god.

As we walk toward the parking lot, I glance at the twins. They look disheartened.

“Sorry,” I say. “I really thought we’d find him.”

“You know,” Nick says, “that gate could lead to a tunnel.”

“It could extend under the field,” Zack says.

“I know it seemed like a dead end,” Nick says.

“But maybe that was meant to fool us,” Zack says.

They’re trying to lift my spirits.

It works. Kind of. I pull out my tablet and check for the blue dot. It’s still there, blinking in the middle of the field, still a few hundred feet away. Only now it feels more like a million miles.

I think again about calling out to Jedd. I want to throw back my head and howl his name to the stars. Hell, I want to bring in a backhoe and dig up the field.

But realistically, we can’t do anything more right now. We may have picked up some clues, but we didn’t find Jedd. It’s time to vamoose before anyone spots us.




Speak words that will not harm others and that 
are truthful, kind, and beneficial.
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The kid and I had planned to leave for the encampment at the first light of day. June thought we’d learn more by observing the protesters in their natural setting, rather than waiting till they begin their formal protest activities. That was before we thought Jedd might be imprisoned underground. Or knew we’d be up till the wee hours waiting on news from Beers.

After he left for HSys, June settled into her usual perch on the sectional, eyes glued to her tablet, in case he needed her support. Which he did. The kid had gone up to his sleeping space in the barn, and I’d changed into my pj’s and was saying goodnight to June when his SOS came through.

I watched as she spat out code with the alacrity of a human quantum processor. After a few minutes, she turned to me with a satisfied grin. “He’ll be through that scanner any second.”

“Will he let you know?”

“No need.”

A few minutes later, she flashed me her screen. I couldn’t read the data, but I assumed from her even broader grin that her hack had worked.

After that, I had to stay awake.

I don’t know which was greater: my terror that Beers would be arrested for trespassing or my thrill that he might bring Jedd home. In the end, it was neither. Just a big dose of disappointment and exhaustion for all of us.

At breakfast this morning, we faced a new question: If finding Jedd is our priority, should we postpone going to Mountain View and put our full focus on him?

June pointed out that last night’s excursion to HSys all but proved her theory that the blue dot is a decoy. Beers tried to argue back, but in the end he conceded that the notion of Jedd trapped in a tunnel should be dismissed as some kind of phantasmagoria. All of which means we don’t have any next steps for finding him, other than poking around the darknet. That can happen after we return from Mountain View.

I thought the kid might disagree, but he backed June up, adding, “What we learn at the camp might help us find him.”

“How?” I wanted to know.

“We’ve been dealing with Jedd’s and June’s situations as separate,” he said. “I still feel they’re related. If the Dictator’s thugs attacked the infrastructure, they could also have kidnapped Jedd—even if he’s not being held at HSys. It’s not a stretch to think they’re after June too.”

“If everyone believes the lie that she supports the Dictator,” I objected, “why would his thugs attack her?”

“Good question,” the kid said.

“Do you have an answer?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he said.

“The Fighters for Justice may have created that lie for their own purposes,” Beers added, “but I’m sure the Dick wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of it for his.”

He insisted we go as planned. We’ll still get there early, and while he waits for us, he can do the online recon on Naomi he’s been wanting to do. And if he’s too tired, he’ll snooze in his truck. With alerts on full blast.

When we said goodbye as we left the farm, he promised he’d be no more than five minutes behind us. He would park on a side street a block or two off Castro, where he would be out of sight but could get to the camp in seconds if need be.

As soon as I park the car and the kid and I walk around the side of June’s office building, we see a mass of green tents all squished together, lining the sidewalk, with some encroaching on the road. More tents are set up between trees on the median strip. It’s an even bigger presence than June led us to believe.

“Oh dear,” I say under my breath.

“Are you up for this?” the kid asks.

I assure him I am. Even if that’s really just me convincing myself.

Arriving early was a smart idea. People are still getting up for the day, brushing their teeth curbside, doing their morning routines, hanging out. It’s not hard to wander among them without arousing suspicion.

In the car, the kid agreed to do most of the talking. I’ll say a few things, mostly to back him up. Looking at him now, he could pass for a protester in his oversized T-shirt, his tousled black hair touching his shoulders. Like he just crawled out of a tent. Even though I dressed down with old jeans and a pullover, it’s clear I have some years on this crowd.

June said many of the protesters were masked, but the kid thought they’d warm up to us more readily if we looked identifiable. He stuck a couple of masks in his bag, just in case.

Now we walk slowly down the block, toward the intersection. The kid stops at the tent closest to the crosswalk and greets two guys sitting on the ground, nursing coffees. Unmasked. I would put their ages at about eighteen. A year younger than the kid.

They immediately assume he’s a protester.

“Hey, bro,” says one.

“Ready to fight the Dictator and his evil pawn?” says the other.

The kid half laughs, half smiles, as if he doesn’t disagree. “We got in last night,” he says. Technically that’s not true, but it isn’t a total fabrication; he did just return. Without leaving space for any questions about where we’re from, he continues, “We’re just tryna catch the vibe. You know?”

“Cool,” the first guy says.

When he doesn’t volunteer more, the kid asks, “What’s up?”

The second guy is more talkative. Most of what he offers we already know: They’ve been here two days. They’re growing the movement. June Liu is as bad as the Dictator, maybe worse because she’s a fake who pretends to oppose him.

The kid alternates between astonishment and awe.

I do my best to follow his lead. “Wow,” I say. “How do you know all that?”

The guy frowns, like it should be self-evident.

“I mean, with so much misinformation,” I say, “how can you tell she’s pretending?”

He pauses, and for a split second I wonder if I’ve blown our cover by voicing too much doubt. But he must think I’m legit ignorant, because he says, “It’s well-documented. I can share some sources if you’re interested.” Without waiting for a reply, he shoots a link toward us.

Since the kid isn’t carrying his tablet, I catch it on mine. The source is June’s hacked website. All the info we’ve seen. All the lies. All the disgusting memes. But we can’t confront these protesters if we want to keep them talking.

So I play naive: “She posted this on her own site?”

“Of course not,” he snickers. “Our Fighters for Justice dug it up and put it there. So glad they’re on it. People need to know this shit. That’s what we’re here for—to spread the word.” He points to my tablet. “Now you can pass it on.”

The kid thanks him for enlightening us, and we move along.

A short distance beyond the intersection, several young people are lounging on low beach chairs in front of their tent. The kid flashes a peace sign. They return it, and he takes that as an invitation to stop and chat.

I step back and let him handle things.

“Ya feelin’ it, dude?” a shirtless guy sporting a combat-style cargo vest asks.

“Really dope.” The kid uses the warmth in his eyes to make this guy feel comfortable, without betraying his true feelings.

But the guy couldn’t care less about what the kid is feeling. He’s looking to vent. “Fuckin’ outrageous!” he says, as his pals nod in sync. “Claimed she was all about justice and democracy. Now we learn the bitch was in bed with the Dictator the whole time. Are you kidding me?”

I’m not sure what he means by “in bed,” but he fills in the deets: June is engaged to the Dictator. They may have secretly married.

I have to hold myself back. If I say anything, I’ll lose it and we’ll be making a mad dash out of here.

The kid doesn’t flinch. “Really?” he says, like someone just told him today is Sunday when he’s pretty sure it’s Saturday, and now he’s trying to reconstruct his mental calendar.

“You haven’t seen the pics?” the guy in the cargo vest says.

“No.” That’s an honest no.

“Dude, you gotta see!” The guy thrusts his tablet at us.

We’re staring at a photo of June and the Dictator snuggling in—of all places—a hot tub. It’s similar to Naomi’s photo, only the person who resembled Jedd in that photo is unmistakably the Dictator in this one. And there’s no redwood by the tub.

I can’t help but blurt out, “Where was this taken?”

He shrugs. “Probably Russia.”

“Interesting,” the kid says. “Didn’t know she went to Russia.”

“That’s where it all started,” the guy says. “While she was there, he convinced her to run for office. You know, to help him get California.”

“I wonder how much convincing that took,” the kid says. Really, he’s a master at threading the needle so he doesn’t raise suspicion yet doesn’t violate his own integrity.

“Not much,” the guy says with a guffaw.

“He made it worth her while,” one of the others throws in.

“Yep,” says another. “He promised her a cushy government position.”

“Never gonna happen,” says the guy with the vest. “Not while I’m still breathing.”

Sensing a natural break in the conversation, the kid fist-bumps the guy and wishes the group a good day.

As we walk past more tents, my pulse is racing and my stomach feels like it’s about to empty itself on the street. Everything in me wants to touch the kid’s arm and whisper, Let’s get out of here!

But I don’t. I take deep breaths and keep walking. I can’t let the fear win. I can’t let all the hate I feel around us intimidate me. We came to talk to as many people as we can. We’ve gotten some good info, but there are still so many questions: Who are these people? Who’s funding them? Why are they supporting this cause? It’s harder when you can’t ask these questions outright.

Except the kid does just that. He walks up to a young woman and says, “Hi. I’m doing a story on the protest. Could you spare a minute?”

This seems risky. He’s not really writing a story. She could ask where he’s publishing it. But she doesn’t. She just looks pleased to get the attention.

“Tell me,” he says, “how did you get involved with this movement?”

“Oh,” she says, “it was easy. I’ve always hated the Dictator.”

“Of course.”

“I thought he was dead.”

“Many people still do,” the kid throws in.

“Well, he’s not,” she continues. “I’ve seen the evidence and he’s very much alive. His photos with Geno June are all over social media. Totally convincing.” She stops as she catches my eye. Suddenly she’s suspicious. “You must have seen them?”

The kid assures her we’re on it; he’s just interested in her experience.

That puts her at ease, and she turns back to him. “Those photos made me want to do something. We can’t let the Dictator destroy our country.”

“Of course not,” the kid says.

“To be honest, I didn’t plan to join an encampment.”

“But you did?”

I can sense her mentally buffering, like she’s wondering what’s safe to tell us. What finally loads is vague: “They were persistent.”

“Who was?”

“The Fighters for Justice. They texted me several times a day. Said I’d feel terrible if he took over California and I’d done nothing to stop him.”

“That persuaded you?”

“Kind of,” she says, with an awkward giggle. “That . . . and the money.”

I try to keep my eyes from popping.

The kid has it under control. “They’re paying you?” He says it like she just told him the sun will rise again tomorrow.

She nods.

“If you don’t mind my asking, how much?”

I guess that’s one step too far. Suddenly she’s suspicious again. Instead of replying, she backpedals. “I’m just happy to be here. The tent they gave me is awesome. I plan to keep it.”

The kid is about to ask another question, but she spots a friend across the street and dashes off.

The kid and I exchange glances. If the organizers are providing tents, that explains why they’re all the same color. But it raises more questions: Who are the funders? How deep are their pockets? If they oppose the Dictator, why are they targeting June, who has always opposed him? I’m not sure we’ll be able to flush out the answers. Or, honestly, how much more of this I can take.

The kid can see I’m struggling, so he suggests we regroup at the little café down the street that serves Turkish coffee and kulcha khatai. He knows I like to go there and eat one cookie for myself and a second for my mother. But I understand there won’t be time for any sweetness today.

While I secure an outdoor table, he runs inside. A minute later, he’s back with two espressos. He sets them on the table and sits down across from me.

“How are you doing?” he asks.

“I’m okay,” I say. That’s more wishful thinking than fact.

“Be honest,” he says. “I’m fine with leaving if you want.”

I consider that as I sip my espresso, then counter, “Do you think it’s worth staying?”

No one is at the next table, but he lowers his voice anyway. “I do. We need to identify the leader and hear what they’re saying.”

“You mean embed ourselves?”

He nods. “Just keep doing what you’re doing, acting like you’re part of the protest.” He goes on to say there are many times to speak out. This isn’t one of them. We can listen and observe while saying as little as possible. If we do have to speak, we can use words that aren’t harmful—words that are not only truthful but also kind and beneficial. I know he isn’t trying to lecture me; he’s trying to share his wisdom and keep me calm. It works.

By now, the protesters have moved on from their morning routines. We can see one group forming a picket line in front of June’s office. Another group is seated on the ground by a tent on the median. They appear to be conducting official business.

“Shall we join them?” the kid asks.

I tell him I’m ready.

We quickly finish our drinks, then amble over to the median and sit down toward the back of the group. They’re all wearing masks. I guess they couldn’t eat breakfast or brush their teeth while masked, but now they want anonymity.

The kid takes our masks out of his bag and hands me one.

It feels weird to cover my face for any reason besides medical safety. Ironically, though, it hides my fear.

I said I felt okay, but my fear is roaring back. If these people recognize us, I think, they will turn on us so fast.

Except they have no way of knowing who we are. And they’re ignoring us. It feels like the kid has wrapped an invisibility cloak around us. For real. So I make an effort to relax and listen to the woman who has emerged from the tent and is rallying the group.

“You all attended the training, so you know our mission!” she cries. “We’ll put our bodies on the line for what we believe. No means are off the table. Geno June will get what she deserves!”

The protesters punctuate her speech with cheers and boos.

I listen for a bit, then start to panic. All I can think about is what’s the safest escape route and how quickly we can get back to my car. This crowd may not have been violent yet, but they sound bloodthirsty, ready to pump their hate into violence if commanded to do so. It’s shocking to see how easily they’ve fallen in line and condemned June. There’s no space for dialogue or discussion or even the slightest divergence of opinion.

I’m reminded of the dictatorship, when anyone who disagreed with the party line was ostracized. Or worse. Someone might privately still like you, but they would publicly shun you just the same. I don’t want to believe that could be happening in California. And by people who oppose the Dictator.

When I tune in again, the woman is talking about their leader. She doesn’t mention a name, presumably because everyone knows it. “This is his most important message yet,” she says, waving her tablet in the air. “He stands with each and every one of you! Your power is what will take down Geno June!”

I expect her to share the video so we can see his message. But she doesn’t.

The kid has the same thought. “We want to see him!” he calls out.

The woman stops, her hand holding the tablet still in midair. She glances in our direction, then continues talking.

But the kid’s idea has caught fire. Shouts of “Show us!” ring out.

The woman looks momentarily flustered. Apparently she had no intention of sharing the video, but now she has an uprising on her hands. She fumbles with her tablet, then points it toward the front flaps of the tent. An image appears of a man dressed in black, wearing a balaclava, his fist raised in a salute. He is calling out slogans. It’s hard to distinguish his words because the crowd is screaming back.

The kid points urgently toward my tablet.

I realize he wants me to capture the scene, so I aim my tablet at the tent and start recording. No one notices because many others are recording too, eager to get what I gather is a rare glimpse of their leader.

A minute later, when he thinks we’ve captured enough, the kid stands up and walks rapidly away from the gathering.

I catch up with him at the far end of the block.

We walk together in silence for a few minutes. When we’ve put enough distance between ourselves and the protest, he asks me to check my tablet.

I unfold it and pull up the recording.

“You got it,” he says. “Good job.”

We circle back to the parking lot, then climb into my car so he can take a closer look at the file. Fingers crossed we don’t have to go back and try all over again.

“It’s short,” he says. “But looks like enough there for June to decode.”

“You mean to ID their leader?”

“Yes, and determine his location and whatever entity he’s linked to. If he is using a false front, she’ll see what’s behind it.”

“Did you notice that the woman didn’t mention his name?” I say.

“She referred to him as ‘the king.’”

“Really? I didn’t catch that.”

He nods. “Said she had a message from their king. Some others said it too.”

“I zoned out for a bit,” I say. Clearly I’m not suited for espionage.

“No problem,” he says. “What counts is that we have the evidence.”

Our outing has been worth it. I high-five the kid, then text Beers to say we’re leaving and will meet him at home.

When he doesn’t respond, I suspect he fell asleep and wonder if we should look for his truck so we can wake him up.

“Let him rest,” the kid says. “Dude has a lot of work ahead; he’ll need to be fresh.” Then he offers to run back to the little café before we head to the farm so he can pick up a couple more espressos and a dozen kulcha khatai.

With the kid, there’s always time for sweetness.




I am the Self seated 
in the heart of all beings.
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The kid and I find Beers asleep on the living room sofa. He must have hurried home as soon as he got my text, then conked out—too exhausted to realize he hadn’t responded.

June is in her room, asleep as well.

Jacked up on caffeine, I’m wide awake.

The kid isn’t tired either. “I have an idea,” he says, setting the bag of kulcha khatai on the kitchen counter and beckoning with a mysterious smile that tells me I’ll like what he has in mind.

We walk up to the barn, where he climbs up to the loft, then returns with the kawala.

“Shall we go up to Boulder Point?” he asks. “Or down by the creek?”

That’s like a choice between heaven and paradise. I choose Boulder Point.

This day has just reinvented itself.

We scramble up the narrow path that crisscrosses the hillside and takes us to the highest spot on the property, marked by three flat-topped, lichen-covered boulders. The kid perches on one and I on another, and we gaze out in silence over the golden slopes below. Already the encampment feels like a distant nightmare.

The kid lifts his flute and begins to play.

I close my eyes and let the sound flow through me.

It is rougher than I expected, and my first thought is that I prefer the bansuri’s smoother, mellower, more fluid sound. But then the kawala starts to reverberate within me, like a human voice singing without lyrics. Crying without words. Weeping somewhere deep within.

I open my eyes and peek at the kid. He’s sitting with eyes closed, a beatific smile on his face, his body swaying slightly.

I shut my eyes again and open to the flute’s song. To its mystery. Haunting and melancholy, now it passes through me like wind gusting across desolate sands. Like a storm blasting open my heart.

My body may be on a boulder, but in my heart I see Jedd being tortured by thugs. I see my mother being murdered before she can make it back to Afghanistan. Or lying chained to a cold, hard detention center floor. Left for dead. My eyes will never have enough tears for her.

I picture all the humans crushed by dictatorship.

And the extinct monarch butterflies, African elephants, polar bears, manatees, whales—all gone.

As I fall into grief, I am not sad about any single loss. Nor is there one cause. The flute’s song flows through me as endless sadness, purging my being.

My heart isn’t broken. It is dissolving.

When the kid stops playing, I don’t move. Don’t open my eyes. I have been emptied out. Washed clean.

We sit in silence.

When I finally look at him, he is looking at me. “How are you?” he asks. “I mean, really?”

I see him reading my face, wondering if I’m upset that Jedd is missing or freaked out about what we witnessed in Mountain View. I want to say I’m not, but the truth is I am. A minute ago, I was wrapped in pure sound. In a bottomless pure sadness with no hard edges. Now fear and despair are surging within me again. And they have a cause: what is happening in our lives. In the world. Now.

“I love your flute,” I say. “But—”

“But you can’t forget what we saw today.”

“No.”

“You can’t forget the lies.”

When he says lies, it lands short but sharp. Like an ice pick slicing into me. I don’t want to think about any of this. Yet I have to. Lies aren’t a new problem. Misinformation isn’t new. We’ve lived in a post-truth world for as long as I can remember. Of course, it became more extreme during the dictatorship. I felt physically ill every time I heard the Dictator lie. It bothered most of my friends, but somehow—maybe because of what happened to my mother—it bothered me more.

“I don’t get it,” I say. “Why does the truth matter so much to me?”

The kid doesn’t pause: “Because lies mess with our reality.”

He describes how we construct our reality based on our perceptions. If we see or hear something or if someone tells us something—and it seems true—then it becomes part of how we see the world. We keep updating our picture of life as we get new info. But if someone comes along and lies, claiming that what we know to be true is really false—or what we know to be false is true—it can shatter our reality.

“It’s painful,” I say.

“Yes,” he says. “Because we take for granted that most of what we perceive and experience is true. As humans, we expect that. We look for it from one another.”

“Or we used to.”

My mind runs back to the time right after my mother was disappeared. A woman I thought was her friend said she could help me locate Mom. She invited me to her house, fed me noodle soup, consoled me. She even paid for an immigration lawyer she said could help. I was grateful. And hopeful.

The lawyer sent promising updates. He had leads on where Mom was being held. He could get her released. But first, he said, he needed more money. All I had was enough for a plane ticket to California. I was about to give it to him. Anything to find Mom. Then someone tipped me off: He wasn’t an immigration lawyer. Not even a lawyer at all. And the woman wasn’t a friend of my mother. I had trusted her. It never occurred to me she was lying.

I severed all contact. But her lies had poisoned me. A few days later, I was talking to a friend about nothing in particular, and a little voice in my head whispered, She’s lying. Don’t trust her. She’s not a friend. So I walked away.

I began to imagine everyone was lying to me: someone who said the Dictator was about to close the borders, someone who told me to flee to California and gave me a contact at a safe house, even a friend who said I’d need a wool jacket in San Francisco. It didn’t take me long to realize my mind was so traumatized by Mom’s fake friend and her fake lawyer that it was turning truth into lies. In fact, none of my real friends were lying.

When I tell this story to the kid, he shakes his head. “We should never discount the power of a lie,” he says. “Really, no one is immune.”

“Some act immune, though,” I say. “It’s like they’ve heard so many lies that they no longer care what’s true and what’s not. All that matters is that it appeals to them, that it supports their agenda. They couldn’t care less if they’re passing along fake news.”

“Like the protesters.”

I feel a chill just thinking of them. “Their lies are crazy-
making.”

“Yes, and what’s crazier is that June’s staff got suckered in,” he says. “It’s like the wilder the lie, the more people believe it. And the more lies they hear, the more they believe.”

“You can’t reason with them either,” I say. “There’s no openness for discussion.”

“You might as well try to convince someone the sky is blue when they insist it’s green,” he says.

I gaze out over the hillside, its golden grasses shimmering under a cloudless blue sky. If ten people insisted the sky was green with pink polka dots, would that cause me to doubt my perception? I’d like to think not. Even so, the trust between us would have been broken. At the very least.

I turn back to the kid. “So is a lie more powerful than the truth?”

“You’re a teacher,” he counters. “Didn’t Mark Twain say something like ‘A lie can quantum replicate to infinity before the truth has dropped its pj’s’?”

“I don’t know about that. I’m a science teacher,” I say, laughing. “But do you think lies are more powerful than the truth?”

He nods as if about to agree but instead says, “In the big picture of the universe, no. I believe in a higher truth that’s more powerful than any lie you could drum up.”

“You mean an eternal truth?”

“Yes, one that can withstand the test of time,” he says, then adds, “Most humans don’t live by that truth. Especially not when those in power allow lies and even weaponize them to crush anyone who tells the truth.”

“So lying is a form of violence,” I say.

“Yes. And violence is a form of hate.”

He describes how, throughout history, one person or a select few have used lies to control a population. They may start with one big lie fueled by hate for whatever group they want to scapegoat, or they generate a barrage of small- and medium-sized lies. When a culture of lies has been created, people lose their moral footing. They act in ways that are hard to comprehend. Some use those they’re supposed to protect as human shields. Others steal food or let their people starve. Yet others plant malware that reconfigures truth as lies. Or they disguise themselves as protesters so they can persuade others to support the very evil they decry. And the world just watches.

“We saw this level of evil with the Dictator’s app,” I say.

“We did,” he says. “And now it looks like his thugs may be at it again.”

Really, it’s like we can’t win, like there are no more safe places. But I don’t want it to come to that. “We can fight back, right?”

“Of course,” he says. “We’re warriors for truth, and warriors fight back. But it may not be as simple as repeating, ‘The sky is blue, the sky is blue, the sky is blue.’”

“What then?”

He goes back to how we experience reality, which happens through the mind. “Our concepts of who we are and what the world is become fixed. It’s hard to change our perceptions; it’s even harder to change other people’s perceptions. We can’t just snap our fingers and—bam!—the eternal truth is blasting into our brain.” He pauses to suppress a giggle, then adds, “Not even an app, like the Dictator’s, that’s been reengineered to use quantum smart light to pump the primordial sound into your brain can do that.”

His mirth is contagious, and I have to smile. I tell him I’m not sure how this helps us fight back, but it’s true I experience the world through my mind. Most of the time anyway.

“Yes,” he says. “And you’ve also glimpsed a larger reality.”

I know what he’s referring to. It happened the day he gave me my first lesson on the bansuri flute. We were here at Boulder Point, and suddenly I felt waves of sound lift me beyond myself. It’s happened occasionally since then as well.

“You mean through the flute’s pure sound?” I say.

“It could be pure. But any sound will do. What matters is how you perceive it. For example,” he says, raising his flute to his lips, “listen to this.”

He plays a series of long, warbling, drawn-out notes.

I listen intently, with my eyes open but not fixed on any object, as I sometimes see him do. At first I feel the sound within my body, filling spaces I’m not usually aware are there. It starts at the top of my head and also in the palms of my hands. Then gradually my senses shift, and the sound seems to expand outside me. It is within my body but it is also floating across the hillside and up into the sky.

The kid puts down the flute and smiles.

“Everything is so—” I stop because I don’t have a word for it. I want to say “quiet,” but it’s filled with sound. Or “still,” but it’s filled with energy. Or “empty,” but it’s so full.

He helps me out. “What you hear isn’t separate from you. What you see isn’t separate from you either. Nothing is separate from you.”

Really, who wouldn’t choose to go through life like that?

But then I remember what we were talking about. “What does this have to do with fighting the lies?”

He laughs softly. “It has more to do with truth than with lies.” He plays another long note, then says, “You heard that with your ears, but it wasn’t a concept. I would say you experienced it as truth. As the truth in your heart.”

“When you started playing, I felt very sad,” I say. “Now I feel peaceful.”

I expect him to agree, but he is shaking his head. “We tend to see the heart as the hub of emotions. I’m not looking at it that way. I see your heart as truth. As beyond all thoughts and feelings. You could call it your essence. But it isn’t just in you. It exists within everything, or as everything.”

“Like when you say that something in us doesn’t die.”

He nods enthusiastically. “That’s right. The truth doesn’t die. That truth is your essence, your highest consciousness. If you search for it, you may not find it. Yet sometimes even when you’re not looking for it, it shows itself to you.”

I consider that. “Like in nature,” I say. “Sometimes when I look at a redwood tree, I sense an essence—what you call truth—that makes it alive. And it isn’t separate from me.”

“Yes,” he says. “And it’s also in inanimate things.”

I want to say that can’t be true, but then I realize I feel the truth of the creek when I see the water rushing over the rocks in the winter.

“This might sound funny,” I say. “Sometimes when I walk away from the creek, I think about how it will keep flowing even though I’m not there to see it.”

“That’s not funny at all,” he says. “I’d say you are sensing the creek’s truth.”

“It works for the creek,” I say. “And for redwoods. And people—most people. I certainly don’t see any truth in the Dictator.”

“That’s harder,” he admits.

“Harder?” I say. “You mean impossible.”

“Not impossible. We tend to think truth must be good. But truth simply means what is—whether it is good or evil or somewhere in between. That kind of universal truth, of essence, exists in the Dictator too.”

“But—” I start to say.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he says. “And no, it doesn’t make him any less evil.”

“You mean like true evil?”

“Something like that.”

I’m still not buying. If Beers were here, he would scream oxymoron. “I don’t know,” I say. “I’m not sure this universal truth you’re talking about is any help when it comes to fighting all the lies we’re experiencing.”

“If you expect the truth to correct the lies or make them go away, then no,” he says. “I see finding the truth of our own being as a starting point. It give us a stronger, steadier place from which to experience the turmoil of the world. And to be warriors for truth. That’s what we want, right?”

I can’t argue there. “If you’re suggesting I live more in the heart, I can get behind that.”

By way of an answer, he picks up his flute and plays some notes.

They still sound haunting. I still want to cry. But I guess that’s okay.

Mixed in with the flute is the sound of wind chimes. Beers shakes them when he wants to gather us. They’re audible even at Boulder Point.

The kid stops playing and we climb down from the boulders.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if Beers has popcorn ready?” he says.




Be unaffected by evil, 
just as a lotus leaf is unaffected by muddy water.




22 INSIDIOUS: Jedd


Keith’s eyes are smiling as he walks into my chamber. They’re back to violet. He doesn’t try to taunt or intimidate me, just hands me a package with food and stands back as I open it. Along with a bottle of soda—not cyaniberry, just your basic soda—is a deli-style roast beef sandwich. Its aroma fills the space.

“Happy now?” he crows. “It’s even kosher.”

Evidently he’s researched my history thoroughly enough to find a record of my bar mitzvah but not thoroughly enough to realize I’m vegetarian. If I don’t have other options, I’ll have to hold my nose and force myself to eat this after he leaves. In the meantime, I imagine he expects to hear some gratitude.

“Appreciate it,” I say dutifully, hiding my qualms about what his sudden burst of disingenuous, duplicitous generosity means.

He sits down opposite me, his eyes radiating self-satisfaction. If my Oslo mindfuck threw him before, he’s all sunbeams and confidence now. “How’d ya like to get out of here?” he asks. “For real, bro.”

I cringe at his bonding slang. I’m not your bro. Nor do I have an easy answer to his question. He made it sound like an innocent invitation, but I’m sure it’s more insidious. Of course I want to get out of here. ASAP. But it depends on the conditions. I’m not interested, for example, in leaving here in a body bag. Despite his upbeat vibe, this could be one of his ploys. It won’t help me to appear too eager. Or too confident or too brazen or too skeptical or too hopeful. So I just nod.

“If you follow orders,” he says, “we won’t have any problems.”

For all I know, that’s code for marching me out of here and into a gas vapo-chamber. Enough of the vagaries. As casually as I can, I say, “What do you need me to do?”

“Follow my plan.”

Which tells me no more than he’s already told me. Looks like I’ll have to show at least a modicum of willingness. Honestly, I want this to be over as fast as possible. As long as I’m in his clutches, he has complete control. If I can get free, we’ll be on more equal footing. It will be his acumen against mine. I’ll take my odds on that any day of the week.

“Okay,” I say. “Hit me with it.”

“This is how it’s going down,” he says. “Your pal is running a political campaign. You will stop her.”

That’s not what I had in mind. If anything, I expected him to demand I—or JG, if he knows about that—stop working for the Cybersecurity Agency. Perhaps commit a more sophisticated hack than his team could accomplish. Like maybe, say, hack the Cal infrastructure.

I’ve been trying to preserve my mental energy, so I’ve avoided thinking about that project. But now my mind does a high-speed lap around the track. The last thing I did before I went to meet Naomi was pinpoint the IDs of the perps who hacked the infrastructure. I compiled a list but didn’t have time to unmask them, though it occurred to me they could be working for the Dictator. Assuming he’s alive. Actually, that scenario crossed my mind before I found the IDs. I didn’t discuss it with Beers because it was only a hunch and you never want to discuss super-sensitive stuff with him unless you have a high degree of certainty. Next thing you know, he’s running wild with it. And then if your hunch doesn’t bear out, it’s hard to rein him in.

Having figured out this terrorist is Keith, I’m even more inclined to think his group was involved in hacking the infrastructure. Not that they’re hackers themselves; they would have directed actual hackers to carry out the task. Infiltrating the infrastructure would serve the Dictator’s purpose of dismantling our nation. Of finally taking over California. Kidnapping me to prevent me from disrupting their plot is a logical move. They probably noticed I was closing in on them.

The only part that doesn’t add up is why they’d want me to attack June.

Keith is waiting for my answer. But I allow my mind to take another lap.

A different scenario comes to mind. This could be about that report I filed with the DOJ exposing their plot to take over California. Maybe the Dictator found out about it, and his response was to attack June. That’s logical since she also knew about the plot, but I’m not sure how kidnapping me helps take her down. Other than that this is how the Dictator works. He acts through threats and coercion and intimidation. And violence when he deems it useful.

The Dictator might have a mole inside the DOJ. Or maybe his minions hacked the DOJ’s intranet and discovered the report. Hacking the infrastructure could have been a distraction so their hack of the DOJ would go unnoticed. If that’s true, it worked. While I was busy on tasks for the Agency, it didn’t occur to me that the DOJ’s site might have been breached as well. That’s the first thing I’ll have to check when I get out of here.

Now, though, I need to deal with Keith’s agenda for me. He’s given me long enough to think about it.

“How do you want me to end June’s campaign?” I ask.

“You’ll get more instructions once you’re out,” he says. “I just need to know that we understand each other.”

I give half a shrug. In fact, I don’t see June agreeing to end her campaign for any reason I could give her. Unless she thought my life was in danger and quitting was the only way to save me. Is that what he’s talking about?

“You want me to blackmail her?” I ask.

“That won’t be necessary,” he says. “You won’t have to threaten her. You can simply inform her it’s not in her best interests to continue what she’s doing. She trusts you. She’ll listen to you.”

I try to picture why she would listen to that advice. “You mean,” I say, “because I will tell her that a group—”

“An anonymous group,” he interrupts.

“Right,” I say. “The anonymous group that was holding me means business, and she doesn’t want them coming after her.”

“That won’t be necessary either,” he says. “After you’ve been released, you’ll see she is already aware she needs to end her campaign. You can just supply a greater, shall we say, incentive to do the right thing.”

I try to parse this. June doesn’t have enemies out to end her campaign. Her opponent isn’t hostile. That means the Dictator must already have made moves against her that I don’t know about. More and more, it seems the Dictator is alive and Keith is carrying out his orders, holding me somewhere in the Bay Area. That would line up. Only I’m not sure why the Dictator would need me to give June an added shove. I must be missing something here.

“Okay,” I say. “I think I get it. You’re already pressuring June to quit. Because you’re not sure she will comply, you want me to work on your behalf.”

“That’s more like it,” he says. “The first step at least. Can you do that?”

“I can try,” I say. I mean, it’s not like I have a choice.

“You can try or you will?” he says. “Because either I release you and you do what I tell you or you’re looking at an extended stay here.”

“Got it,” I say. “I will.”

“Good,” he says. “All you need to know is that we will have eyes on you. All-seeing eyes. Understood?”

“You’ll let me walk out of here?” I phrase it as a question, but what I’m really after is whether I’ll be able to see where this place is. Or perhaps he doesn’t care if I know. I doubt his instructions will include the freedom to air any grievances about my captivity.

“You’ll be taken out blindfolded,” he clarifies. “Within the next forty-eight hours, we’ll drive you somewhere and release you. You’ll have plenty of time to eat and digest that deli sandwich. Is everything clear?”

I tell him it is.

I have to hope—though I’m not about to ask—this won’t include another dose of nanobot tranquilizers. It would be pointless to release me while I’m too disoriented to carry out his commands.

After he leaves, I push aside my trepidation and bite into the sandwich. It may be beef, but to my tongue it tastes more like cardboard than food. Knowing I need the nutrition, I force myself to chew and swallow. When evil is bearing down, you can do things for the sake of survival that you would otherwise never do.

The true test is not to succumb to that evil, not to let it affect you. The kid talks about being like a lotus leaf unaffected by the muddy water on which it floats. I’ll have to keep that in mind over the next forty-eight hours.




I am the wisdom of the wise.





23 In KYZYLORDA: June


I wake out of deep sleep to find my bedroom filled with a golden-
orange glow. For a minute, I’m disoriented. Is the sun rising or setting?

Noticing the change in my heart rate and breathing, my VA deduces that I’ve regained consciousness. “Hello, June,” she croons. “Would you like me to queue up your favorite playlist?”

I don’t know who is more disoriented, she or I.

“Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” I grumble.

Not that she has an answer for that. “It’s 6:03 on Saturday evening, June. You don’t have any activities scheduled.”

Which of course I don’t.

Damn, I think as I splash cold water on my face. They must have gotten home hours ago. Hope they’re not pissed.

I run down to the living room and find Beers, Darah, and the kid sitting on the hearth rug, around a bowl of popcorn. They don’t look pissed. Beers is tossing pieces in the air, and Dharma is catching them. I bet he’d jump higher if he thought it was plankton popcorn. I would.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” Beers says.

“Sorry,” I say. “My VA let me sleep.”

Beers admits he was also napping and offers to throw some plankton popcorn in the popper or make me a veggie burger.

Tempting as that is, it will mean more of a delay. Which we can’t afford. So I wave off the offer, sit down, scoop up a handful of slightly stale corns, and ask them to tell me everything they learned in Mountain View. Especially whatever they know about who’s behind the protests.

“We don’t know for sure yet,” the kid says. “But check this out.”

Darah picks up her tablet and sends me a file.

It’s a video. I open it, expecting to see Castro Street overflowing with protesters. But it’s a short clip of a masked man speaking in front of a tent. It’s a projected image, and the audio isn’t great. I watch it a second and third time. Sounds like he’s saying, “Go home, Liar Liu, go home.”

I look up at the others. “Who is he?”

“Their leader,” the kid says.

“You talked to him?”

“No, he wasn’t there. But hopefully you can harvest enough data to ID him.”

Normally Jedd would handle a task like this, but I’m up for it. The tricks he shared with me back when he was unmasking the IDs on Kurt’s darknet site should come in handy. Even so, I stall by asking more questions: “Did you get his name? Where’s he from? Did the protesters say why they’re against me even though I oppose the Dictator as much as they do?”

The kid picks up on my last point. “They’re convinced that what they’ve seen online or heard from friends is true.”

“Plus they’re paid,” Darah says.

“No shit?” I say. “Who’s paying them?”

“That group you mentioned, Fighters for Justice,” she says.

“They call him their king,” the kid adds. “This vid should tell us who he is.”

Which makes me eager to get on it. However, before we shift away from finding Jedd, I need to take our collective pulse. “Pulling the data may take a while,” I say. “And if I ID the leader, I’ll need to dig further to find his allegiances. Just want to make sure we’re all okay with that.”

“I don’t know,” Darah says. “I’m afraid Jedd—”

I’m surprised to see her respond with fear to what I’d call a reasonable procedural point. Visiting the encampment must have been more traumatic than she’s letting on.

But the kid won’t let her go there. The visit was his idea, and he’s clearly still confident in his plan. Maybe even more so. “This leader dude could take us straight to Jedd,” he says. “Remember, it could all be one large, linked operation. If we want to uncover it, we must turn over every stone.”

“And you think this is the right stone?” she says.

“I do,” he says. “Or it’s a stepping stone to the right stone. Either way, waiting to take any action until we’re absolutely certain wouldn’t be wise.”

“Fair enough,” she says. “Because I know with absolute certainty that you are wise.” She’s teasing, but not really.

“Am I?” he says. “Let’s just say we all could learn to be the wisdom of the wise.”

Whatever that means.

In any case, now we all know what we’re doing next. No need to go to the barn, because this doesn’t involve an Agency project. And no need to bother the twins until we have something to report. Let them enjoy what’s left of their Saturday evening.

Darah leaves for the kitchen, promising to return with loaded veggie burgers. Dharma trots off to keep a nose on the process.

“What’s your starting point?” Beers asks when we’ve reassembled around the coffee table—he and I on the sectional, the kid cross-legged on the floor.

“A simple biometric scan,” I say. “If the vid is crisp enough, I should be able to snag the dude’s iris pattern and run it against the national database.”

They watch as I project the video onto the table’s screen and hunt for the clearest freeze-frame. I pick one that’s nine seconds in. The dude’s peepers stare back at me, blue and squinty, as I carve out his periocular region, cropping above the bottom edge of the slot in his mask and below his brows.

“Let’s see if the database likes him,” Beers says.

I’m already on it. Using some of Jedd’s special maneuvers, I need only a few minutes to slip inside. I wish I had more than a grainy iris grab. But it will have to do. Hopefully the system won’t side-eye me for submitting something it considers low-res trash.

It doesn’t. Within milliseconds, we have a match.

“Dude’s name is Kingston Knievel,” I say. “Here’s his digital ID, with all his deets.”

“You said King-ston?” the kid says.

“King for short,” Beers says. “Isn’t that what you said the protesters call their leader?”

“Yup. Their king. This is starting to add up,” the kid says, then turns to me. “What else do you have?”

I scan through his stats. “He’s thirty-nine.”

“I’d have guessed younger,” the kid says.

“It says thirty-nine,” I repeat. “He was born in Del Rio, Texas, but is a citizen of California. His address—”

Beers is leaning in, reading a few words ahead. “What the—?” he explodes. “Kyzylorda?”

“Never heard of it,” I say. “Not in California anyway.”

Beers frowns. “Super shady, if you ask me. This database is no better than your usual garbage in, garbage out.”

“So his address is bogus,” I say. “That’s not the end of the world. What counts is this is his digital ID. His biometric data—sketchy as it was—took us right to it. I think we can work with this.”

“Okay,” Beers says. “Then go for it. I want to know what this King dude is up to.”

I exit the database and am about to close the video so I can fire up a global search when the kid stops me. “Can’t you extract more from the vid?”

My MO is to move fast, but he has a point. “If the quantum-light feed from the projection Darah recorded is intact, it will carry its own telemetry,” I say. “I should be able to pull the geotag and timestamp.”

In fact, as soon as I go back into the video, it’s all there.

“Here’s the time,” I say. “Shot at 06:08:00 UTC. What would that be in California?”

“11:08 p.m.,” the kid says quickly.

I stare at my tablet. “You mean he won’t even shoot this sucker till later tonight?”

“Damn!” Beers says.

“Hold on,” the kid says. “That would be eleven o’clock last night. Better double-check the date.”

Again I pump the brakes. I was so focused on the hour that I assumed we were talking about today.

“Geez,” I say, squinting at the date and doing the mental math. “This vid was made six frigging weeks ago.”

The kid is nodding. “Way before the protests started.”

“Gives new meaning to the notion of premeditated,” Beers says. Like he’s talking about a murder.

“Either that,” I say, “or the timestamp is wrong. That’s probably it, don’t you think?” Really, I’m not ready to hear that the protesters went to this level of advance planning. Nor, I’m sure, is Vinny.

Beers looks skeptical. “Timestamps are automatic. Unless you’re suggesting they messed with the camera settings to fool someone.”

“Someone, meaning me?” I say. It’s not like there’s a universe of hackers lining up to check the timestamp on this video. “No, I’m suggesting it’s a random glitch in the camera. These things happen.”

“If it means anything,” the kid says, “the woman who had the video said she got it this morning.”

“Whoever made it could have been fooling her too,” Beers says.

“Or she knew it was made weeks ago and was in on fooling the protesters,” I say.

It’s clear we aren’t about to resolve this. Though, if they did tamper with the timestamp, it occurs to me, postdating it would be a better way to cover their tracks.

Before I can bring that up, the kid asks, “What about the geotag?”

So I refocus on the video’s location coordinates. They’re sitting below the timestamp: GPS latitude 44.8499966, GPS longitude 65.5166646.

“Do you recognize the Bay Area?” I ask.

The kid may have a near-photographic memory, but his brain is not a fully functioning GPS.

“I guess we’re about to learn our coordinates,” Beers says.

I pull up a map and plug in the data. We watch as the map spins and the location comes into focus. It’s not the Bay Area. Not by a long shot.

“Cyrillic letters?” Beers says.

I zoom out to see where in the world we’ve landed. “It’s Kazakhstan!”

“Didn’t the Russians reclaim parts of Kazakhstan a while back?” Beers says.

“I think so.” To be honest, while the Dictator was in power, so much damage was occurring every day in the States that it was hard to keep track of similar happenings in the rest of the world.

Meanwhile the kid has reached over to zoom in. “Hey,” he says. “These are the coordinates for Kyzylorda.”

“So he shot the vid at his bogus California address in . . . Kazakhstan?” Beers scoffs.

We go through possible explanations. The dude is actually in Kazakhstan. Or in Russia. He works at a Russian troll factory. He has no permanent address. He’s a deepfake run by a geeky protester’s VA. He’s a Russian with a California ID. He traveled to Kazakhstan six weeks ago. He’s really in California, and whoever shot the video messed with the system settings.

“I vote for the last option,” I say.

Beers doesn’t disagree. “That means,” he says, “they didn’t just mess with the camera, they messed with his ID as well.”

“Either way,” I say, “we’ve scraped all we can. Are you okay with moving on, even with the ambiguity?”

They both say they are.

As I’m setting up a data sweep on Kingston, Darah arrives with our veggie burgers and a bag of kulcha khatai. “Loaded” wasn’t an exaggeration for these burgers: arugula, tomatoes, caramelized onions, garlic mayo, avocado, melted cheddar, and of course Beers’s wasabi aioli. The least we can do is pause work long enough to relish the feast.

While we eat, we fill Darah in on what we’ve learned, including Kingston’s name and ID and his suspicious location.

“You know,” she says after we’ve run through everything, “that woman didn’t initially want to share the video. She only did it after the kid almost incited a riot.”

Beers turns to the kid. “Wait, you did what?”

He shrugs. “I thought a screen grab of their leader would be helpful.”

Which of course it is.

I lick my fingers to keep aioli sauce from dripping on the sofa as I down my last bite of burger. I’m refueled and ready to fire up the data sweep.

But then I have an idea. “Maybe we should first hack Kingston’s tablet?”

“I thought that’s what you were about to do,” Beers says.

I explain I had a full-spectrum sweep in mind—education and employment history, criminal record, online presence. Basically, the works. Now I’m thinking it makes more sense to start with his tablet. “If I use his iris signature to bypass the tablet’s biometric security, it shouldn’t take long,” I say.

“You can do that?” Darah looks shocked. “I mean, what’s to keep anyone from hacking a tablet if they have a video of the owner’s eyes?”

I smile at her question. “I can’t just flash a vid at Kingston’s login screen. I’ll have to convince it I’m the living, breathing man himself.”

“Which would make this harder than breaking into the national database,” Beers says.

“Potentially,” I say. “Let’s hope not.”

They all lean in, watching.

My first step is to locate Kingston’s tablet. Unless he unlinked it, his tablet should be attached to his digital ID. Given the weirdness in his ID’s data as well as the tags on his video, I hold my breath as I wait for it to pop up on the coffee table’s screen. But there it is, still tethered. Rookie move on his part, really. At least I know I’m not up against someone with Jedd-level invisibility skills.

Next step is to doctor his eyes. I take the freeze-frame I used before and enhance it by simulating pupil dilation and adding depth cues to match his biometric data. Make it come alive. When I think I have something that could pass, I look up. “Shall I give this a whirl?”

“Absolutely,” Beers says. “Whirl away.”

“You whirl, girl,” Darah says.

They’re being silly, but it’s probably to cover their nerves. Crash-landing in Kingston’s tablet is anything but risk free.

“Is he logged on?” Beers wants to know.

I do a quick check. “Doesn’t look like it.”

“Better make it quick,” he says. “It’s morning in Kyzylorda.”

The kid chuckles. “It’s Sunday.”

“Good,” says Beers. “Let’s hope he’s sleeping in, not recording a new vid.”

While they banter, I direct the synthesized bio cues toward Kingston’s login. And, boom, I’m in. I’ve successfully unlocked his tablet! Before it has a chance to register the breach and toss me out, I disable intrusion alerts. So far, so good.

I head straight to his contacts.

“What are you doing?” Darah asks.

“Looking at his peeps.”

“Anyone we know?” Beers asks.

“Not yet.” I’m whizzing through the list. It’s massive. The dude knows an amazing number of humans. I may need to bring in my VA to help. She could identify any mutual acquaintances in a matter of milliseconds. Except there is zero room for slipups here. Just as I’m debating the wisdom of bringing her in, my eye catches a familiar name.

“Shut up!” I cry.

The others fall over themselves to see what I’ve unearthed.

The kid spots it first. “Keith!”

“Effing Keith,” Beers mutters.

“Keith?” Darah echoes, without the added color.

“Kurt is here too,” I say. “And these are recent messages. As in yesterday.”

I sit back and we look at each other.

“How is this possible?” Beers says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You tell me.”

The kid is wearing a broad smile. Like he expected all of this. It’s true he’s been floating the idea that this is one interconnected operation. Even the twins predicted something of the sort. Of course, the kid is too kind to say I told you so.

Except it’s still not adding up for me. “What the bleep is his connection to Kurt and Keith?” I say.

“Check their convos?” Beers suggests.

“I’d like to know if he has access to Kurt’s darknet site,” the kid says.

“Or if he supports the Dick,” Beers says.

I have to push back on that last. “He’s with Fighters for Justice. He organized their protests. No way he supports the Dictator.”

“I’m not saying he does,” Beers says. “But we can’t rule it out. For all we know, the dude is playing Kurt and Keith.”

“Playing them how?” Darah asks.

“I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe attacking June is a ploy to mist Kurt and Keith so they won’t be prepared for an attack on them. We should search their convos for evidence.”

“I suppose that’s conceivable,” I say. “Let me take a peek. Maybe something will pop.”

As I bend over the screen, an alert flashes.

“Weird,” I say. I disabled all notifications. What did I miss?

It flashes again.

“Oh shit!” I exclaim. “It’s him! The bugger just logged on!”

The alert is now a solid green light at the top of my screen.

With one deft motion, I sever my connection, booting myself from his system. That was close. Too close.




I am the silence of secrets.





24 IN PURSUIT: Beers


June made it out of there in the nick of time. Glad it wasn’t me at the helm. I can’t guarantee my reflexes would have been as nimble.

“Phew,” I say when we’ve all finished hyperventilating. “What do we do now?”

“What we don’t do,” June says, “is quit.”

“Of course not,” I say. “Question is, do you want to go back, retool, and try Kingston’s tablet again? Or are you ready to move on to that broad sweep you mentioned earlier?”

She’s shaking her head. “I can’t get past the idea that the guy organizing the protests is connected with Kurt. And by implication, the Dictator. It’s a total mindfuck.”

“I can’t wrap my head around it either,” I say.

“Someone’s fooling someone,” the kid throws in.

I try to think who that might be—on either end of the equation. Maybe my suggestion that Kingston is playing Kurt and Keith wasn’t so far off. “Could this dude be a spy or an agent?” I say. “Or a double agent?”

“You mean he’s spying on the Dictator in his spare time?” June says. “Or selling out the protesters?”

When she puts it that way, it’s clearly a stretch. Though dodgy armchair espionage is the kind of pastime I might be tempted to dabble in.

“Don’t forget,” she says, “according to the protesters, I’m married to the Dictator. No way Kurt and Keith buy that.”

Clearly we won’t find the answers we need with the intel we have. To get to the bottom of this mindfuck, we’ll have to dig deeper. I mean, this is one crazy case of cranial copulation.

“Okay, June,” I say, “we’re talking ourselves into a knot. I say we take our pursuit straight to their lair. We should see what they’re saying to each other on the darknet when they think no outsiders are listening.”

“Agreed,” she says. “And it will help that we’ve sorted out their IDs.”

“Let’s do it,” the kid says.

Darah volunteers to get us all coffees.

Before we get started, June points out that Kurt and Keith being in Kingston’s contacts doesn’t guarantee they’re conniving on the darknet. They could have kids on the same soccer team. Their dogs could stay at the same kennel. Something innocuous like that.

“I bet they are, though,” the kid says.

We’re about to find out.

As soon as June has activated the secret-tunnel backdoor, I launch a site-wide search for Kingston.

“This should be rich,” I say.

But we stare at the screen, and . . . it’s blank.

“I could hack his tablet again,” June volunteers. “Then we could reverse engineer.”

“You mean log into the site as him?” I say. “You’d have to be über-vigilant about cloaking yourself.”

“Or we check if he’s using a code name,” the kid says.

I groan at the thought of another code name goose chase. “Like what?”

“King,” the kid says.

Duh!

It’s definitely worth a shot.

And lo and behold, here he is! A shitload of hits for King. There are so many that we must have seen at least some of them while reading their convos before, even if we had no reason to suspect a connection. “Maybe we should split this up,” I say. “Each take a batch.”

“Good idea,” June says.

I pass the wheel to her, and she runs a program to divide the hits into four equal parts. If it weren’t so late, we could summon the twins to pitch in. I set up four separate windows on the table’s screen, so we can sit around it and read our respective allotments.

When Darah returns with coffee, I explain the plan to her. She doesn’t need to be a tech genius to do this. Practically speaking, we can’t read every mention of King. But the more eyes, the better.

And then it’s reading time.

The kid is the first to call out that he’s found something. “It’s about HQ,” he says.

We all recognize HQ as a code name for the Dick. When we first hacked Kurt’s site, it took us a while to realize that his crew never referred to the Dick directly—they discussed the orders they were following from his headquarters. It was always HQ. Sounds like that’s still the case.

Everyone stops reading, and I pull the kid’s window to the center of the table so we can follow along as he summarizes what he’s read.

“King is reporting that HQ has reenergized their plans to take over California,” he says.

“Clear evidence the Dick is alive,” I say.

“Yes,” he says. “It seems he’s been plotting his return since the moment he disappeared.”

“Sounds like King is in close contact with him,” June says. “Maybe even closer than Kurt.”

“Weird you never noticed him before,” Darah says.

“Not necessarily,” I say. “He could have connected with Kurt after we stopped monitoring the site. Or we missed him because we weren’t monitoring Kurt’s contacts at HQ.” Really, the latter is more likely: We just wanted to know when the Dick would attack California so we could hack his evil app in time.

“Think about it,” Darah says. “The Dictator was in power in the States after California declared independence. Wouldn’t it make more sense for him to take back the States first? Why start with California?”

“Maybe revenge?” I suggest. “Or he trusts Kurt to carry out his mission here.”

“Or both.” The kid explains that Kurt and Keith are likely pushing for the Dictator to go after California first.

“You mean so they can finally get whatever payoff he promised,” June says.

“Exactly,” the kid says.

While I’m listening to this convo, I’m also scrolling through my batch of King’s comments. “Hey,” I say. “Here’s one where he mentions Jedd.”

Darah startles. “What does he say?”

“He says Faker snitched on Kurt to the DOJ.”

“Who’s Faker?” Darah asks.

With everything going on, we neglected to fill her in on that detail, so I explain it’s their code name for Jedd. “Even if they didn’t realize we hacked their app, they would have guessed that Jedd uncovered Kurt’s support for the Dick and wouldn’t stay silent forever,” I say. “You can be sure they’ve made it their business to track him.”

“I wonder if he took precautions,” June says.

Darah looks alarmed. “Like what?”

“I think June is asking if he put safeguards in place after he submitted his report to the DOJ,” I say. She’s nodding, so I continue. “The Agency isn’t part of the DOJ, and he never mentioned any special measures, so I doubt it. Of course, we could verify—”

The kid cuts me off. “Please, Beers, let’s not get sidetracked.”

He’s right. So I shut up.

But my mind isn’t ready to let it go. Since we’ve already confirmed that the Dick’s perps hacked the Cal infrastructure, it occurs to me that they could have used that as an entry point to access the DOJ’s internal site. Or maybe they planted eyes inside months ago. Either way, once they were in, their first order of business would have been to destroy the report. Which would explain why the DOJ hasn’t moved forward with the case against Kurt. Except we agreed to make that a lower priority. So I turn my attention to the kid.

He has gone back to summarizing the chatter. “Looks like HQ has two missions,” he says. “One is to make Jedd pay for snitching on them. The other is to take over California. King is talking about strategies to accomplish both. He’s talking in the first person here, saying we—”

“Whoa,” I say. “He isn’t just close to the Dick; he’s speaking for him!”

“Sounds like he’s the Dictator’s main strategist,” the kid says.

“You’d think the Dick would call his own shots. But this is all King,” I say. “Dude must have a lot of money.”

“What’s his plan?” Darah wants to know.

The kid continues narrating the chatter. “Here is a thread from some weeks ago. He’s saying they should place an insider in California’s House of Representatives and use that person to seize control.” He skims ahead, then says, “He wants to target your race, June, because of your connection to Faker. Says that way they’ll get, quote, unquote, two for the price of one.”

“For what it’s worth, they’re not using a code name for you, June,” I observe. “More to the point, the election is in a few weeks. Isn’t it too late to run a candidate against you?”

“Much too late,” she says.

“In that case,” I say, “they’re probably backing one of your opponents.”

“Like you just said, Beers, they must have tons of money,” Darah throws in.

“Doesn’t matter how much money they have,” June says. “Doris would never accept their backing. Just like she’d never condone the Fighters for Justice’s tactics. And I don’t see any of the write-ins doing it either.”

“Wait,” says the kid. “This isn’t about another candidate. They aren’t running anyone against you or backing someone else. This is a much more sophisticated way to sabotage your campaign. King is saying HQ has the best brainpower in the world, and they can devise a brilliant strategy.”

“So what’s the plan?” I ask.

“Not sure,” the kid says. “Whatever it is, King says you won’t see it coming.”

“Geez,” June says. “Can’t they stick to quantum-based mind-
control apps? At least we had that handled.”

A little sarcasm feels good right about now.

But the kid is charging ahead. HQ is planning to publicly destroy June, he says. To make her a pariah. To paint her in such a negative light she’ll never recover from it. “Look here,” he says. “King is discussing the worst thing they could say about June. And, oh my god, it’s that—”

“That she supports the Dick!” I don’t have to read ahead to suss out exactly where this is going. “Which explains frigging everything!”

June is in shock. “Damn! It’s what we kept running up against.”

“Still makes no sense,” Darah says. “Who’d fall for such a blatant lie?”

“You’d think no one,” I say. Really, the whole idea is so warped, it will never make sense.

The kid clarifies that King’s inner circle—including Kurt and Keith—didn’t all grok it immediately either. He summarizes their comments: A handful loved the idea, but the rest argued back. It would be foolhardy, the latter said, to count on anyone to believe June could be with HQ, when the whole world knows how much she opposes HQ.

“Then how did King get them to buy in?” Darah asks.

I’m so hyped that I speed-read ahead and answer before the kid has a chance: “He blew them off. Plain and simple. Told them not to worry—it’s his job, it’s what he’s good at. Hosed them down with how brilliant he is, how he has everything under control. He’ll be ten steps ahead of June. He knows her type—”

“He’s never even met me,” she objects.

“Pompous ass is what he is,” I say.

The kid has continued reading, so he picks up: “He’s been pumping them up to feel like they’re the vanguard of a revolution. Their protests will take down June’s campaign in a week. It’ll be like nothing you’ve ever seen. He’ll run it from Stan so no one can track him.”

“Stan?” Darah says.

“Kazakhstan,” the kid says.

“What we saw in his geo data could be legit,” June says.

“Or not,” I say. “There’s no reason for him to be physically there. He could have manipulated his digital ID, like when Jedd programmed our IDs to travel to Canada. Either way, I don’t care where his body is. All we need is the details of his plan.”

“It’s all here,” the kid says. “He only has to radicalize a handful of loyalists. Each one will train their own little cadre of protesters. Everything will be synced. He has ample financing. Says he’s done all this before. Knows the target demographic well and how to play to their interests.”

“He means students,” Darah says. She teaches in what’s often touted as the world’s greatest educational system, yet she’s the first to admit its flaws. “They may have been taught in school to carefully identify their sources of information, but if someone they think is cool tells them they’ve been duped by June and she’s really with the Dictator, they won’t question it. We saw this today.”

The kid agrees. The protesters weren’t applying critical thinking. One can be smart yet lack the ability to think critically. One can learn in school how to think critically and not apply it in real life. “So far,” he says, “what we’re reading goes a long way toward explaining the attack on June’s campaign.”

“This is about the protest,” I say. “Did King also organize the hack of June’s website?”

“And what about Jedd?” Darah says.

“Those are good questions,” the kid says. “We should go back to the discussion where Keith mentions Faker.”

“Where we thought it was his dog?” I say.

“Right,” the kid says. “After we realized it was Jedd, you ran off to HSys to find him. We never revisited that thread. I think there was something about King.”

I search for and quickly find the thread.

Our heads converge over the table as we scan the comments.

“I don’t see King here,” I say after a minute.

As usual, the kid’s eyes are sharper. “He may not be making comments, but they mention him. Look, remember this? ‘faker’s the king’s little toy.’ I knew there was something.”

“Damn!” I fume. “We took that as playing with a dog. We did figure out that violetI was Keith and he was holding Jedd, but we missed the part about King toying with Jedd. Wait till I get my hands on that SOB! It won’t be playtime anymore!”

To cool me down, the kid recaps what we know: King is the architect of the protests. He’s also working with Keith to hold Jedd against his will—quite possibly because of his report to the DOJ. We’re beginning to see how everything is related.

“What I don’t get,” Darah says, “is how holding Jedd helps them if the report is still there?”

“We don’t know that it is,” I say.

“Their hackers could have removed it,” June says.

“I bet they forced Jedd to do the hack,” the kid says. “I’m sure they kidnapped him so he could do something for them.”

Which is a scary thought. With his expertise, it would have to be a hack or counter-cybersecurity operation. Heck, it could have been June’s campaign website. What I got so mad at her about before—that she dared accuse him of hacking her website—could actually have happened. With Jedd working under duress, gun to his head, obvi.

Darah isn’t buying. “As soon as Jedd is free, he’ll run to the DOJ and expose the hack.”

The logical answer is that they don’t plan to free Jedd. I don’t want Darah to worry any more than she already is, so I promise her we will put all the pieces together. We can think of it like a crossword. So far, we have some of the letters, but we know we’ll complete the puzzle. Which reminds me I haven’t done a crossword in days, and it’s messing with my sanity.

The kid offers another analogy: “It’s like a secret. Even the deepest secrets are eventually revealed. They don’t stay silent forever.”

“But when?” she asks. “And how?”

He shrugs. “Maybe when we realize that we are the silence of that secret, we’ll know all there is to know.” As if that were a helpful answer.

So I bring us back to planet Earth and suggest we read some more threads. We may find whatever has been eluding us.

“You know,” Darah says, “I saw something in my thread about another candidate. I skipped over it but it could be worth a look.”

So I move the kid’s thread to the side of the screen and pull hers forward.

She points to a comment by King. “He’s asking how long it will take to build a candidate.”

“You don’t build a candidate. You build a campaign,” June snorts, like Darah doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

Darah pushes back. “Read it yourself. It says ‘build a candidate.’”

“Let’s see if we can figure this out,” I say before they can deadlock over terminology.

“May I, please?” June says, leaning into the thread, being extra polite to compensate.

“Go ahead,” Darah says.

June starts skimming the comments, narrating as she goes. “You’re right,” she concedes. “These seem to be techies responding to his question, and they’re talking about building a candidate. Whatever that means.”

“Maybe it’s not a live human,” the kid says.

“We already said it was too late to enter the race,” I say.

“Maybe it’s speculation,” Darah says. “They could be discussing a hypothetical candidate who would have the best chance of challenging you.”

“Except, look at this,” June says. “They’re discussing a prototype. Asking if they have all the photos they need. And if their geeks have ironed out the speech glitches.”

“Your VA polishes your speeches, June,” Darah says. “You don’t bring in programmers, do you?”

“Of course not,” she says.

“We must be missing something,” I say. “Something major.”

“Let’s check some other folders,” the kid says. “There could be one for this prototype.”

I start scrolling through the directory’s folders. It’s no small task.

Nothing pops out.

I’m about to give up when the kid points to one. “Fake_candy? What could that be?”

I hazard a guess: “Their recipe for crypto chews?”

“Jedd likes those,” Darah says. Not that that’s proof of anything.

We toss around other candies someone might like enough to warrant a dedicated folder. Quantum drops. Giga bites. M#Ms. Sometimes when you’ve reached a dead end, you kill time with silly jokes.

“Hey,” the kid says suddenly. “Fake could refer to Faker. Let’s open it.”




I am time, the destroyer of the worlds.





25 IN FAKE CANDY: June


Before Beers can lift his hand, I’ve lunged forward and opened the fake_candy folder. I’m faster than he is. But also this is my campaign we’re talking about. I need to know what kind of prototype we’re dealing with. If I’m up against a candidate I’ve never heard of, I need to know who that is. Like, yesterday.

An array of subfolders greets me: video clips, script files, audio files, image files, model files, training data.

“Holy crap!” I exclaim, speeding through at the top level, seeing just enough to get the lay of the land. “This is all AI.”

“Looks like they’re building models,” Beers says.

“Certainly not storing cat videos,” I mutter.

“Nope,” he says. “I bet their prototype is some kind of next-gen deepfake.”

“You mean a deepfake candidate?” Darah’s eyes widen in disbelief.

“Oh, I get it!” the kid says. “The folder is called fake_candy. That’s their code name for ‘deepfake candidate.’ Kind of clever, actually.”

Clever is the last thing I’m thinking. More like grotesque. Though I do see his point.

“At least it’s not ‘fake’ meaning Jedd,” Beers says.

Which is one plus in a sea of minuses.

“I’d like to see the images,” the kid says. “Let’s put a face to their deepfake candidate.”

“If it’s Doris,” Beers says, “maybe you can tell her.”

“Absolutely!” I can see the two of us teaming up in a hot minute to take down a deepfake. At that point, it wouldn’t matter which of us wins.

But I open the subfolder with images, and it’s not Doris.

It’s Jedd.

Hundreds of photos of Jedd. At the HSys fountain. Holding one of his MVH awards. Stepping out of the HSys elevator. Playing games on his tablet. Licking an ice cream cone at Shoreline. Giving a presentation at UC Berkeley. Playing chess in high school. Relaxing in our hot tub. Yes, our frigging hot tub.

Damn! Now we know why they called him Faker. That was the plan from the get-go. Even if a few minions were slow on the uptake. Swiping the folder shut, I leap off the sofa, rush over to the hearth, and pound my fists on the mantlepiece. Both fists, in double-fisted frustration. Any harder and my metacarpals will crack. Then I turn and look back at the others.

Their faces mirror my horror.

Darah runs over and puts her arms around me.

I feel her body shaking. I know what she’s feeling: terror that Jedd won’t return. That he’s in mortal danger. That having used him as a deepfake, his captors couldn’t care less about his physical existence. Worse, it is now a liability for them. For the first time, I too feel deep fear.

She guides me back to the sofa.

I collapse onto the pillows. We need to examine everything in the fake_candy folder, but I’m not sure I’m ready to see how bad it really is.

Beers senses my distress. “Shall I?”

“Go ahead.”

I sit up as he reopens the folder and navigates to the video clips.

“Which one?” he asks.

“Any of them,” the kid says.

He plays one at random.

As expected, it’s Jedd staring at the camera and speaking. If you didn’t know him well, you wouldn’t suspect a deepfake. His subtle facial movements, the way his eyes light up, even the relaxed pace of his breathing are all essential Jedd. But then he smiles slightly, and his eyes stay flat. It’s a performative smile. The Jedd I know is never, ever performative.

The short clip is already over.

“Play it again,” I say. “And turn up the sound.”

The quality of his voice is even more realistic than his image, if that’s possible. “As you all know,” he says, “I worked closely with June Liu for many years. Believe me when I tell you”—here comes the fake smile—“I was deceived and betrayed by her.”

“My goodness,” Darah says. “Did they make him say that?”

Beers reminds her it’s a deepfake. None of those words came out of Jedd’s mouth. King’s techies created a script, processed it through AI-generated speech synthesis, then used adaptive voice modeling to refine intonation and sync lip movements. “Looks like this clip is fairly far along in the training phase,” he says.

I can’t bear to watch more. But we must. If we don’t know what we’re up against, we won’t be able to fight back.

Beers selects several clips and plays them. Most have about the same quality as the first. Some are longer. In one, which looks like an early-phase render, Jedd has an Afro triple the size of his real hair, and his speech is slurred. Reminds me of Kurt’s microaggression during an HSys demo when he joked about Jedd having purple skin.

As I watch fake Jedd, larger than life on the coffee table’s screen, I try to tune out what he’s saying. It’s basically the same garbage that’s on my website and that the protesters have been screaming. What’s hard is hearing it come out of Jedd’s mouth. Even though I know he’d never say anything of the sort.

“What do you think they’re planning to do with this?” Beers asks.

“Release it on social media,” I say. “Use it to amplify the protesters’ voices and take down my campaign.” Jedd isn’t a public figure, but he has a rep as a gamer and is well known in some circles within the tech industry. Plus he has the kind of vibe youngsters will listen to even though he’s pushing forty.

“Wait,” Darah says. “He’s echoing the protesters, and it’s disgusting. But what about the candidate part?”

Beers laughs. “Must be a sick joke.”

“Or maybe it’s not a joke,” I say.

“June’s right,” the kid says. “We’ve been watching random videos. I’m sure we’ve missed important content.”

“Like what?” Beers says. “Vids where Jedd is a candidate? For election? Seriously?”

Ridiculous as that sounds, the kid isn’t laughing. “They called it fake_candy for a reason. Didn’t we see a subfolder with scripts?”

Of course reading the scripts is the fastest way to clear this up. Beers locates the folder and drags it to the center of the screen. It’s better organized than the video folder, with files in numerical order. “Maybe #1 is for the video they plan to release first,” he wonders aloud.

“That’s logical,” I say. “Let’s take a look.”

Beers opens file #1. We’re staring at a jumble of code and timestamps and text.

“Where’s the script?” Darah asks.

“In here somewhere,” Beers says.

“Give me a sec.” I grab the file, extract the script, and voilà, we have clean text.

Darah reads Jedd’s words aloud: “Today I am announcing my candidacy for the California House of Representatives—” She stops abruptly. “How can he do that?”

“You mean, how can King get away with this shit?” Beers says.

“Like we said, it’s too late to file for candidacy,” I say.

“Too late for a human candidate maybe,” Beers scoffs.

“Last I checked, you had to be human to run,” I say. “Let alone win an election and serve in the government.”

“Apparently none of that is stopping them,” the kid says.

Beers turns to me. “You’re the most knowledgeable about politics. What do you see King doing here?”

One word comes to mind: destruction. He is bent on destruction. If he has to wreak havoc on the entire system to destroy me, he will. In fact, the destruction of our government and way of life is the Dictator’s goal.

“He’ll go scorched earth,” I say. “First he’ll push a write-in campaign. If the protesters convince people I’m in thrall to the Dictator, they can rack up enough deepfake votes to declare victory. If that doesn’t work, I expect a hack that ensures fake Jedd wins.”

“Then what?” Darah says. “They bring Jedd back and make him act the part?”

“He’d never go along with that,” Beers says.

“Unless he’s coerced,” I say.

“Really all they need is a foot in the door,” Beers says. “If their deepfake wins the election, they can use that as a cover for the Dick to take over.”

“You mean without Jedd’s help?” Darah says.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Beers says.

The kid reminds us all this is conjecture. “We should read more of their chatter to see the specifics of what they’re planning,” he says.

I add that I’d like to know more about the deepfake’s technical capacity. A passive video won’t pass as a realistic candidate. People will get suspicious. “For instance,” I say, “can it respond to questions in real time? How will it handle media requests? What about press events?”

“All of that is important, June,” the kid says. “But this video could be released any minute. Time is not on our side here. If we’re not careful, we’ll become eyewitnesses to its destructive force.”

“The kid is right,” Beers says. “We need to focus on stopping this monster.”

“Agreed,” Darah says. “Except it doesn’t feel right to do this without the twins.”

“It’s the middle of the night,” Beers says.

The kid points to the window. The sky is growing bright. Birds are chirping in the meadow.

Just the realization that we’ve been up all night makes me suddenly more tired. One can only run on adrenaline for so long, and we’ll need to be sharp to devise and execute an effective plan.

“Why don’t we tell them to drive up for Sunday breakfast,” I say. “We can crash till they get here.”

“Good idea,” Beers says as he zips off a text. Before he sets his tablet down, he checks the location of Jedd’s ID and shows us the screen. The blue dot is still hanging out at the pickleball court.

Then we all shove off to our beds.




I am the ethical conduct 
of those who seek victory.




26 INGENIOUS: June


Before I went to sleep last night—well, this morning—I instructed my VA to wake me when Nick and Zack get here. Sure enough, as I open my eyes to her soft chimes, I hear their voices floating up from downstairs. Along with the sweet, malty aroma of Beers’s pancakes.

I shower—fast, fast, fast—throw on some clean sweats, and run down to the kitchen.

Beers is piling a stack of pancakes onto a serving plate, while Darah, the kid, and the twins take seats around the table.

“I was just about to come get you, June,” he says.

“Beers has been filling us in,” Nick says.

“We can’t believe all this about the deepfake,” Zack says.

What’s unbelievable to me—in a good way—is that Beers took the time, despite everything going on, to make his trademark beer pancakes. We certainly can use the fortification.

“Are you all okay with talking while we eat?” I ask as I serve myself two pancakes and drizzle on maple syrup. “We don’t have time to lose.”

“Of course,” Zack says.

“That’s why we’re here,” Nick adds.

Beers starts the conversation. “The question on the table is how to respond to the deepfake.”

“Aren’t you going to hack it?” Darah asks.

“I was thinking more like nuke it,” Beers says.

“Yeah,” Nick says, “wipe that trash off the grid.”

I’m about to add my blessings when I see the kid shaking his head. “I don’t think so,” he says. “If we destroy their deepfake, King and his crew will know you are behind it, June. Who else has the skills and the motive?”

As much as I’m dying to demolish the thing, he’s right. It would make me even more of a target. “I hear you,” I say. “Besides, we have to assume they have backups and would simply construct a new deepfake, maybe one that’s even more egregious. We wouldn’t have gained anything.”

“We have to do something,” Beers counters.

“What do you think Jedd would want us to do?” Darah asks.

“Something sly,” Nick says.

“And ingenious,” Zack adds.

I build on that. “A ghost hack. We mess with them, but not in an obvious way.”

“Like how?” Beers asks.

“We tweak the deepfake by injecting an odd phrase or two into the model to corrupt the speech flow. Just enough so viewers sense something is off, even if they don’t know what it is.”

“I like that,” Beers says. “If it’s minor, King and Keith could think it’s a glitch on their end. It won’t occur to them it’s been hacked.”

“Exactly,” I say.

“We don’t stop there,” he continues, warming up to my idea. “In phase two—after the deepfake has been released—we figure out what King is up to and plan our next hack accordingly.”

“Do more damage,” Nick says.

“Make sure people don’t take this fake candidate seriously,” Zack says.

“We can’t let a deepfake steal votes from June,” Darah says.

“That’s our goal,” I say. “We need to put a stop to this grotesque form of election interference.”

The kid is nodding. “We’ll find a way to beat King and Keith at their own game. Whatever hacks we do will be ethical. They’ll protect the good people of this land and sow the seeds for freeing Jedd. No need to abandon our principles or engage in unethical conduct to win. We want a true victory.”

Amen to that.

The next question is what tweak to execute in our first phase. We throw out ideas at random.

“Make Jedd hiccup,” Nick says.

“Make him wink,” Darah says.

“Burp?” Beers says.

I point out that Jedd might wink or burp or hiccup naturally. “If viewers see him do that, they may be more convinced the video is real. That would defeat the purpose.”

“Maybe we make him say something random,” the kid suggests.

“He could say, ‘Alt-F4,’” I say.

“Love it!” Beers says.

Darah wants to know what Alt-F4 is.

“It’s a retro gamer thing,” I say. “Back in the day, people used it to prank a competitor into quitting.”

“The sarcasm would be perfect,” Beers says.

The kid doesn’t like it. “People who aren’t gamers won’t get it. And younger people definitely won’t. What if we have Jedd make a simple exclamation—one he normally wouldn’t make?”

We throw out a few: booyah, yeehaw, hot damn, ooh-la-la, whoop-de-do, hallelujah, la-di-da . . .

La-di-da makes Darah giggle. “Jedd would never say that!”

Not that he would say the others, but somehow la-di-da strikes a chord. We decide to go with it. With the pancakes long gone, we head to the living room and get to work.

I log into the darknet site and snatch a copy of the deepfake folder. While Beers and the kid monitor chatter on the site, I drop the folder into a secure sandbox on our intranet.

I obviously can’t inject la-di-da into all the scripts. Nor is that necessary. “How about I put it in the first one?” I say, as I pull script #1 to the foreground and open it. “This is the campaign announcement, so it should get the most views.”

“Can you do a couple others?” Nick asks.

“To help get it out there,” Zack adds.

I explain that once I edit and upload the first script, their AI learning model will incorporate my changes into the other scripts.

As we’re discussing this, the kid points to a new message in the chat. “Oh dear,” he says. “They’re releasing the deepfake today.”

That ends our debate. I need to do this fast.

I find five places in the four-minute clip to make Jedd say la-di-da. It won’t show up in the first ninety seconds. Each instance lands at the end of a sentence. As I program, my mind chucks up all the ways this could go wrong. Like turning Jedd into a laughingstock. But I push the thoughts down. This has to work.

As soon as I’ve regenerated the video with the modified script, I look up. “Ready to see the new Jedd?”

Nick and Zack cover their eyes in mock horror. But, really, we all want to see this.

So I play the clip.

“Today I am announcing my candidacy,” Jedd says. We all hold our breath, waiting for the first la-di-da. And ninety seconds in, there it is: “I vow to save our country from the corruption and lies of June Liu . . . la-di-da.”

“Sweet!” Darah says.

“It’s subtle, though,” Beers says. “He says it under his breath, so you almost don’t notice.”

After we’ve watched the full clip and everyone has signed off, I take the revised script out of my sandbox and upload it to the site.

“Okay,” I say. “All that’s left is for their AI to gobble it up and regurgitate Jedd 2.0.”

“How will we know when it’s released?” Darah asks.

The kid reminds us their chatter said it would be today. Could be any minute.

I instruct my VA to alert me the instant Jedd’s candidacy goes live on social media.

Then we all disperse to do our late-Sunday-afternoon things. The twins, having decided to stick around in case there’s a dramatic turn of events, throw balls for Dharma on the driveway. Darah heads to her room to work on a lesson plan. The kid wanders off to play his flute at Boulder Point. Beers checks the location of the blue dot on his tablet and confirms it hasn’t budged, then says he’s going to the barn to look at Jedd’s computer. I’m not sure what he expects to find on it.

I go out to the porch, ease into the hammock, and consider the most secure way to talk to Vinny. Hopefully he’s home from Fresno by now. Normally we text through the campaign’s secure messaging system, but right now I’m not sure how safe my tablet is for anything beyond hacking ops I initiate and control myself. So I call him.

He picks up right away.

“Listen,” I say curtly. “We should meet.”

He pauses to assess what I’m implying. “No calls or texts?”

“Correct.”

“I have my burner.”

“Understood.”

“Got it,” he says, as if I outright stated I have concerns about my own tablet. “Meet in the morning?”

“Yes.”

There’s so much he doesn’t know: everything we found on the darknet site, who’s organizing and funding the protesters, the Dictator’s plan to use my campaign to take over California. The deepfake. It’s like the past two days were two years. But one thing is more pressing than the rest.

“I need your eyes on social media,” I say.

“My burner’s on if you want to send alerts.”

Sending alerts won’t compromise my security, so I tell him I’ll have my VA set that up.

“See you tomorrow, June,” he says, and we hang up.




I am death, which comes for all, 
as well as the origin of what is yet to be.




27 INSTRUCTIONS: Jedd


I’ve been straining to stay awake so Keith won’t catch me off guard when he comes to get me. I do believe he was telling the truth when he said he intends to release me. It’s just a matter of when. Mentally zapping spaceships keeps me conscious. More or less.

How much less I only realize when I fail to hear their footsteps before two men enter my chamber.

They’re dressed in identical full-length black bodysuits with black gloves and black balaclavas. I have to check their eyes to know which set belongs to Keith. The violet ones.

He motions for me to get up.

I lift myself off the mat and stand in front of him, looking down at him. Saying nothing.

His partner produces zip-tie cuffs and seizes my arms, wrenching them behind my back so he can pin my wrists.

Keith quickly intervenes and has him tie my wrists in front instead.

“Just protocol,” he says. “Understood?”

I nod.

Then I’m plunged into darkness as the partner pulls a black hood over my head and secures it with some sort of tie or lock. I brace myself. With my hands immobile and my vision cut, my sense of vulnerability is off the charts. These men can do whatever they want with me and I won’t see it coming or be able to defend myself.

One—I think it’s Keith—takes me by the elbow and marches me forward.

Neither says anything as we walk through the tunnel.

My instinct is to hold my hands in front of me so I won’t slam into anything. Except I can’t do that. However, with my vision blocked, my other senses are heightened. I hear the crunch of gravel, the distant drip of some liquid, ping alerts on someone’s tablet. I feel myself start to sweat—more from stress than a rise in temperature. I smell coffee. It’s slightly rancid, like it’s been around all night. Even stale coffee makes my mouth water.

We come to a sudden stop at what I assume is a gate. I’m not sure if the giant spotlight I saw before is penetrating the hood or my eyes are playing tricks on me, but it seems brighter here. I hear the gate’s lock click after one of the men must have scanned his ID, then clanking as the gate slides open. And more clanking as we pass through and it closes behind us.

Now we’re walking uphill. The tunnel seems to curve, though it’s hard to tell. It’s also hard to gauge distance. We stop again several times, apparently passing through a series of gates. After the last one, we seem to be walking on the smooth floor of a building.

I try to listen for clues, but it’s quiet. That must be why Keith said he was releasing me at night. Even so, if this is a public place of some sort, how can he be certain no one will be around to see us?

I try to pick up any odor that might indicate what kind of building this is. Nothing registers. Besides, the hood is poorly ventilated and my own carbon dioxide is building up, making it harder to smell. We walk down what feels like a long corridor, then stop. The hand on my elbow forces me into a ninety-degree turn. We take a few steps and stop again.

Now I feel us moving—first sideways and then upward. Damn, this feels familiar. I could swear we’re in the elevator at HSys. I try again to detect a familiar odor, but it’s just your basic, neutral office building smell.

My mind is in overdrive. Could we really be at HSys? Was Keith holding me in a maze of tunnels under Building 1? And if this isn’t HSys, where the hell are we?

The elevator stops and the men nudge me out. Since we started underground and moved up, I assume we’re in Building 1’s lobby. A rough shove from behind propels me through what must be the scanner. No alarm goes off. Keith probably handled that.

I can’t believe he would risk being discovered. Even if this is the middle of the night and the place is deserted, people work around the clock. There’s always someone here. All it would take is one person running into two men in balaclavas strong-arming a dude with a hood over his head. Then I realize Keith and his buddy probably removed their masks. But still.

If I scream, will anyone hear?

Keith must be worried about that—or worried that someone spotted us—because suddenly they each grab one of my arms and start running. I try to keep up, but it’s hard to run blind. If you don’t believe me, try it sometime. At one point, my feet are no longer touching the ground. Which is hard to imagine, considering I’m taller than both these men. Somehow they’re able to literally carry me.

After a few minutes, we slow down. My feet are on grass now. Could this be the lawn by the bunker? Without visual clues, I’m too disoriented to do more than guess. The two of them are very close on either side, pressing into me. I sense they’re trying to shield me from view. Maybe someone is nearby. Except I don’t hear anyone. Only the distant sound of traffic. And frogs.

Suddenly I’m up against a hard surface I recognize as the side of a car. One of the men opens the door, pushes me inside, and crawls in next to me. The door slams shut. The other man is in the front seat, voice-activating the ignition. He overrides the controls and guns it as we drive away.

“Good job, Jedd,” the man next to me says after a few minutes. It’s Keith. “You did what I wanted. Keep it up, and we’ll be good.”

We seem to be driving on city streets, pausing at stop signs, with longer stops at stoplights. I try to imagine which direction we might be headed, but I don’t have any points of reference. Keith said he’s releasing me. But where? If I’ve been at HSys all this time, it would make sense to drop me nearby. But we keep going and going and going . . .

As I sit here, I close my eyes. That feels less claustrophobic than having my eyes open under the hood, staring at the blackness.

By now we could be in San Francisco. Unless we’ve been driving in circles. What would be the purpose of that? I suppose to confuse me.

I’m feeling drowsy. I wonder if Keith managed to get more nanobots into my system. Maybe they’re planning to drive around until I pass out, then dump my body. He hasn’t said any more about June’s campaign. That could just have been hype.

After what feels like an eternity, the car stops.

I feel Keith move to the edge of the seat. “Okay,” he says. “I’m letting you go. These are your instructions, so listen carefully.”

For a moment I think he’s about to remove the cuffs.

Instead he takes my forearm in a viselike grip, his fingers burning into my extensor muscles.

I grimace in pain.

“Like I said,” he continues, “your mission is to convince June to drop her campaign. I expect you to succeed.”

And if I don’t?

“Failure is not an option,” he says, as if reading my mind. “If she isn’t out of the race within seventy-two hours, these last few days will feel like child’s play. Got it?”

I give a barely audible grunt of assent. I have no doubt he means business.

He loosens his grip on my arm and softens his tone. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine as long as you do what you’re told.”

“So, you want me to talk to June?” I say. There has to be a hitch somewhere. Because if we talk, I’ll fill her in on everything. Together, she and I will hack Keith’s ID and Kurt’s darknet site, expose their connections to the Dictator, and report them to the DOJ. No waiting or debating what to report to whom or when this time. I mean, they’ll be sitting ducks. He must have conditions to guard against this.

Sure enough, he does. “Under no circumstances are you to talk to her in person. How you decide to communicate is up to you. You’re a resourceful guy. Whether you use a go-between or some digital means at your disposal, I’m sure June will realize she can’t refuse your demand.”

He takes my hands and pulls them toward him. I hear a snip and feel the cuffs drop away.

I don’t thank him. I shake out my hands and place them on my lap.

“Whatever you do, we are watching,” he says. “Don’t even think about going rogue. No joyrides to Canada. Or Oslo.”

I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.

“That’s it?” I say.

“That’s it for now,” he says. “You’ll be operating on a need-to-know basis.”

Which doesn’t clarify how he plans to tell me whatever he thinks I need to know. “I’ll get further instructions?”

“Let me put it this way. The full extent of your involvement in our little operation will become clear very soon. If you use your smarts and follow along, like I said, you will have no problems.” He stops, as if trying to think how to state this more clearly. “You’re on my team. You work for me. If you remember that at all times, you will make decisions that support what I’ve asked you to do.”

“Where are you leaving me?”

“You’ll find out in a minute.”

I feel his hand at the back of my neck, fumbling around with the hood.

“I’ve removed the lock,” he says. “When I let you out, you’ll be in a parking lot. You’ll wait a full two minutes before you remove the hood. Then you’ll be free to move about and carry out your assignment.” He pauses. “Any questions?”

“What should I do with the hood?”

“Whatever you want.”

I wonder if he realizes I figured out who he is. Before I can think of anything to ask that would get him to reveal that, he reaches over me and I hear the car door click open. He gives me a shove, and I tumble out.

As I pick myself up, I hear the car zip away.

Much as I’d like to get a glimpse of his vehicle, I’m not about to disobey right off the bat.

After I count down two minutes, I lift the hood off, careful to turn it inside out and preserve any biometric traces. Even though I already know he’s Keith, and he was wearing gloves, any extra evidence may come in handy when it’s time to go to the DOJ. I fold the cloth and tuck one end of it into my back pocket. Where I wish my tablet were.

The lot is dark, except for some spotlights along the perimeter. Large price tags scrawled in bioluminescent ink on the windshields tell me it’s a used car lot. In fact, I know the place: It’s part of the dealership adjacent to Naomi’s condo complex. Since Keith knew to intercept me at Shoreline, he likely also knew I was on my way to meet her.

Over the past few days, I must have anticipated the moment of my release a thousand times: Where should I go? Who will help me? How do I outsmart Keith? Now that I’m here, I’m still not sure if it’s better to go to Naomi—as he seems to want—or strike out on my own. What I really want is to go to the farm. But that’s off the table. I can’t put my fam in harm’s way. Much as I’d like to see Naomi, I could put her at risk as well.

Then I consider why Keith would push me to go to Naomi. That in itself is sus. I wonder if he managed to get in her head. I don’t know that he could have outright convinced her to work for him—they’ve never met, at least as far as I know—but he could have found a way to plant a seed. Even if she wasn’t aware of it. Not that she’s that gullible; he’s that devious. In fact, that could explain why she didn’t respond to the texts I sent from the arrow when she was waiting at Shoreline. He could have sent something that messed with her mind.

Even so, I can’t hang out here in the middle of the night. I have to do something. So I set aside my worries and go with the immediate option: Naomi. It shouldn’t be hard to get her to realize I’m being watched and we can’t touch or talk. I tell myself, It’s Naomi. She knows me. She’ll understand. I can trust her.

Fortunately, I have her guest access code, so I don’t have to wake her to enter the complex. I keep my head down as I hurry along the walkway to her building, then up two flights of stairs to her condo.

At her door, I debate whether it’s worse to let myself in and scare her while she’s sleeping or to possibly wake the neighbors if her doorbell is on silent mode and I have to knock. I decide to let myself in.

Instead of going into her bedroom, I stand in the entryway and softly call her name. Once. Then twice more. When she still doesn’t respond, I turn on the hall light and approach her bedroom door. It’s open. Dirty and disheveled as I am, I want to run in and pull her into an embrace. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see me. And relieved. She must’ve been so worried.

I hear her turn over in bed.

“It’s me,” I say, still in the doorway.

A second later, she’s standing next to me, staring at me. Not smiling.

I resist the urge to hug her. “I’m sorry,” I say.

She looks super annoyed. I’m not sure why she would be, but I can’t ask. I point to myself, then put my thumb and index finger together and draw them right to left across my face as I mouth, Zip it. Then I raise my eyebrows to nonverbally ask if she understood my gesture.

“You can’t talk,” she says, frowning.

I nod vigorously, then hold up the palm of one hand to represent a piece of paper and mime writing on it with my other hand. I can’t think of any means of surveillance that Keith could employ to detect what I write.

Unless he put a microchip in my brain.

She goes into the living room and hunts for a pen and paper. Finding an envelope doesn’t take long, but she can’t find a writing implement. She has to practically dismantle her desk to dig up an old ballpoint.

I put the envelope on the desk and write one word: radioactive.

She looks surprised, and I sense she’s calculating what that means. “Were you with June?” she asks. She sounds disgusted. Like June is somehow part of my problem.

I shake my head. Really, I think, do I look like I was with June?

“Where were you?”

I shrug and write, “???”

“You don’t know?”

I shake my head again and say, “What day is it?” That’s a question I can verbalize without worry anyone might overhear.

“Tuesday,” she says.

Which means she has to go to work in a few hours. I put my palms together and place them beneath my right cheek, as my eyes frame the question: Sleep?

“Yes,” she says. “We’ll figure this out in the morning.”

I nod.

She goes to the hall closet, takes out a bamboo silk blanket, pillow, and bath towel, and lays them on the arm of the living room sofa. Then she surveys me, head to foot, with an expression that can only be described as revulsion. She ducks into her bedroom and returns with an oversized pink-and-gray polka-dot T-shirt and baggy pink shorts.

“These are a bio-responsive fabric,” she says. “May be tight on you but they’re better than what you’re wearing.”

Without so much as a blown kiss or “goodnight, babe,” she goes back to her room. The door closes with a click. Sounds like she locked it.

Her chill bothers me, but I have no way to address it. So I grab the towel and head to the bathroom. One glance in the mirror and I gasp out loud. I knew I was a mess, but I didn’t realize my face was this filthy, my hair this unkempt. Maybe that explains Naomi’s attitude.

I remove the folded hood from my pocket and set it on the vanity. Then I step out of my auto-lacing shoes, shed my dirty clothes, and turn on the shower. With the water on its hottest setting, I lather up, rinse, soak, and repeat. And repeat. I let the water flow over me until I feel cleansed below the surface of my skin. Then I towel off and climb into Naomi’s smart shirt and shorts. Though I’m a full foot taller than she is, they expand enough to fit. Almost.

I listen at her bedroom door to make sure she’s asleep, then take my dirty clothes, my shoes, and the hood into the kitchen. I find a bag and stuff everything into it. Obviously I still need to consider myself radioactive.

As I help myself to a cheese sandwich, I run through scenarios in my mind. A nano mic is probably attached to my clothes. The nano mics I used in the past were the simple kind with an invisible adhesive. I suspect Keith has a more sophisticated technology, like a mic with micro-hooks that can’t be dislodged by washing. It’s reasonable to assume he acquired something like that from his Russian associates.

The worst case is that he implanted a nano bug or quantum tracker under my skin, or performed some form of mind hacking. The latter would mean one wrong move and I’m dead. Microchipping my brain—as I considered earlier—isn’t realistic, but injecting a bug in my earlobe or the nape of my neck or between my toes while I was unconscious is definitely plausible. I scratch at my skin to see if I can detect anything. I can’t. But then, used correctly, microneedles don’t leave a mark.

I won’t be able to fix this on my own. One way or another I have to get to June. Once she understands what’s happening, she and Beers can track the status of my digital ID, determine if it’s bugged, and neutralize it. They can also scan my clothes and nullify any embedded listening device. Which is of course why Keith doesn’t want us to meet in person. I’ll have to find a way around that before I think about June’s campaign. Hopefully she’s still roaring toward victory. If I can delay Keith’s attack long enough, it should be moot.

I didn’t expect communicating with Naomi to be quite so challenging. Even if she doesn’t have the sleuthing chops to deal with my predicament, I didn’t think she’d treat me as persona non grata. Lock me out of her bed. She seemed actively displeased. Possibly she’s angry that I stood her up. Or that I disappeared for a few days. Or that I’ve drawn her into my problems.

I’m not sure how to fix this without the ability to talk.

I lie down on the sofa, which is both too narrow and too short. Unless I draw in my knees, the blanket doesn’t cover my feet. And when I lie on my side and draw in my knees, they stick over the edge. Even so, considering where I’ve been, these are elite accommodations.

Keith may not have planned to kill me, but he had no problem toying with my life. Things could easily have gone south. I could have died. I’ll need more than a minute to reckon with that reality. The kid often says death comes for us all, so we should find the part of us that never dies—the part of us that is the origin of what is yet to be.

I hope he’s back home by now. I can’t wait to see him.

As my thoughts finally slow down, I fall into a deep, deep sleep.

I only wake up when Naomi is standing over me. She has a cup of coffee in one hand and an I-don’t-know-what-I’m-going-to-do-with-you look on her face.

“What are you up to today?” she asks as she hands me the coffee.

I fetch the pen and envelope from the desk and write, “Can I stay here?”

She considers, then nods. “If you want—”

I wave my hands to shush her, then point to the envelope.

She bends over and writes, “How can I help?”

My instinct is to ask her to go to June. Keith said to convince June using any means other than speaking with her in person. Sending Naomi seems like a good way to set that in motion. If June comes here, we can figure out how to use Naomi as a go-between. I mean, how the hell else does Keith think I can get her to drop her campaign?

I point to myself, flap my fingers to indicate talk, then write, “June?”

She nods.

I add, “alone!” And underline it three times.

“Consider it done,” she says.

She sticks her tablet in her bag, shoulders it, and waves goodbye. At the door, she turns and blows me a quick kiss.

I’m relieved her anger seems to have dissipated.

Then I settle in.

I can spend the time till Naomi returns—hopefully with June—raiding her fridge and pondering my next moves. I can also check the news, watch sports, or play video games on her full-wall display. Tempting as it might be to hack her system and access my digital ID, I can’t risk that.




Consciousness cannot be pierced by weapons, 
burned by fire, wetted by water, 
or dried by wind.



28 IN PERSON: June


On Sunday night, I told the others I’d sleep with one eye open so I wouldn’t be jolted awake at some ungodly hour by my VA’s alert. Beers said I shouldn’t invite lagophthalmos. He was joking. But I insisted the deepfake would go live overnight, so I had to prop an eye open.

I was wrong. It didn’t and I slept soundly, with both eyes shut.

My VA woke me at the usual hour. I dashed downstairs in my fleece onesie and found Beers rummaging around in the darknet folder, searching for new activity.

“Is it live?” I was practically panting.

“Nope.”

I leaned over his shoulder. “They said it was launching yesterday. What are they waiting for?”

“For us to stop watching them?”

We scanned their chatter but didn’t find much. Just two new videos King made to inspire the protesters.

After breakfast, I flew down and met Vinny at his condo and told him everything we had learned. I didn’t go into the infrastructure hack, because that’s Jedd’s project. And I avoided directly stating that he’s missing. But as soon as Vinny heard about the deepfake, that was all he wanted to talk about.

“You’ve seen it?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Jedd’s in it?”

“Yes.”

“They’ve released it?”

“Not yet.”

“But they will?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Any minute.”

“You’re sure?”

Which of course I wasn’t. “I doubt they created a deepfake for the fun of it,” I said.

He paced the room as we talked, and I sensed he saw this as a death blow for my campaign. Coming on top of our already-shaky trust, I had to wonder if he was hoping for that. I also wondered what an angry volunteer would have to say to convince him to cast a write-in vote.

I didn’t want to argue, so I tried to reassure him, telling him not to worry, we’ll be fine. Which sounded about as convincing as Jedd’s deepfake.

He threw out countermoves: Contact the press. Warn law enforcement. Meet with my endorsers. Nothing that wasn’t standard procedure that had already crossed my mind.

It was like I was trying to fight a battle but without the right weapons. To fight a battle in which my allies were open to joining forces with my enemies.

I told Vinny I’d be in touch after the deepfake was released. I think he was relieved to see me go.

When I got back to the farm, Beers was still at the coffee table, doing crosswords as he waited for signs of life from the deepfake. I spent the afternoon taking notes for a campaign speech I’ll probably never give. Darah came home after school, and Nick and Zack drove up as soon as they got out of work.

All the while, the deepfake slumbered in the darknet folder.

Now we’re all in the living room eating the taleggio mushroom pizza Beers rustled up. To be honest, I don’t have full faith in my VA’s alerts at this point, so between slices, I check the deepfake’s status on my tablet. Beers is checking too, dipping into the darknet and scanning recent chatter.

After dinner, he brings out his chess set and challenges Nick and Zack to a tournament of bullet chess. Each time one of them makes a careless move, they blame the deepfake for distracting them. Even so, after numerous games, no one wants to call it a night. The twins predict their tablets will ping the minute they reach the end of the driveway.

So I round up enough blankets for everyone, and we prepare to camp out in the living room. Darah and I stake claim to opposite ends of the sectional, while the twins snuggle on the small sofa and Beers slumps in the overstuffed armchair.

The kid sits down on the hearth, with Dharma by his side, and softly plays his flute.

Which lulls me to sleep.

I wake to the sound of Beers whistling through his teeth. Thinking he’s snoring, I’m about to tiptoe over and shush him.

But he’s sitting bolt upright, staring at his tablet.

I leap off the sofa and rush to his side. I expect to see that the deepfake is live, but he’s looking at a map.

“What is it?” I say.

“Jedd’s ID.”

“Where?”

“Here!” Beers thrusts his tablet within inches of my nose.

“Here where?” I say, backing up as I rub the sleep out of my eyes and search for the blue dot.

“At HSys.”

By now everyone else is wide awake. Even Dharma.

“Playing pickleball?” Zack asks.

“Yeah, a rousing infrared night game,” Beers says. “No, at HSys. In Building 1.”

I’m finally able to focus. Sure enough, the blue dot is moving.

Beers projects the map onto the coffee table’s screen and we all watch it crawl along. Slowly but steadily. Like a real human. My suspicions about a decoy are out the window.

“Isn’t that where we searched for him?” Nick asks.

“Pretty much,” Beers says.

“Maybe he’s walking in circles,” Zack says.

“Hopefully trying to escape,” I say.

“Now he’s by the café,” Beers says.

“Shouldn’t we go down there?” Darah asks.

“He could be gone by the time we get there,” the kid points out.

“If he’s trying to escape, he’d better move faster,” I say. Really, this is like watching a car chase in slow motion.

As if on cue, the blue dot picks up speed.

“Damn!” Beers exclaims. “He’s in some sort of vehicle.”

“Sure looks like it,” I say as we watch the blue dot fly across the map.

“Who could be driving?” Nick asks.

“I wonder where he’s going,” Zack adds as the vehicle stops at a light on Castro.

“Here!” Darah exclaims. “He’d better come here!”

But there is no indication of that. The blue dot leaves downtown Mountain View, then travels north on El Camino Real. When it reaches Menlo Park, it turns onto a residential side street and wanders through West Atherton.

“I thought he was going in circles before,” Zack says. “Now he really is.”

“He’s not the one driving,” I say. “Obviously that’s—”

Beers catches my broken thought and completes it: “Keith.”

Which takes me straight to a huge oversight: “Geez,” I say. “What were we thinking? Why didn’t we hack Keith’s ID?”

“You’re so right,” Beers says.

“It’s not too late,” the kid says.

So I grab my tablet and hack Keith’s digital ID. It doesn’t take me long to get a second dot up on the screen. No surprise: It is synced with Jedd’s ID, now both traveling north on Interstate 280.

When they reach the San Francisco city limits, they double back and head south toward San Jose.

About an hour later, they come to a stop.

“Long traffic light?” Zack asks when the dots don’t move.

“Super long,” Nick says.

Then suddenly Keith’s dot takes off, leaving Jedd’s dot blinking solo.

“Where is he?” I ask.

“Near the Bayshore freeway,” Nick says.

“Not far from Shoreline,” Zack says.

“Wait,” Beers says. “Doesn’t Naomi live around there?”

None of us has been to her place, but it’s a reasonable guess. “Do you think Jedd persuaded Keith to take him there?” I ask.

“After driving for two hours?” Darah says.

“It could have taken that long to persuade him,” Beers says. “Dude isn’t the suasible type.”

“Or maybe that was Keith’s plan all along,” I say.

“The only way to find out is to go there,” Darah says. “If he’s really at Naomi’s, it’s safe to say he’ll be there when we get there.”

“Darah’s right,” Beers says. “We should go.”

“It could be a trap,” I say.

“If he’s trapped, that’s all the more reason to go,” she argues.

“I meant a trap for all of us,” I say.

The kid takes my side. “We need more info,” he says. “Plus it’s the middle of the night.”

“We can’t just abandon him!” Darah says.

“Not when he needs our help,” Beers adds.

“He would want us to go,” Darah says.

“Or maybe not,” the kid says. “Maybe he’d rather come here.”

“That would be ideal,” Beers says. “But how long do we wait?”

“Keith wouldn’t have released him without having a tracking system in place,” I say. “If we chase after Jedd now, that could put him in greater danger.”

“Mortal danger,” the kid says.

We argue back and forth. The kid, the twins, and I push caution, while Darah and Beers want to jump in a car. It’s looking like the two of them are about to do just that, regardless of what anyone else thinks.

Until a blaring alert rocks the room.

Darah startles. “What’s that?”

“My alert for the deepfake,” I say, lunging for my tablet.

They gather around as I pull up the video and project it onto the coffee table’s screen. It’s only been live for mere seconds, but already it’s replicating throughout social media.

We watch it once, then a couple more times to make sure we’re not missing anything. It’s the same campaign announcement that’s in the darknet folder. Including all the la-di-das.

“Wonder if anyone caught that,” Beers says.

“Doesn’t look like they care,” I say. People are reposting like wildfire about finally having a candidate they can trust—someone who will fight for them. Who will stand firm against the Dictator. Against me.

“Did they create a campaign site for Jedd?” Nick wants to know.

“We could hack it,” Zack adds.

“They don’t need a website,” I say. “Not with this thing going viral.”

“Just like they knew it would,” Beers groans.

My tablet pings. I guess my VA was snoozing at this hour, because a text has slipped through from Vinny. It says simply “omg.”

I text back that I’ll call him in the morning.

With the deepfake live, our focus shifts from whether to chase Jedd in person to what to do about Jedd 2.0. And all the more so when the kid notices that two additional deepfake videos have gone live and are circulating.

“We have to take control,” Beers says.

The kid agrees. “We’ve been in wait-and-see mode. That time is over. We need to take action.”

“Another hack?” Darah says.

“Or a bigger tweak,” Beers says.

“Like what?” I say. “More la-di-das aren’t going to make a difference. Plus hacks and even tweaks are a lot of work. I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

The kid, however, has an idea that involves a hack he thinks would be worth it. “What if we tease an in-person meeting between you and Jedd?”

“Oh, wow!” I say. “The two candidates face off in an epic battle. I like it.” In fact, I wish I’d thought of it myself.

“How?” Darah says. “Jedd isn’t here. We don’t know if he’d be up for that.”

“He doesn’t have to be,” the kid says. “That’s the beauty of it. We set up the expectation he’ll be there. When he doesn’t show, the deepfake looks sus.”

“Or,” Beers says, “we send you in his place.”

I expect the kid to nix that, but he doesn’t.

“Interesting twist,” he says. “How would it work?”

So we run scenarios. We could generate buzz about an event with Jedd, like the kid suggested. People would flock to it, expecting to finally see him in person. It’s unusual—no, it’s unheard of—to have a candidate never appear in person. When everyone is fired up and Jedd doesn’t show, the kid could take the stage as a campaign volunteer. He could say Jedd is out of pocket. Or Jedd is rethinking his candidacy. Or Jedd will make a major announcement soon. Basically, whatever we decide. One way or the other, we’d be positioned to take charge of the narrative. Of course, we’d have to consider Jedd’s safety. And our own.

“We don’t have to decide now,” the kid says.

“It’s something to keep in our arsenal,” Beers says.

“We do the hack now,” I say, “but we leave our options open.”

“Actually,” the kid says, “the best would be if we plan an event and Jedd does show up.”

“In person!” Nick says.

“That would be cool,” Zack adds.

Which brings our focus back to Jedd.

I move the deepfake to the side of the screen so we can see the map. The blue dot hasn’t moved. Keith’s ID is nowhere in sight.

“I bet he’s sleeping at Naomi’s,” I say.

“You mean waking up at Naomi’s,” Beers says.

He’s right. The sun has risen. We’ve pulled another all-nighter.

“Whatever we do next, we have to be careful,” I say.

“Right,” Beers says. “Keith could be using a nano bug. Even a quantum tracker. We’ll have to deal with that before we can talk to him.”

“And we will,” the kid says. “No matter what weapons our enemies bring, they won’t destroy us. Who we really are—consciousness, essence, truth, love—is untouchable. It can’t be burned in fire or drowned in water,” he says, then adds with a giggle, “It can’t even be tracked by a nano bug.”

After some discussion, we decide to hold off on the hack and to give Jedd till noon. If he hasn’t shown up or contacted us by then, we go to Naomi’s. Or wherever the blue dot is at that point. He may know what kind of tracker Keith is using. If he doesn’t, we’ll help him figure it out and dismantle it.

Darah says she’s calling in sick so she can go with us. The twins don’t have to tell anyone they’ll be working remotely.

While Beers whips up waffles and the others take showers and check messages, I get on the horn with Vinny. To be precise, I call his burner from a secure connection on my tablet.

The first question out of his mouth is “Where is Jedd?”

Of course I have to level with him: “I don’t know.”

“The deepfake is worse than I imagined,” he says. “Jedd seems really authentic, with all his little mannerisms. It’s not hard to believe him.” He pauses. “Is it possible he really opposes you?”

“No.” I say it as emphatically as I can.

He backs off. “Okay, but explain how he could let this happen.”

“Come on, Vinny,” I say. “They didn’t need his permission to create a deepfake.”

“Obvi,” he grunts. “But why is he allowing it to continue?”

“We believe the Dictator’s people have been holding him.”

That stops him. Not in a good way. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

I explain that I feel bad for misleading him. I was caught between the needs of my campaign and Jedd’s need for privacy, especially being in cybersecurity. I don’t have a lot more to add now.

“My suggestion,” he says curtly, clearly looking to end the convo, “is you spend your time looking for him. We can talk again after that has happened.” He stops short of saying he’s quitting the campaign, but I’m sure that’s what he’s thinking. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s been job hunting already.

As we hang up, things feel pretty much over. Yes, we’ll get Jedd back alive, and that will make everything worth it. But he can’t fix the lies. He can’t undo the damage that’s been done. Really, I don’t see how my campaign comes back from this.




I am the strength of the strong, 
free from desire and attachment.




29 INVISIBLE AGAIN: June


When I return to the kitchen, everyone is working on a pile of hot waffles. I grab a plate and fill up. As we eat, I report on my conversation with Vinny and the impact the deepfake had on him. Since I don’t want our morale to take a hit, I leave out what he said about Jedd’s authentic mannerisms—presumably the la-di-das—and instead stress that unless we come up with a strong response, we’ll have lost this battle. Maybe even the war.

“We need to do more than tease an in-person meeting,” I say. “Yes, we believe Jedd is at Naomi’s. And we said we’d give him till noon. But there are a lot of unknowns here. If we wait to decide the best way to upgrade Jedd 2.0 to Jedd 3.0, we could end up doing too little too late.”

“Okay,” Beers says. “What do you suggest we do?”

“At this point,” I say, “I don’t think we have a choice. We need to go nuclear.”

Beers is bobbing his head so vigorously it looks like he might pop a vertebrae, and I’m about to suggest we commandeer Jedd’s ID so we can make bold moves, when we hear a car drive up.

No one is expecting a guest.

Beers runs outside, and we hear him on the porch talking to a woman.

Darah whispers, “Naomi?”

I don’t know her voice well enough to say for sure.

A minute later, Beers returns and confirms that Naomi wants to talk to me.

“About?”

“She didn’t say.”

I don’t have a good reason not to talk to her—commandeering Jedd’s ID will have to wait a few more minutes—so I head to the door.

“We’ll be here,” Beers says. “Shout if you need backup.”

I find Naomi lounging in the hammock. Like she’s an invited guest.

I sit on one of the Adirondack chairs—at the very edge of the seat, so she knows she’s only getting so much time. In my mind, that’s under five minutes.

She sits up and throws her legs over the side of the hammock. “I have some questions.”

It occurs to me she must have seen the deepfake. Which means Jedd has seen it too. She would have to assume Beers told me about their convo the other day, but I highly doubt she suspects I know Jedd’s at her condo right now. He wouldn’t disclose the level of our intel. He also wouldn’t tell her whatever he has figured out about the deepfake. I’m guessing that’s her first question.

But it isn’t. Instead she goes back to those damn photos. “Be real with me,” she says when she gets to the end of her lengthy rant. “Are you and Jedd a thing?”

I wrinkle my nose. Like what she said reeks. Which it does. “We’ve lived here for years. You know that.”

“And that makes it okay?”

I let out an exasperated sigh. I mean, she just came from being with Jedd, and this is her question for me? She’ll have to do better.

She must realize that, because she abruptly shifts gears: “Have you seen him?”

That’s an easy no. And the blue dot doesn’t count.

“You haven’t?” she says.

“Just said no.”

I sense she’s waiting for me to turn her question back on her. But before I can voice it, she blurts out the answer: “He’s at my place.”

“Really?” I say, as if that’s a total shock.

“Yes,” she says. “He asked me to come here.”

Apparently this convo is more about what’s not being said than about what is being said. Like, is Jedd okay? Is he injured? Does he need help? Did he send a message? I put on my best confused face and ask, “Why didn’t he just text me?”

“It’s complicated,” she says.

I guess that’s the best she can come up with. And we’re well past her five minutes. Still, I need to know why she’s here, so I say, “Then uncomplicate it for me.”

She talks in circles until I’m two secs from giving her the boot, then spits it out: “He wants to see you.”

Finally something I can work with. “In person?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“At my condo. Just you.”

“I’ll need the address.”

She pulls out her tablet and shoots it to me.

I let her know I’ll take it from here.

As soon as she leaves, I go inside. The kid and Darah are cleaning up the kitchen. The twins have moved to the sunroom to do a little yoga. I pull my uneaten waffle from the nano food cozy and, signaling to the others to follow when they’re ready, head to the living room.

I find Beers bent over his tablet, his face contorted as if he’s about to sneeze from sheer mental exertion.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

He doesn’t say anything for a minute, then looks up. The grin spreading across his face is just short of smug. “I just commandeered Jedd’s digital ID.”

“You did what?”

I can’t hide my annoyance. Since when does the dude make unilateral decisions? Even if this hack was the right move. A strong and courageous move. Even if I was about to propose it myself. In fact, I’m proud of him. He must have been watching me closely if he was able to execute such a complex hack on his own. I know Jedd will be proud.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “While you were with Naomi, I got the hit she was asking you to meet with Jedd. That won’t be safe if his ID is out there, visible to all.” He pauses. “I take it she’s gone?”

I confirm that she left. And that I agreed to go to her condo. “Good call on the ID, bro,” I say grudgingly. “Letting anyone else control it while I’m talking with Jedd would be a disaster.”

“Exactly.”

I glance down at the coffee table’s screen. The blue dot is still blinking. “Did you restore his invisibility settings?”

“Yep. Now we’re the only ones who can see him,” he says. “Hopefully you can meet him before the Dick’s team realizes they’ve lost control of his ID.”

“We should check their chatter,” I say. “See what they’ve realized so far.”

I expect Beers to jump on that, but he’s staring at his tablet again.

“Dang!” he says.

Darah and the kid come in from the kitchen just in time to catch that.

“Dang what?” Darah says.

“Dang, Jedd’s profile!” he says, passing me his tablet.

I sit down on the sofa so I can inspect what’s on his screen. “Geez. Looks like they didn’t just randomly spoof his ID; they injected garbage to match the deepfake. All of it came along for the ride when you commandeered his ID.”

“I thought I fully reauthenticated his biometrics,” Beers groans. “Tell me I haven’t messed up, June.”

“If you restored Jedd’s invisibility, it’s no problem,” I say. “Should be an easy cosmetic fix. I’m on it.”

As I’m taking out the trash attached to Jedd’s ID, I notice a suspicious system log. In fact, we should be glad it came along for the ride. I squint as I try to decipher the long list of timestamps on the readout. “Hot damn,” I say. “Here’s the log for an embedded tracker.”

“We knew they’d track him,” Beers says. “Please tell me it’s not a quantum tracker.”

“You’d better hope it’s not,” I say, zooming in on the timestamps. I’m thinking geo pings. Or biometric data. Then I notice that each stamp is hyperlinked. That’s all I need to rule out anything quantum. Clicking on a couple of links confirms they don’t lead to location data or heart rate data. Nope! We’re looking at frigging audio files.

“It’s a listening device,” I say.

Beers exhales sharply. “How old-school. That’s not the worst case, right?”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not nasty,” I say.

He processes that. “Could this be how they built the deepfake?”

“Maybe,” I say. “All the raw input—voice, cadence, expressions—would have produced an alarmingly realistic model.”

“Now that they’ve got their effing deepfake,” he grumbles, “can’t they stop listening?”

It’s a rhetorical question, but I have an answer anyway: “When you restored his invisibility, you stopped them from listening. Problem is they’ve been tracking Jedd’s every word, eavesdropping on him 24-7.”

“What kind of a listening device?” the kid wants to know.

“I’d guess a nano mic planted on his clothes,” I say.

Beers is quick to reject that. “Keith would have expected Jedd to ditch his clothes when he got to Naomi’s.”

“That’s reasonable,” I say, turning back to the data. In addition to the audio recordings, I see files with Jedd’s heart rate, oxygen levels, and more. “Actually, this has all the trademarks of an ingested nano bug. It’s not just a listening device; it’s tracking his vitals.”

“You mean he unknowingly swallowed it?” Darah says.

“Most likely.” I remind her how tiny a nano bug is. We’re talking nanometers. You could carpet a pinhead with a million and still have room to spare. Jedd could swallow the whole load and not have a clue.

“A million mics?” Darah is struggling to visualize that.

“Actually,” I say, “we call it a bug, but it’s a million particles all functioning like a hive, with only a handful transmitting data.”

“Do the recordings have transcripts?” Beers asks.

Spot-checking, I see some waveforms with blank text fields. “Looks like he’s keeping his mouth shut,” I say.

“Makes sense,” Beers says. “He would assume he’s radioactive.”

“Even if he ditched his clothes,” the kid adds.

“Precisely,” I say. “We could be dealing with a nano bug and a nano mic.” I explain that we’ve neutralized the bug because it transmits data to Jedd’s biometric profile, which is invisible to them. Ironically, a mic is trickier because we don’t know if they planted one on him or where its data are being channeled.

“No worries,” Beers says. “I have Jedd’s signal detection scanner app. First order of business will be to scan his clothes. If he still has them.”

“Was he wearing something self-cleaning?” Darah wants to know.

It’s not like I keep track of what the dude wears. “Even if he was,” I say, “a self-cleaning fabric won’t provide full protection against a nano mic.”

“We need to bring him clean clothes!” Darah exclaims, and she rushes off to collect some.

At this point, we call the twins in to catch them up.

“Geez,” Nick says. “I hope you killed that bug.”

I explain that since Beers took full control of Jedd’s ID and rendered it invisible, no one has access to the recordings. The nano bug has in effect been squashed.

“Are you certain?” Zack asks.

“What if they hack it again?” Nick says. “Wouldn’t it be safer to delete all the files?”

For safety’s sake, that’s not a bad idea. So I highlight them all and wipe them out. If Keith has backups squirreled away, hopefully they’re as devoid of data as the ones I checked.

“Imagine Keith’s face—” Nick says.

“When he checks his latest recordings—” Zack says.

“And discovers his precious bug died,” Nick says.

“Not just died,” Zack adds. “It was exterminated.”

Darah, who has just returned with a bag of Jedd’s clothes, points out that Keith will realize I hacked it.

She’s right. I used a light touch to hack the deepfake so we could stay under the radar, but now I’ve blown our cover.

Beers isn’t concerned. “Or,” he says with a chuckle, “he’ll simply conclude Jedd pooped.”

The kid giggles back. “How long was that bug supposed to stay in his body?”

I explain that it likely has a microscopic gripping mechanism designed to latch onto Jedd’s stomach wall. A bug that is excreted within twenty-four to forty-eight hours would have limited utility. As with any cutting-edge technology, Keith had to factor in a high failure rate for the gripping mechanism.

Interesting as all this might be, we can’t keep Jedd waiting any longer.

“All right,” I say. “Who’s going with me?”

“I thought you had to go alone,” Darah says.

“That’s what Naomi said, but she doesn’t realize Jedd is invisible,” I say. “Nor does he.”

“Besides,” Beers says, “we should all go because we’re stronger together.”

“Yes, together we are the strength of the strong,” the kid says.

So we all—it’s a squeeze with six bodies, so Dharma has to stay behind—pile into the arrow and head down to Naomi’s.




While the ignorant are attached to the outcomes of their actions, 
the wise should act without attachment, 
for the greater good of the world.



30 IN THE ARROW: Darah


We’ve been sitting in the arrow, parked at the edge of the used car lot next to Naomi’s condo complex, for the past half hour. June went to fetch Jedd, and now we’re all nervous-ing about what could be taking them so long.

“Do you think Naomi brought up the hot tub?” I ask.

“Could have,” Nick says.

“Jedd was with her all night,” Zack adds.

Beers reminds us that Jedd likely still thinks he’s radioactive. He wouldn’t feel free to talk to Naomi. In fact, June confirmed as much from the log attached to his digital ID.

I try to imagine how it would feel to be bugged from within my body. To not even be able to whisper without the enemy hearing me. It would be so isolating. Terrifying. At HSys, Kurt bugged our office and we had to watch what we said. But no one made anyone swallow anything. And no one was kidnapped. That’s next-level.

“Do you think Jedd was—” I hesitate.

“Hurt?” Nick says bluntly.

“Or tortured?” Zack says.

“Maybe he needs medical attention,” I say. “That could explain what’s taking so long.”

“I can see him refusing medical care,” Beers says. “Even if he needs it.”

“Please, let’s not assume the worst,” the kid says. “Jedd could have been showering when June got there.”

“Or trying on Naomi’s outfits,” Nick says.

“He’d want something expandable,” Zack adds.

“All he has to do is make it here,” I say, pointing to the clothes I brought: T-shirt, pants, hoodie, flip-flops.

We don’t have to speculate more, however, because we can see them walking across the lot toward us. Jedd is wearing a pink-and-gray outfit that clearly belongs to Naomi. June is holding his elbow, as if he’s not quite steady on his feet. Even so, they’re moving quickly.

As soon as they climb into the arrow, I throw my arms around Jedd. He’s always been thin, but his body feels even thinner and his muscles are unnaturally limp as he hugs me back.

He does hugs all around, which isn’t easy in a tight space. And an extra-long hug for the kid, whom he hasn’t seen in months.

He doesn’t say anything.

June doesn’t say anything.

None of us utter a word.

“Are you okay?” I whisper as I hand him his clothes. He may be happy to see us, but his face is haggard, like he hasn’t slept in weeks. “I mean really okay?”

He nods in reply, then sheds Naomi’s outfit as well as his shoes and slides into his own clothes.

As June prepares for takeoff, Beers gets to work. He spreads Jedd’s dirty clothes and a small bag he was carrying out on the floor. The rest of us pick up our feet to create more space. Then Beers opens the signal detection scanner on his tablet. He can’t get it to work, so he hands his tablet to Jedd.

Jedd quickly activates the app, then gets down on his knees and holds the tablet low over each item, scanning up and down, back and forth. He turns everything over and rescans. Finally, he looks up and shrugs.

“Nothing?” Beers says.

“Looks clean.” Jedd tries one more pass. Still nothing. “I can’t believe they didn’t bug me,” he says, dropping onto the seat beside me.

“Oh, they bugged you all right,” June says.

Jedd slaps his hand over his mouth.

“No, bro, it’s all good.” Beers explains that June couldn’t say anything before we tested his clothes. Plus she didn’t want to say anything in front of Naomi.

“Was she bugged too?” Jedd wants to know.

“We didn’t see evidence of that,” Beers says.

“We’d have to hack her ID to be sure,” June says, then adds, “I was afraid you wouldn’t leave with me.”

Jedd apologizes and promises to explain. “First, though,” he says, “I want to hear how you handled things.”

Beers jumps in to answer that. “The Dick’s geeks nuked your digital ID. They had you running around naked.”

Jedd makes a puke face.

“Not to worry,” Beers continues. “I went in, pulled a backup of your profile from the national registry, reauthenticated your biometrics, and locked those fuckers out. Everything is back to invisible.”

Jedd is impressed. “Sounds like more than apprentice-level stuff.”

“Yup!” Beers is radiating pride.

June explains that although Jedd’s ID was spoofed, no damage was done to his real biometrics. “Your tablet should be secure,” she says. “If you have it.”

“I don’t,” he says.

“I was afraid of that,” Beers says. “No one can hack it, can they?”

“I’d like to think not,” Jedd says.

The kid offers Jedd the use of his tablet, which he rarely carries with him. It’s in the loft as we speak.

Jedd says he’ll take him up on that, then turns to June. “What sort of bug did you find?”

“We’ll get to that,” June says. “First let’s talk about who did this to you. You know, don’t you?”

“It was Keith,” he says.

“We figured you knew,” she says.

“I was virtually certain,” he says. “I don’t think he knows I know.”

Of course we all want to hear how that unfolded.

Jedd explains that Keith’s face was heavily masked. “His eyes,” he says, “were violet.”

“The Violet Eye,” the kid says, and Beers guffaws. I’m not sure why, unless they’re thinking about violetI—wasn’t that who sent Naomi’s hot tub text?

But that’s not important now, so I simply say, “His eyes are blue.”

“Right,” Jedd continues. “One time he didn’t put in his lenses, and they were blue. That was how I recognized him.”

“What about his voice?” Beers says. “That should have been a dead giveaway.”

“You’d think,” Jedd says. “But he had an exaggerated amount of vocal fry, like he was using a modulator. The throat patch was probably hidden by his balaclava.”

When he says “balaclava,” the kid and I exchange glances. So Keith was dressed like the protesters. Except Jedd doesn’t know about them yet.

“He was the right height too,” Jedd says, then stops abruptly and backtracks: “You didn’t sound surprised when I said it was Keith.”

“We saw him when we hacked Kurt’s old darknet site,” June says.

“Seriously?” Jedd says. “I didn’t know my backdoor was still working. Is that how you got in?”

“Through the secret tunnel, yes. But that’s a story for later,” she says. “The main thing is we realized they were holding you.”

“We located your ID right by HSys,” Beers says, unable to hold back the juiciest details.

Jedd slaps his knee. “I knew it! Keith led me out blindfolded, but I thought I picked up HSys vibes.” He pauses. “What about that bug?”

It’s fascinating to watch them go back and forth, matching their views from opposite sides of the same experience.

June describes how she spotted a tracker attached to his ID. “We thought it could be on your clothes,” she says, “but then we saw it was capturing all your vitals.”

“Oy,” Jedd says. “You’re talking nano bug. That would explain the fancy-pants deli sandwich. I guess Keith wanted to ensure I swallowed every bite.”

“We killed the bug, but we couldn’t be sure your clothes were clean until we tested them,” Beers says.

Now that those details are clear, June wants to hear more of Jedd’s side of the story.

“Keith kept you underground,” Beers prompts. “In a tunnel? Or a cage?”

Jedd glances at me. I can tell he’s wondering if he needs to watch what he says in my presence.

“All the deets,” I say. “I can handle this.”

So he starts talking. “It was rough. Really rough. I wasn’t sure I’d make it out alive. What kept me going was the belief that a dead Jedd would be of no use to Keith.”

“When and how did he capture you?” June wants to know.

“It was right after I landed at Shoreline. I was ambushed when I stepped out of the arrow. Knocked out cold,” he says, then adds, “You must have wondered why I didn’t come home.”

“Damn straight,” June says.

“You must have been pissed.”

She doesn’t deny it.

“That makes two of us,” he says with half a smile, then continues, “When I regained consciousness, I felt like shit. I was in a cold, dark tunnel and my head ached. Based on my symptoms, I figured I’d been given nanobot tranquilizers.”

“They were chatting about a drink laced with nanobots on Kurt’s site,” Beers says.

“You thought it was a nutritional supplement,” June scoffs.

“I was wrong,” Beers says. “From what we knew about those monsters, I should have figured he was doping you.”

The kid has been quiet, but he jumps in to say Beers shouldn’t beat himself up over this. “We need to be wise,” he says. “That means tapping into our innate wisdom and keeping an open mind, not worrying if we make a mistake or being overly concerned about the outcome of our efforts. Always acting for the greater good of the world.”

We appreciate the inspiration, but June wants to stay focused. She turns back to Jedd: “Do you know why Keith kidnapped you?”

“I’m not sure,” he says. “My guess is his team found my report to the DOJ. That alone would have been cause to eliminate me.”

“But they didn’t kill you,” I say quickly.

“No,” he says, “because they thought they could gain more from a two-birds-with-one-stone strategy: kidnap me and use me to attack June’s campaign.”

“You mean attack me by—” June stops, and I sense she’s waiting for Jedd to mention the deepfake. If he knows anything, I expect him to tell us now.

He doesn’t. Instead he describes Keith’s instructions. “I’m supposed to talk you out of your campaign. I have seventy-two hours to do it, and I’m not allowed to meet you in person. That’s why I was anxious when you showed up at Naomi’s. And why I was initially afraid to leave with you.”

“Naomi said you sent her to the farm to get me,” June says. “Was that not true?”

“I did tell her that,” Jedd admits. “I thought we’d use her as a go-between, so we wouldn’t have to meet face-to-face.”

June looks confused. “In her condo?”

“To be honest,” he says, “I didn’t think through the logistics. I figured we could do that when you got there.”

“Why didn’t Keith want you to meet in person?” I ask.

“He probably figured we’d find a way to bypass the nano bug. He just failed to anticipate that June had already done that,” he says with a chuckle, then adds, “I got the sense your campaign has been going so well that someone he’s working for—presumably the Dictator—wants to knock it down.”

Clearly he doesn’t know about the deepfake. And June doesn’t say anything. As the arrow approaches the farm, her eyes are focused on the dashboard. It’s all autopilot, but she watches out of habit.

As soon as the arrow touches down, she turns it off and rises from her seat. “Welcome home,” she says. “We have a lot more to share with you. Let’s go in and regroup.”




The ignorant don’t know that 
my highest nature is eternal.
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I wasn’t exaggerating or lying when I said I didn’t know if I’d get out of that tunnel alive. But here I am. At the farm. Home.

Part of me wants to run into the meadow and throw myself down in the tall grass, feel the sun warming my body. Feel gratitude flowing through my veins. Hug Dharma close and promise I’ll never disappear again. Hopefully there will be time for all of that. But right now we have work to do.

While Beers prepares a wholesome, drug-free meal for me, I race up to the barn, Dharma at my heels. I have to make sure I can still access my computer.

As soon as I power up, I’m in.

I’ll need to check everything later to confirm the hackers didn’t break in and do damage while they controlled my digital ID. But that can wait.

Back at the house, I settle on the sectional. Beers hands me a chickpea quinoa salad and a protein smoothie. The kid hands me his tablet.

You’d think I would go for the food first, but I reach for the tablet.

“Okay if I wipe it?” Though he offered to let me use it, I have to ask.

For most people, wiping their tablet would be a freak-out moment. For the kid, who would happily go through life without one, it’s a no-brainer: Jedd needs a tablet, and I have one to give him.

“Go for it,” he says.

By the time I’ve finished my salad, the kid’s tablet has been reprogrammed with my digital ID—highest-level security settings and all. No one will be able to track me. Not even Beers. I consider whether to authorize access to my Cybersecurity Agency account. That’s against their rules. But if the Dictator’s hackers are in the California infrastructure, and quite likely the DOJ’s site as well, then all bets are off. As soon as I have a free minute, I intend to unmask the IDs I flagged before I left and see if they belong to his crew. I suspect they do. So I quickly authorize the sync.

Immediately, all the urgent top-security messages the Agency’s director sent over the past few days flood through. I don’t have to read them to know what they say. Basically, “WTF, Jedd! Since when do you go MIA in the middle of a critical job?”

But I’m still officially MIA, and I need to stay that way for now. Plus the Agency is probably compromised, even if they aren’t aware of it. All of which means I can’t safely respond. I make sure all the messages stay marked unread as I close out.

When I finally look up, Beers and the others are hovering.

He offers more food.

Darah asks if I need medical care.

“I could fly you down to get checked out,” June says.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Unless you think I should let the ER flush any remaining traces of the nano bug from my system.”

June is about to reply, but my smile tells her I’m teasing. A few million inert bugs living rent free in my intestines aren’t a problem. Even if their microclasps have a good grip, my bowels will evict them sooner or later. Instead she says, “Okay then, let’s get down to business.”

“First order,” I say, “is for you to fill me in on what’s been happening—the full scoop.”

“I didn’t want to get into this until we could give it our undivided attention,” she says. “First off, my campaign has been under attack. Serious shit. It started the exact time you went missing.” She describes what everyone else already knows: the hack of her website, the protest at her press event, the camps at her campaign offices.

Then she stops and checks my reaction.

To be honest, I’m stunned. Her popularity ratings were off the charts last week. She was a shoo-in. I figured Keith’s mission was a last-ditch effort to end her campaign. Now it seems more like the final nail in her coffin. It isn’t hard to guess who hammered in the nails already holding the lid down.

“Sounds like you’ve investigated who’s behind this,” I say. She’s nodding, so I add, “Tell me how I can help.”

She ignores my offer and instead explains what her campaign staff have done. Doesn’t sound like they have the expertise to do much. Usually I’m her go-to for cyber-sleuthing, so I try again: “Keith and his crew are probably fronting for the Dictator. Would you like me to confirm that?”

Again she is evasive: “We’ve tracked Kurt and Keith. We also ID’d a man named Kingston, King for short. He organized the protests.”

“Another K,” I say, recalling how disgusted we were when we saw Kurt, Keith, and Karin refer to themselves as KKK. Like that was cool. “I can plug in wherever you feel is a priority.”

She’s still not biting.

“Okay,” I say. “What am I missing here?”

They all look at each other.

“Out with it,” I say.

“You’re right,” Beers says. “There’s more. You’re not gonna like it.”

“It has to do with Keith’s demand that you make me quit my campaign,” June says.

“Lay it on me,” I say. Enough with the hemming and hawing.

Beers turns to June. “Why don’t you show him?”

She pulls something up on her tablet and hands it to me. “Good thing you’re sitting down,” she says.

I’m not sure what could be so terrible, but I take a look. And oh my god, guess there’s a first for everything. I’ve never seen a deepfake of myself. I watch it three times.

“Does that really look like me?” Vanity should be the last thing on my mind, but I have to ask.

They confirm it does.

“When do I ever say la-di-da?”

Everyone laughs. Sometimes when you don’t want to scream or cry, all you can do is laugh.

“You don’t,” the kid clarifies. “We stuck that in when we created Jedd 2.0.”

“For added flavor,” Beers says.

“You hacked their deepfake?”

June’s blush tells me she was responsible. “We didn’t want to do anything too conspicuous,” she says.

“Well, la-di-da!” I say, letting it roll off my tongue, leaning into the moment, with aplomb. “Awesome job.”

“Thanks,” she says.

Then I get serious. “I take it they’ve launched this?”

“Yes,” Beers says. “It was released around when you were released.”

“Clearly a coordinated plan,” June adds.

“So, twelve hours ago?” I admit I’ve lost track of time. Captivity can do that to you.

“A bit longer,” Darah says.

“Keith must have figured it was only a matter of time before I saw this,” I say, my mind straining to course correct as nimbly as it can and grasp what I now see has been his grand plan all along. “He led me to expect more instructions, even if he didn’t return my tablet so I could receive them. Now I’m thinking this AI monster is his instructions.”

“He doesn’t need you to convince June—” Nick says.

“Deepfake Jedd will do it for you,” Zack says.

“Convince June . . . and millions of people!” Nick adds.

“Oh dear,” Darah says. “This is so twisted. What can we do?”

I set June’s tablet on the coffee table, then put my head down and methodically suck on my teeth as I think about that. As if polished incisors will help me come up with an incisive plan.

I listen with half an ear as Beers asks June if the deepfake has gained traction online.

She says she hasn’t been on social media, but her VA can check. A minute later she confirms that deepfake Jedd has in fact gone viral.

I look up when I hear that. “What are people saying?” I’m almost afraid to ask.

“Oh,” she says, scanning her screen, “they like you alright.”

“I’ll bet they do!” Beers says.

June reads some comments at random: “Jedd’s the man!” “Finally a real candidate.” “Love la-di-da Jedd.” “I’m voting for this dude.”

I take it in. “Do they realize we’re friends?”

“Oh yeah,” she says. “Listen to this: ‘Gotta hurt June knowing even her friend disowned her.’ And this: ‘Wonder what Jedd thinks about her hooking up with that creep.’”

“Hooking up?” I can’t have heard that right.

“It’s one of their lies,” Beers says. “They say she’s in bed with the Dick. Literally.”

“Wowzers,” I say. “Are people buying this shit?”

“Wholesale,” Beers says.

The kid explains that he and Darah hung out with some protesters to learn about their mindset and why they’d turned on June so viciously.

“Total absence of critical thinking,” Darah says.

“No truth tellers in that bunch,” the kid says. “They wouldn’t recognize the eternal truth if it came out of their own mouths.”

“I’ve been cast as the devil,” June says.

“And you”—Beers points at me—“are the angel who can save this country.”

“So what can we do?” Darah says again. “Because we have to do something.”

“Honestly,” June says, “I’m ready to end my campaign. It’s effectively over anyway.”

“No,” Zack says, “please don’t.”

“You can’t give up,” Nick says.

June shrugs. “Whether I officially end it or not, our best option is to let Jedd get voted in.”

“I’d vote for you, Jedd,” Beers says.

“So would I,” Darah says. “In a heartbeat.”

The kid is nodding. This is the first election he’ll be old enough to vote in, so I’m sure he’s serious.

But the twins have questions.

“How can a deepfake get elected?” Nick says.

“Not that we wouldn’t vote for you,” Zack quickly adds. “But is Jedd 2.0 really on the ballot?”

“The other night, we talked about how this is uncharted territory,” June says. “Even if the deepfake isn’t officially on the ballot, I’m sure the Dictator is counting on a massive write-in effort to overwhelm the system.”

“His hackers will make it happen,” Beers says. “Besides, if he manages to regain power, legality won’t matter. He’ll do whatever he wants.”

“In that case—” Nick says.

“Jedd will have to go into hiding,” Zack says.

“You mean so they won’t kidnap him again?” Darah asks.

“Right,” Zack says.

“And so Keith can’t give him any more crazy instructions,” Nick adds.

“But where?” Darah asks. “Virtual exile wouldn’t work now.”

“We’ll figure something out,” June says. “It won’t be for long. As soon as the results are announced, you can claim victory. Then—”

Before she can complete her thought, I throw up both hands. Time to put a stop to this. “Hold on!” I say. “This isn’t up for debate. I’m not a candidate. I’m not claiming victory. Period. I have a ton of work to do and no time to be a politician. I wouldn’t even be good at it.”

“Except,” Darah says, “you could get elected whether you want to or not.”

“Which is why we need to do something immediately,” I say. “The deepfake winning isn’t a win for us.”

“You’re right,” Beers says. “It’s a win for the Dick.”

“Yes,” I say. “Plus Keith expects me to follow his instructions. He must figure my time in the tunnel taught me it would be suicide to cross him. Getting elected won’t fix any of that. In fact—”

“He could already have tried to contact you,” June says.

“If he has, he will have bounced off my firewall,” I say.

She states the obvious: “He won’t like that.”

“No,” I say. “But that’s not what I’m most worried about. He’s relying on his nano bug to make sure I follow his instructions.” I look at Beers. “We need to check how he’s dealing with the loss of those data.”

He’s already unfolding his tablet and accessing the backdoor to Kurt’s darknet site. I’m proud to see him so confident as he navigates to the latest chatter.

“Looks like they’re complaining they can’t see Faker’s digital ID anymore,” he says.

“Faker?”

“Their code name for you. They’re pissed the bug’s data stream has been cut off.”

I want to ask what’s fake about me, but that will have to wait. “So they know I regained control of my ID. Which means—”

Beers cuts me off. “Actually, they still think they’re in control. They’re attributing the missing data to a failure of the ingested bug. King is accusing Keith of not administering it correctly. He thinks Keith should have put a higher dose of nano bugs in your sandwich.”

“It hasn’t occurred to them that I might own my ID again?” I say. Really, it wouldn’t take more than one functioning brain cell to notice that my entire ID is no longer visible, not just the data stream.

“Apparently not,” Beers says. “They’re too focused on resuscitating the dead bug.”

“How do they propose to do that?” June asks.

He scans further. “Kurt claims one of his geeks can reconstruct the bug’s audio even if it has stopped transmitting data.”

“Glad I nuked those backup recordings,” she says.

“This is good news,” I say. “Even if it doesn’t sound like it. As long as they stay fixated on the bug, and Keith still believes I’m carrying out his instructions, we have time to devise a plan. Neither he nor any of the Fighters for Justice will come after me until they realize I have deceived them. We may only have a brief window, so let’s make use of it.”

Beers promises to keep an eye on the chatter and let us know about any major developments.

So we’re back to Darah’s big question: What can we do?




I am the pure truth of truth tellers.
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They’re all looking at me, mulling the big question.

I let them think. It’s not like I have the definitive answer.

Finally the kid says, “Whatever we do, we have to expose their big lie.”

“How?” Darah asks.

Beers weighs in: “June could blow it open.” He turns to her. “When we talked about it before, you were worried stepping forward would be an unwanted complication for your campaign. But things have changed. Now you could launch a counterattack that reveals all of the Dick’s crimes, exposes all the lies.”

“I could,” she says. “Except telling the truth won’t persuade the protesters.”

“She’s right,” Darah says. “No one we talked to would be willing to listen to June. Their minds are made up.”

“I’m afraid so,” the kid says. “It’s like an illness.”

“An illness in their minds,” June says.

“Or hearts,” he says. “Either way, they can’t recognize truth.”

“It’s contagious too,” Darah says. “The more lies they hear, the more they tell. Everyone is doing it, and they reinforce each other.”

We all watched this disregard for truth take hold when the Dictator was in power, but we assumed Californians wouldn’t succumb to it. At least not on the scale evident in the States. Perhaps we were naive. But now we’re just despondent. Looking around the room, I see a group portrait of despondence.

The kid must see it too because he changes his tone. He’s suddenly upbeat. Almost gleeful. “I’ve got it!” he says. “What we need is a truthometer.”

“A what?” Nick says.

“A truthometer,” he repeats, pronouncing it like thermometer. “An app to distinguish truth from lies.”

June rolls her eyes. I know what she’s thinking: Cute. But let’s not get distracted. We need to get down to business.

Really, though, we could use a touch of levity, a little snack for the soul. As long as it lifts our spirits without taking too much time. “I’ll bite,” I say. “Tell us how it works.”

“You know me,” he says. “Nothing fancy. Just a little app to help folks spot lies before they fall for them.”

“Like a newfangled version of the old-fashioned polygraph?” June says, getting into it in spite of herself. “Studies showed ages ago how ineffective those are. They’re only useful for catching bad guys in the movies. Modern neuroimaging is better, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“The opposite, actually,” the kid says. “Polygraphs detect if you’re telling a lie. This app detects if what you heard is a lie.”

“Humph,” Beers says. “Sounds perfect for life in a post-truth society.”

The kid smiles. “If people have to carry tablets at all times, their tablets might as well make this a more truthful world.”

It’s amusing to hear him promoting tablets when he rarely uses one himself. “How does it work?” I ask. “Flash red when it detects a lie in the immediate environment?”

“Something like that.”

The twins build on my suggestion.

“It could provide evidence to debunk each lie,” Zack says.

“Or proof of what’s really true,” Nick adds.

Darah thinks it could work with the protesters: “Each time they hear a lie about June, their tablet will flash. If someone says June met the Dictator in Russia, their tablet will immediately display proof she didn’t leave California.”

“What we’re talking about wouldn’t have worked in the early days of AI,” June clarifies. “It was too prone to mistakes. But our current AGI has the ability to cross-check sources, analyze intent, and flag fake metadata. Even if most people fail to use it properly. I believe it could drive the app you’re talking about.”

“While we’re at it,” Beers says, “this app needs more than audio input. We also read lies and see fake things.”

“Good point,” June says. “The pro version should be wearable. Or even an implant.”

“Except,” Darah says, “what if people start to outsource their judgment to this—” She turns to the kid. “What did you call it?”

“Truthometer,” he says.

“T-meter for short,” Beers says.

“If they become dependent on a T-meter to know what’s true,” she continues, “they’ll lose whatever critical thinking ability they had. They could become more gullible.”

“We wouldn’t want that,” the kid says. “It will have to run in a learning mode so users don’t just learn to spot lies, they learn to be truth tellers. That’s how we market it: ‘Become the truth!’”

“Love it!” says Beers.

“And not just your own subjective truth—the incontrovertible truth. Who could resist that?” He stops and looks at me. He’s getting carried away, and he knows we have to refocus. “Sorry, Jedd.”

“Don’t be sorry,” I say. “We’ll talk more about this, I promise.”

Then we get down to business. I start by summarizing our plan so far. Which isn’t much. Bottom line, I’m not going to be an elected official in the nation of California. That’s nonnegotiable. And we’ve ruled out June launching an effective counterattack through her campaign.

“Where does this leave us?” Beers asks.

“We have only one option,” June says. “Take full control of the deepfake.”

“I like it,” I say.

The kid is nodding.

As are the twins.

“Are there downsides?” Darah asks.

“Obviously they’ll immediately know we’ve taken control,” June says.

“They’ll have lost their phony candidate,” Nick says.

“And hopefully the election,” Zack adds.

“Which makes it an upside,” Darah points out.

“Once they see they don’t control the deepfake, they’ll realize what should have been obvious already: They don’t control my ID either,” I say.

“That can’t be helped,” June says.

“Afraid not,” I say. I mean, once we flip the script on them, we just play it out and hope for the best.

Darah reads the consternation on my face. “Then you’ll be in danger, right?”

That’s hard to deny. “Theoretically, we could come up with countermoves,” I say.

Beers looks skeptical. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. Maybe create a fake ID for myself that has the nano-bug data stream restored.”

“With fake data,” Nick says.

“All kinds of fake data,” Zack adds.

Beers lights up. “Like you just booked us a vacay in Tahiti—”

The kid is shaking his head. “That might be fun, but it’s too time-consuming.”

“The kid’s right,” I say. “We can’t just throw together a fake ID and expect it to fool a team of sophisticated geeks. I think we accept the risks, buckle down, and do the hack.”

So it’s settled: We will hack the deepfake again, and this time we will commandeer it. Even so, we need a strategy.

I invite everyone to throw out ideas.

“We could go wild with the la-di-das,” Beers says.

“You mean make it all nonsense?” Darah asks.

“Exactly,” he says. “Make it a joke. That’s the easiest way to nullify the thing.”

“Not really,” June says. “The easiest would be to take it offline.”

“We’d have to take all versions offline,” Beers says. “And trust that they don’t have backups housed elsewhere.”

“We could use either of those strategies,” I say. “But I don’t think that’s our best option. People are listening to the deepfake. It’s captured their attention. Without a T-meter—or common sense—to tell them otherwise, they’re convinced it’s real. We should capitalize on that.”

“They believe you, Jedd,” the kid says. “Whatever you say, they will take as truth.”

“What should we have him say?” Darah asks.

“He should tell the full truth,” Nick says.

“Expose Keith and Kurt,” Zack says.

“And Kingston,” Nick adds.

“And of course the Dick,” Beers says.

“Okay,” I say. “I could do that.” My mind starts running through how to squeeze everything into a short clip. You can’t count on people to watch anything over a minute on their socials.

But June isn’t buying. “If King sees Jedd 3.0 exposing the truth, he’ll just blame me and say my team hacked his video.”

“If he makes another video with Jedd complaining he was hacked,” Darah says, “the protesters will eat it up.”

It’s frustrating because these are all valid points.

“Like I said, we need to find some way to capitalize on the deepfake,” I say.

Beers agrees. “That has to be central to our strategy.”

Yet ideas aren’t flowing.

Everyone is silent.

Finally the kid says, “I think whatever you do, Jedd, it has to be in person.”

June pumps her fist. “Yes! Like that in-person meeting we talked about!” She stops to fill me in, saying the kid floated the idea earlier of the deepfake teasing an in-person meeting between us. “Only we assumed you’d be a no-show,” she says. “Now it can be a real meeting.”

“You mean we stage a debate?” I ask.

She’s grinning. “We’re experts at skewering each other, aren’t we?”

It’s a joke, but she’s also dead serious.

“You can use the debate to reveal the truth,” the kid says.

June builds on that. “My campaign can put out an announcement that I’ve invited Jedd to a debate. When we get onstage, Jedd, you can make a show of siding with the protesters and act like you’re trying to take me down.”

“Right,” I say. “I’ll pretend I’m playing along with Keith.”

“Up to the very last minute,” she says.

“Where does the deepfake come in?” Darah wants to know.

For a split second, I fear we’ve overlooked something, but the kid doesn’t miss a beat: “June’s campaign shouldn’t make the announcement. We should hack the deepfake and have Jedd do it. That will throw Keith and King off their game.”

“Ha!” I say. “I can make them think this debate is a key part of my plan to convince June to quit her campaign. Keith told me to be creative and use my tech skills to carry out his instructions.”

“At the very least,” June says, “he won’t be certain you aren’t doing your best to comply.”

“This is genius!” Beers says. “And we can monitor their chat to see if he’s taking the bait.”

“I already know how to edit the deepfake,” June says. “Just give me the words, and I’ll insert them.”

I pull out my tablet and compose a script.

When I have a draft, I read it aloud: “I applaud the protests against June Liu. And I appreciate all the support I’ve received. But I understand you might hesitate to vote for someone you’ve only seen on your screen. You deserve to meet me in the flesh. Stay tuned for the opportunity to watch me take on June Liu in person. Very soon!”

Everyone loves it.

“What about the time and place?” Darah asks.

I shake my head. “Not yet. We shouldn’t give them too much of a heads-up. This way we put the world on alert and monitor reactions online. Then we release an update with time and place immediately beforehand.”

“Soon,” Beers says. “Before Keith and King get wind of your true intentions and come after you.”

“Tomorrow,” I say.

June is already hacking the deepfake.

“One more thing,” I say. “Please go light on the la-di-das.”

“No problem,” she says, laughing. “I’ll leave them out. At this point, we want people to take you seriously.”

Nick asks where we will hold this debate.

“I was thinking of June’s Mountain View office,” I say.

“At the camp?” Zack says.

“With all the protesters?” Nick says.

When they put it that way, it sounds daunting.

June has been multitasking, listening to us while she works. “The protesters are our target audience,” she says. “We want them there. If we aren’t able to convince them—” She trails off without detailing the dire consequences and instead clarifies the logistics. Since that section of the avenue is blocked off to vehicular traffic, we can erect a simple stage in the median. Not having a huge crowd will help with security. Besides, Vinny can get word out to the press, which means most people will be watching electronically.

Beers picks up on security and wants to know if we’ll have drones.

June explains that her campaign has drones, as well as staff to run them. It’s another thing she needs to bring Vinny in on.

“Are you sure he’ll be on board with this debate?” Darah wants to know.

June shrugs. “If he isn’t, too bad. It’s not like he has a better solution.”

She queues her system to regenerate the video using the script she just uploaded, then runs the new clip for us to watch on the coffee table.

It’s still unnerving to see an AI version of myself, but I’m learning to keep my vanity in check.

“Good to go?” she asks.

They all sign off.

“Jedd?” she says, giving me final veto power. This is me, after all.

“Do it,” I say.

“Buh-bye, sweetie!” she says as, with a dismissive flick of her wrist, she dispatches Jedd 3.0.

Then we all scatter. Beers heads to the kitchen to scare up a late dinner. Darah and the kid go to the barn to play their flutes. The twins consider whether to go home now or after dinner; not much to discuss there. June is already on the horn with Vinny, filling him in about Jedd 3.0 and our planned debate.

I want to start monitoring chatter on the darknet to see how King and company react when they realize we’ve commandeered their deepfake. Plus I’m eager to catch up on what the others discovered there over the past couple of days.

But then I think of Naomi.

She has to be wondering how I’m doing. June and I weren’t speaking when we left her condo. Well, June was playing it cool, and I still thought I was radioactive. I need to let Naomi know. Beers doesn’t think Keith has her bugged, so a call is probably safe. I decide to take my chances.

She doesn’t pick up right away. When she does, she’s chill. Not laid-back chill; she’s downright aloof chill.

“Glad I reached you,” I say. “I wanted to let you know I’m not radioactive anymore. We can talk.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You must have been worried.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m sorry if I gave you a scare. I shouldn’t have shown up in the middle of the night.”

“Uh-huh.”

Her performative grunts tell me she’s still worried or doesn’t trust me. So I ask a direct question: “Did you see the video? The one that, ah . . . looks like me?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You know it’s a deepfake, right?” When she doesn’t even grunt, I continue: “If you watch for updates, you’ll see what we’re planning. I hope you’ll come.”

“Uh-huh.”

There’s no point prolonging this nonconversation, so I say goodbye and hang up.

It’s clear something is off. She sounded more angry than worried or even distrustful. It occurs to me she may have been swept up to some extent in the lies. As soon as I can move freely again, I’ll have to get with her so we can sort this out. I have no doubt we can.




I am the logical conclusion of debates.





33 IN TRUTH: Beers


Darah and I are sitting at a table outside the little café we often hang out at in Mountain View, hunched over our Turkish coffees. Darah likes this place for their kulcha khatai, but right now she’s focused on the action down the street.

“What do you see?” she whispers.

The way our chairs are positioned, I have a clearer view. So I fill her in. “Looks like the kid met up with the twins and they’re talking to some protesters. I can’t get a read on it, but it looks chill.”

“They wouldn’t say anything that calls attention to us.”

“I don’t see June,” I say. “She must be inside. But that’s Vinny and some of her staff testing their sound system and putting finishing touches on the stage.”

“And Jedd?”

“Don’t see him.”

Which is as it should be. So far, everything is going according to plan.

Moments before the five of us got into Darah’s car—we need anonymity today, so taking the arrow was out—to head into town, Jedd 3.0 officially announced the location and a ten o’clock start for today’s event. In the clip, he confirmed that June’s campaign had accepted his offer to hold a debate. We included that because it allowed her team to put up the stage, without raising questions. At the same time, he suggested she might not appear and challenged her to have the courage to show her face.

If he didn’t make a sufficient display of antagonizing June, Keith and King would see through the ruse and realize he’s not with them. Yet if he viciously attacked her, people might not believe him later when he reveals the truth. I’d say he did a good job of threading the needle.

After special invites went out to the press, we were all systems go.

On our way here, we stopped at the twins’ place and dropped Jedd off. The idea was for them to take him in the chariot as far as the park on Middlefield, about a mile from the protesters’ camp. The twins would continue on, while he walked the rest of the distance by himself, timing his arrival for ten o’clock sharp.

I didn’t like the thought of him walking alone. But he insisted that even if millions have seen Jedd 3.0, the average person on the street wouldn’t recognize him. He also felt confident Keith isn’t about to kidnap him again, not when he is ostensibly carrying out Keith’s instructions. I wasn’t so sure about any of that. I’m still not sure. But us arriving together wouldn’t have worked either. At the end of the day, I have to trust he’ll be okay.

After we left the twins’ place, Darah drove to the parking lot behind June’s campaign office. June managed to duck in through the back door without anyone spotting her. The plan is for her to stay hidden until it’s time for her to join Jedd. He will take the stage first, introduce the event, then invite her to join him. If he decides for some reason that it’s not safe for her to come out, he will signal us and we’ll rescue her through the back door.

“It’s almost ten,” Darah says. “Shall we go?”

I give her a thumbs-up and drain the last of my coffee.

As we cross the street, then walk down the block and station ourselves near the front entrance to June’s campaign office and to the side of the stage—keeping our distance from the twins and the kid—I observe the crowd. People are congregating around the median. Most appear to be protesters, but a few look like members of the press working the crowd. There’s no sign of Jedd. It’s two minutes past ten. He should be taking the stage any second now. But where is he?

Shit, I think. Something must have gone wrong. Except I don’t want Darah to see how worried I am.

In the meantime, she has made eye contact with a young guy in a combat-style cargo vest, wearing a black mask. I gather he remembers her from the visit she and the kid made. So much for going incognito.

The two of them exchange pleasantries.

Then, careful to sound casual, she throws out, “What do you think of the new candidate?”

“Love the dude!” He’s practically dancing in place.

“Me too,” she says. That’s not a lie. Of course she loves him. Even if this guy has no idea why.

“Yeah,” he continues, “finally a politico who’ll stand up and expose her. Beat her. We can forget Doris. The only thing going for her was that she wouldn’t work for the Dictator.”

“You’ve been following Jedd for a while?” I ask. It’s a risky question, but I’m curious if he has any inkling he’s never seen the real human.

A look of Why does that matter? flashes across his face, then fades as he gushes, “Jedd’s the real deal, bro! Honest and authentic. Thinks and talks like one of us.”

I almost laugh aloud at the irony. Instead I force a straight face and push back: “You’ve seen what—his videos?”

“Yesterday was the first,” he says, then turns back to Darah, as if she must feel the vibe because she was here before. “The king said an old friend of June Liu went public. The Fighters for Justice always have the scoop before anyone else. Now we’ll be the first to see him.”

“Any minute,” I say.

“Can’t wait to see him spit in her face,” he says. This time he’s laughing, no holding back.

As he walks away, I wonder how he’ll react when he hears the truth. Will his trust in Jedd be strong enough to withstand the shock?

Before I worry about that, though, we have a more immediate concern: Where is Jedd? I turn to Darah and grab her arm. “Should I walk toward the park?”

She glances at her tablet. It’s 10:09. “I don’t want you leaving,” she says. “Like you said, he should be here any minute.”

I mentally zip through the reasons he could be late. Starting with misjudging the time it would take to walk from the park. That’s logical. Then my mind jumps to a scenario in which Keith somehow tracked him and has seized him again. Except with Jedd’s resurrected invisibility settings, that shouldn’t be possible. I just wish he hadn’t locked me out too. But I can’t view his digital ID, so I’ll have to search for him in person. Whether Darah wants me to or not.

I’m about to break the news to her when I notice a commotion toward the back of the stage. As I strain to see better, Jedd vaults onto the platform.

He made it!

The crowd surges toward the stage.

Several small drones are hovering in the airspace up and down the block. Let’s hope they do their job.

Jedd smiles, raises both arms, and waves, then clears his throat and says, “Thank you for coming! Good to see all of you, and on such short notice.” He sounds larger than life, thanks to a beamforming mic that hones his voice so it fills the space and ricochets off the buildings.

The crowd roars back.

He surveys his audience left to right. He looks at ease, like public speaking is his go-to gig. I’m sure he can see what I see: a dude directly in front of the stage holding a sign with KILLER in red letters. Encountering this barbarity in the wild dwarfs its impact on my screen. If that’s possible. I have to tap into a superhuman level of restraint to keep from rushing over and bludgeoning that dude.

“So, what do you think?” Jedd says, gazing past the sign like it doesn’t exist and playing to the crowd. “Will she show?”

Their loud boos suggest this group doesn’t expect to see June. And they’re fine with that.

Jedd is doing exactly what we planned. He’s rousing the crowd. Connecting with them. Talking up his confrontation with June. Phrasing everything so it’s ambiguous. The crowd hears deepfake Jedd 3.0 chomping at the bit to take down the enemy; I hear my bro Jedd eager to expose the truth. Same speech, two vastly different realities.

“Do you want this debate as much as I want it?” he teases.

Someone in the crowd screams, “Hell yeah!”

Someone else screams, “We love you!”

When he hears that, Jedd pivots toward the speaker. Since most of the protesters are wearing masks, it’s hard to tell who said it. But he waves toward them. Then he crosses his arms as if in deep thought.

Everyone is rapt, awaiting his next word.

It must be intoxicating to bask in the crowd’s adulation. Not that Jedd wants to be anyone’s idol. But he does need these people to be on his side so they believe what he came here to tell them.

“You’ve never seen me,” he says when he’s milked the moment for its full effect, “yet you’ve got my back. I appreciate that. But here’s the thing: I’m here because you deserve to see me in person. And I owe it to you to make myself available. To always tell you the truth. To tell you the whole truth and nothing but. I hope I never let you down.”

What the fuck, I think. You’re getting ahead of yourself, bro.

But, honestly, I’m not worried. He’s playing the crowd like a pro. He’s a natural at this. Dude should be a politician.

He goes back to questioning whether June will debate him. Every time he mentions her name, he’s greeted with loud boos. Finally, he shakes his head, like he can’t understand why they hate her so much. “Okay,” he says, “let’s give her a few more minutes.”

Then he gets serious. “I came here to talk about the truth,” he says, launching into the line of argument he and June crafted. “Let’s talk about what’s true.” He stops, assesses the crowd, and throws out a question: “Who here is interested in the truth?”

There’s a chorus of “Me-e-e!”

“Speak the truth!” someone shouts.

Darah elbows me, and we exchange smiles.

“Good,” Jedd says. “So we all agree? We all want the truth?”

There are more cries of “Speak the truth!” and “Tell it like it is.”

A woman next to us wearing a T-shirt with the words STOP GENO JUNE screams, “Expose her!” Others immediately echo “Ex-pose her-r-r!”

Just as I’m wondering if Jedd is losing control of the moment, I hear the door behind Darah and me open. June steps out, flanked by Vinny and another staff member. The crowd boos and hisses as they rush her onto the stage.

She and Jedd stand with as much distance as is physically possible between them. They don’t look at each other. You’d never guess they’re in this together.

The crowd hasn’t stopped booing since they caught sight of June, so Jedd raises both hands. “Okay, everyone,” he says. “We came here for a debate. We agreed we all want the truth. Right?”

His words calm the crowd.

“Since I organized this,” he says, “I took the liberty of setting some guidelines.”

Of course he doesn’t mention that he and June set up those guidelines together. Last night, they went back and forth about whether to include an actual debate. June wanted to do it. Any opportunity to speak about preserving democracy, she said, was worth seizing. Jedd worried things could go off the rails if the debate cast him as opposing June in ways he’d have to retract when he revealed the deepfake. Some playacting—like he’s been doing for the past ten minutes—could be forgiven as necessary to lead into the reveal, but taking it too far could ruin everything. In the end, they decided only to tease a debate. Instead of following through with it, Jedd will fold all of what he needs to say into his intro.

“Each of us will give an introductory statement,” he continues. “After that, since we don’t have a moderator, we can take turns asking each other questions. June will give her introduction first.” For the first time since she stepped onstage, he looks directly at her. “Please, June, give us your statement.”

She steps to center stage. As soon as she starts speaking, the crowd erupts in jeers and boos. She planned to give part of her stump speech, stressing her passion for defending democracy and fighting for social justice, reaffirming that she always has and always will oppose any form of authoritarian government or dictatorship. But the crowd has drowned her out so completely it’s impossible to hear a word. She must feel devastated by all the hate coming at her.

Jedd gestures for the crowd to tone it down, but even he can’t get them to stop.

Suddenly I’m worried we’ve made a serious error. We should have skipped June’s statement and gone straight to Jedd’s. That would have been much safer. The drones appear to be operating, but I don’t trust this crowd. The man who jumped on the stage in Sac could be here. And others like him. Glancing around, I don’t see any specific threats. But who knows? Really, this can’t be over soon enough.

After a few minutes, June stops.

Now it’s Jedd’s turn to talk about himself. He takes her place at center stage.

Suddenly the crowd is quiet.

“Here goes,” Darah whispers.

As I put my arm around her, I feel her heart pounding. I give her shoulder a we-got-this squeeze. Wish I felt that confident.

“Thank you again for being here,” Jedd begins. “I appreciate you listening to me and agreeing that we all want the truth. Are you still with me on that?”

There is a thunderous roar.

“Good,” he says. “I want to tell you a bit about myself. I’m a techie who worked with video games. Now I’m in cybersecurity, keeping folks safe in the digital world. I’m a simple guy. They say, ‘Once a gamer, always a gamer.’ That’s me. I’m not a politician. I’ve never considered running for election. Not ever.”

People have been applauding, but they ease off. It doesn’t sound like he’s about to say, Not ever . . . until now. I sense their brains spinning out: What the eff is going on here?

“What I want to share will shock many of you. Maybe all of you.”

He’s stalling, trying to anticipate the crowd’s reaction. I wonder if he can see clues I can’t see or that the drones aren’t picking up. I just hope he doesn’t take any undue risks.

“I came today to speak the truth. Are you ready to hear it?”

Really, he’s giving himself—and the crowd—every possible out.

“We want the truth!” someone screams.

People are nodding, clapping.

“Like I just said, I’m not a politician.” He pauses for effect. “I have never announced my intention to run for a political office.”

There is a low murmur as people try to figure out where he’s going with this.

In case they’re lost, he repeats himself: “I didn’t declare my candidacy. I’m not running for election.”

The murmur grows louder. It’s hard to tell if it’s hostile or forgiving.

Jedd must be wondering the same, because he drops in a reminder: “You all said you want the truth.”

This is the scary moment.

I clutch Darah tighter as I mentally calculate how I can spring onto the stage and shield both Jedd and June if the need arises. I’m not sure I can count on her staff.

But Jedd doesn’t look worried. Could be it’s a relief to finally expose the truth.

“How many of you have seen videos of me?” he asks.

Hands shoot up all around.

“How many of you saw the one announcing this debate?”

The hands wave. In unison but frenzied. Like this is a music festival.

“Did you like it?”

“Yes!”

“Did you believe it?”

“Yes!”

“Did you think it was real?”

“Yes-s-s!”

He pauses. Lowers his voice so everyone knows this is the serious moment. “Did anyone think it wasn’t real?”

Silence. Any hands still in the air come down.

“No one?”

Dead silence.

“It wasn’t real,” he says. “It. Was. A. Deepfake.”

Suddenly the crowd is activated and talking.

He has to quiet them so he can finish his statement. He doesn’t mention being held captive. We decided that could come out later. What’s important now is these people’s experience of the truth. “Unbeknownst to me,” he says, “the Dictator had that deepfake created and posted to support the lies you’ve been told about June. All the videos of me are deepfakes. Every single one.”

Most people are listening intently, but a few scream, “No!”

When Jedd hears their protests, he pauses. “I warned you this would be shocking. The question is, do you trust me?”

This time their agreement is less fervent but it feels more genuine. Instead of echoing slogans, they seem open to what Jedd has to say.

Reassured that they trust him enough, he continues. “As a cyber expert, I’m well acquainted with the technology of deepfakes. The average person can no longer recognize one. The technology is too good. But an expert with the right set of tools can usually trace who built a deepfake and how they’re distributing it. This one has the Dictator’s fingerprints all over it. As well as—I have to tell you—those of your organizers. It wasn’t hard for me to reprogram their deepfake so it would announce our debate.”

He glances back at June. I bet he feels awkward taking credit for the hack when it was all her work. Of course he can’t acknowledge that yet.

“Some of you may think I should have played it safe. That it wasn’t smart to risk my life by coming here. But that’s not who I am. I am a truth teller. There’s no way I could continue to let my identity and image be used in the service of lies. You said you wanted the truth, and I’m giving it to you straight.” He pauses, then says, “The truth is you’ve been had.”

Now there’s total silence.

I’m sure people will need to process what they just heard. It’s never easy to find out you’ve been played. But the way Jedd has laid it out, it’s hard to imagine anyone trying to deny it.

“So what now?” someone screams out.

Jedd nods. I think he’s happy for a question that suggests the crowd is ready to move on. “I know you came for a debate. And I apologize, because that was deceptive on my part. The fact is that I never declared my candidacy. So you tell me,” he says, morphing his face into an exaggerated imitation of an OMG emoji, “how can I debate when I’m not a candidate? More to the point, how can I drop out of a race I’m not even running in?”

The crowd laughs. Timidly at first, but then they get into it and start calling out suggestions.

“Tell the deepfake to drop out!”

“Hack the Dictator!”

“Run anyway!”

“We love you!”

“We want Jedd!”

He stops it there. “No way this geek is running for office,” he says, then smiles and adds an emphatic “la-di-da!” The way it rolls off his tongue should convince anyone who heard the hacked version that this—and only this—is the real Jedd.

The crowd responds with a round of applause.

“I’ve spoken long enough,” Jedd says, letting his shoulders slump in a gesture of humility. “Let me conclude with this. I fully endorse the person I’m certain will work like a champion for you. All the lies told about her were just that: lies. The Dictator would do anything, no matter how despicable and deceptive—even take advantage of your hate for him—to end her campaign and pave the way for his victory. That’s what his deepfake is all about. He thought that, with June out of the way, he could use my identity to further his agenda, which is taking over California. I don’t think anybody here wants that. Am I right?”

There’s a thunderous chorus of yes.

For the first time, I see June smile.

Jedd walks across the stage, takes her arm, and raises it.

“This is a great day for the truth,” he says. “Because the truth just won.”

Huge applause.

“The next victory we need,” he says when the crowd is finally quiet again, “is the election of June Liu.” He turns to her and says, careful to give her the chance to opt out, “Do you feel like saying a few words?”

She is ready to meet the moment. Stepping to the edge of the stage, she apologizes again for any deception she might have contributed to as she and Jedd decided how to reveal the deepfake. She alludes to Jedd being held captive but doesn’t go into detail. She promises, if elected, to do everything under her power to uncover what was done and by whom, and to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

“Most important,” she says, “I will immediately reframe my campaign around recognizing truth. If I’ve learned anything from all this, it’s that preserving our democracy depends on our ability to uphold truth. Without truth, there can be no democracy. By the same token, lies are the death of democracy. We cannot allow our beautiful nation to be poisoned by lies.”

People have tossed their KILLER signs to the ground. The woman next to me peels off her STOP GENO JUNE T-shirt, then turns it inside out before putting it back on over her tank top.

June acknowledges members of the press standing near the stage and offers to take their questions.

As she does so, Jedd slips off the stage and makes his way over to us.

Darah gives him a hug. “You were awesome, dude,” she whispers.

“Bruh,” I say, “you missed your calling.”

Jedd says he spotted Naomi in the crowd. They have lots to discuss, and it can’t wait. He high-fives Darah and me, then takes off to find her. I’m guessing we won’t see him until tomorrow.

The one thing we didn’t fully plan out was how the rest of us would get home if everything went well and June had to stay with her team to work on reviving her campaign. Since things did go well, we decide it’s best for her to keep Darah’s car. The twins offer to drive Darah and the kid and me to the farm so we can all kick back for the rest of the day. We deserve it. I’m thinking a picnic dinner at Boulder Point and hot tub time.




Never will a time come 
when all of us cease to exist.




34 IN THE END: Jedd


I just spent most of the day locked in a remote meeting with the director of the Cybersecurity Agency. I was able to give her all the deets on who hacked the critical infrastructure and why, as well as clarify their true target: the DOJ. While we’d been hyperfocused on the infrastructure hack, the Dictator’s goons were worming their way into the DOJ’s site. I had almost figured it out, I said, before I was taken hostage. I pieced the rest together from clues I picked up in captivity. To allay any concerns I’d left the fort unattended, I explained that my associate stepped in during my absence. There was no reason to implicate June.

The director told me the DOJ’s cyber unit had flagged an intrusion around the same time. They looped in the Agency after they realized it wasn’t the first incident and that sensitive documents had been deleted, starting months ago. One was the report I submitted about Kurt’s collusion with the Dictator. She hadn’t known about that report, much less about Kurt’s activities or the threats to California. Her alarm when she heard the news—before she knew I’d gone missing—had led to the barrage of urgent messages I saw when I first logged back into my tablet. Although Beers accomplished a lot, he failed to catch her SOS.

By the end of our meeting, the director and I had sketched out a plan of action. JG Associates will be responsible for scrubbing all traces of the intrusions and for monitoring and eliminating potential future attacks. Overseeing all systems at both the Agency and the DOJ may be more than I can manage, even with my trusty associate. Looks like we’ll be in a hiring-and-delegating mode.

I have a meeting set up with the DOJ tomorrow. They’re already coordinating with law enforcement to track down Keith and bring charges for kidnapping and torture. They’ve assured me they will follow through on the investigation my report was intended to initiate. I intend to press them on why it was languishing for so long. I suspect that was due to a mole in the DOJ—whether human or virtual is yet to be determined—not just to bureaucracy. Sometimes it’s easy to scapegoat government inefficiency and miss the real culprit. Either way, Kurt and his team will be held accountable. More important, the Dictator’s attempts to regain power have been thwarted.

All of that kept my mind so preoccupied that I haven’t had a free second to think about Naomi. Now, as I shut down my computer, cross the meadow to the house, and settle into the hammock on the porch, she’s all I can think about.

The two of us went to her condo yesterday and talked. For hours. She didn’t fawn all over me for being some sort of rockstar nonpolitician politician. I didn’t mind. Hundreds had just done that, and I wasn’t looking for more. Even so, a little fawning would have been better than what transpired.

The first thing she brought up was the hot tub rumor. She said Beers persuaded her it was false and she hadn’t been holding it against me the night I spent on her sofa. But she’d received another text—an even more disturbing one—before the hot tub text. It came through while she was sitting on the bench, waiting for me at Shoreline.

“Was that why you didn’t reply to me?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I didn’t reply because I didn’t see your texts.”

“But you sent a selfie.”

“That was earlier.”

“You mean you didn’t see my texts because you turned off your tablet?”

“Right. And when you didn’t show up, I went home. If you sent more texts, I didn’t read them either.”

I could see she was still upset. Super upset. Since Beers only mentioned the hot tub text, I gathered she hadn’t told him about this first one. But she’d brought it up to me, so I started by asking straightforward, fact-based questions.

“Who sent the text?”

“A ghost sender.”

“What did it say?”

She looked at me sideways. “That you asked June to arrange special payouts for Darah.”

“What?” I didn’t expect that.

“You heard me,” she snapped. “You think Darah is entitled to government benefits because of the trauma she went through when her mother was disappeared.”

I stared at Naomi. This was coming out of nowhere. “I can’t imagine why anyone would text you that,” I said. “Not that I have a problem with compensation. A just society takes responsibility for harm done to its citizens.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Stop with the victim mentality.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. The dictatorship had left many, many victims in its wake. Only someone who supported the Dictator would dispute that.

“Darah is a teacher with a Rutgers degree, for Pete’s sake,” she continued. “Her trauma wasn’t worse than anyone else’s. People have been mistreated throughout history. We can’t compensate them all. Besides, victims just go on to victimize others.”

Suddenly I wondered if I knew Naomi as well as I thought I did. Multiple things were off. Majorly off. Not only was she effectively canceling Darah and dismissing her trauma; she was also dismissing the experiences of all victims. If Darah knew about any of this, she’d never mentioned it.

I recalled a piece Naomi wrote about aero car racing. As someone whose only racing is virtual, I thought she was being sensitive when she mentioned one aero racer’s PTSD. Now it struck me as hypocritical. Why wouldn’t she extend the same grace to all those traumatized by the Dictator?

He created a collective mindfuck in which someone who suffered under his rule but stood up against it can be blamed—not just for resisting but for the atrocities themselves.

The Dictator’s lies are his means of domination. It doesn’t matter that a narrative is totally false; just spreading the word that it could be true makes it so. This is how he wields terror, how he is able to seize and hold on to power. In each and every case, we as individuals have a choice: either succumb to the lies or align with the truth.

Suddenly I wondered how Naomi made her choice. So I started with “Have you considered that what you’re saying enables the Dictator?”

“That’s your spin,” she sneered. “Your victim mentality.”

It was ironic that she was harping on victims, since I hadn’t said anything about what I had just gone through in the tunnel. Nor had she asked me about it. In fact, that omission was starting to feel insensitive.

I tried to reason with her. “There was a dictatorship in the States for years. Hopefully we can agree that nothing like that should ever happen again. The Dictator needs to know we stand by every person he harmed. Especially those who suffered most. If he thinks we won’t hold him accountable, he—or the next wannabe dictator—will be empowered.”

She flew at me with “So you’re accusing me of supporting the Dictator?”

I said that wasn’t my point.

But she was fuming. “If anything, it’s people like Darah who will bring the Dictator back.”

When I asked her to substantiate that, she couldn’t. She just muttered that she wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

All of that told me Naomi must have bought into the lies she read online, at least to some degree. I suspected the text she received at Shoreline was from Keith’s hackers. Since they were in my digital ID, they could have accessed her contact info, and they would have seen that I was on my way to meet her. The first text was supposed to dampen her desire to look for or rescue me. To reinforce that, they followed up with the hot tub photos. That she responded exactly the way they wanted was their good luck.

Or maybe it wasn’t luck. Maybe it was their ability to tap into her existing vulnerability to lies and misinformation. She could already have held beliefs I wasn’t aware of that made her susceptible.

Over the rest of the day and evening, as we continued to talk, I tried in a variety of ways to dialogue about Naomi’s beliefs, but she wasn’t receptive to any of my ideas. Eventually I told her our discussion wasn’t going anywhere. Nor, it seemed, was our friendship. “As a matter of fact,” I said, “I think we should take a break.”

She agreed.

Even though it was almost midnight, I didn’t want to sleep on her sofa. So I texted June. As it turned out, my timing was perfect. She had Darah’s car and was about to head home. It was a no-brainer to swing by and pick me up.

Now, as I’m sitting in the hammock, the front door opens and Darah comes out.

“Jedd!” she exclaims. “We thought you were at the barn.”

“Nope,” I say. “All finished for today.”

“Beers didn’t ring the chimes,” she says, “because he wanted to bring your food up to you.”

I’m about to lift myself out of the hammock to go into the kitchen, but she insists I stay put. I’m getting full service tonight.

A few minutes later, she’s back with a plate of vegetarian moussaka and a fennel salad. Beers follows with a glass of wine.

Everyone is here, with a full plate of food. Except June. We won’t see much of her until after the election—which, believe it or not, is only a week away. Beers and Darah are on Adirondack chairs, Nick and Zack on the wicker loveseat. The kid sits cross-legged on the ground. Dharma is under the hammock, waiting for any scraps that might fall his way.

As we eat, the kid looks around and smiles. “You all look so relaxed,” he says.

He’s right. We’re laid-back in an upbeat kind of way.

“This is the first chill moment since you got back,” Beers points out.

“It’s been chaotic,” Darah says. “But I’ve learned so much.”

“We’ve all learned so much,” Nick says.

So we run through what we’ve each learned.

Beers is proud of the work he did. Sounds like he surprised himself by rising to the occasion, as if he’d forgotten all the ways he has done that before. “I think I’m ready to graduate from my apprenticeship,” he concludes.

“Absolutely,” I say. “You have a hefty promotion coming.”

That calls for a celebration, so he runs inside to fetch some bubbly.

After a round of toasts, the conversation turns serious.

“I’ve been thinking,” Darah says, “and I have one question.”

She’s looking at me, so I say, “What’s that?”

“Why did Keith go to such lengths to capture and torture you when the deepfake alone could have ended June’s campaign?”

I’m surprised to hear her say that. Isn’t it obvious? I guess not. “Well,” I say, “there are a number of reasons—”

Before I can spit them out, Beers interrupts. He probably thinks—and he wouldn’t be wrong—that humility will lead me to minimize what he views as the main reason. “First off,” he says, “Jedd is the only person on this planet who could derail their work. If June had brought him in when her website was hacked, he’d have put all the pieces together before lunch.”

“As it was,” I say, “you all managed pretty well.”

He ignores my compliment and continues: “Another reason is that ending June’s campaign was only the first step in seizing California, and Jedd was central to that plot. They couldn’t have the dude roaming free while they used his ID for their evil goals.”

“Imagine if the deepfake won the election—” Nick throws in.

“They would have needed Jedd to play the part,” Zack says.

“And if he didn’t—” Nick says.

Before he can bring that thought to its gruesome conclusion, I say, “There’s another reason too.”

“What’s that?” Beers asks.

“The old divide and conquer,” I say. “They forced you to deal with two fronts at once.”

Beers admits that was overwhelming.

“You know, as challenging as all this has been,” Darah says, going back to the question of what we’ve learned, “I can honestly say I’m feeling stronger because of everything I now know about truth.”

“And about lies,” Beers throws in quickly.

“And democracy,” Nick adds.

We are definitely going big here.

So I run with it. “One thing about captivity,” I say, “is that it gave me time to think—”

“After those nanobots cleared your system,” Beers says.

“Right,” I say. “I had time to reflect on how dictatorships have taken hold, both in the States and around the world. You have the breakdown of democratic institutions. You have the loss of basic human rights and freedoms. You have the decimation of standards you thought you could count on. You have disruption and chaos. There’s no more security. No privacy. No human decency. All of that has been snatched away before you even realized it was at risk.”

“And you don’t know how to get it back,” Beers says.

“Because you relied on so many democratic norms to sustain democracy,” Nick says.

“But those norms have been erased,” Zack says.

“It’s scary,” Darah says. “Terrifying.”

“I never realized what is at the root of that destruction,” I say. “Now I see it all ties back to one thing. June said it yesterday, and I had the same idea in the tunnel: It’s the lies.”

The kid is nodding, but Darah wants to know why lies are more foundational than other factors.

“Yeah,” Beers says. “Why not economic insecurity? Or social unrest? Or corruption?”

The twins toss out more factors: foreign influence, technological overreach, climate disasters, overpopulation.

“Those are the usual suspects,” I say. “But a country can experience economic instability or any of those other issues without losing its democracy. I wanted to get to the root cause. When I took what I’ve learned from history and what we witnessed during the dictatorship—most of us from afar, but Darah firsthand—I was able to trace each factor back to the lies at its source.”

The kid helps me out. “Think about all the lies the Dictator told to enable the breakdown of democratic institutions. Saying elections were rigged. Saying he won when really he lost. Calling the media the enemy of the people. Fabricating lies about judges whose rulings he didn’t like.”

“Saying he was the only one who could save the country,” Beers ventures.

“And all the lies about whatever person or group he chose to scapegoat,” Zack says.

We call out examples.

“Immigrants are thugs and drug dealers.”

“NGOs are foreign agents.”

“Protesters are terrorists.”

We’d be here all night if we tried to innumerate all the lies and describe how each undermined democracy. I remember reading that the Dictator had told fifty thousand lies in one year. And those were just his public lies.

“The truth is,” I say, “if you can attack someone with lies, you don’t need bullets.”

Beers is nodding. “The biggest mistake one can make is to underestimate the power of lies. Just claiming June was aligned with the Dictator was as good as assassinating her. Her campaign was over within hours.”

“Not to mention the lie accusing her of genocide,” Darah says.

Much as we detest the Dictator, we wouldn’t accuse him of genocide. Some people mistakenly call a mass killing of civilians “genocide” because they don’t know that genocide is defined based on the intent to eliminate an entire ethnic group. The Dictator deported or killed millions, but his purpose was to get rid of anyone of any ethnicity who went against his wishes. It was pathological brutality. Straight-out murder. Not genocide.

Naomi’s talk about trauma, it occurs to me, was out of the same playbook. Someone can scream genocide when it isn’t true yet downplay what is truly trauma. But I don’t want to make this about Naomi and me. There will be time to talk about that later. So instead I summarize: “At the root of any dictatorship is a dictator who knows how to fool, mislead, manipulate, and lie. The bigger the lie, the more powerful. And it’s not just about size; it’s the repetition of the lie until it is accepted as truth.”

Everyone absorbs that. It’s sobering.

“That’s half the equation,” the kid says after a moment.

“What’s the other?” Darah asks.

“The first half is delivering a lie,” he says. “The other is the gullibility of those who believe it.”

“I’ve never understood how anyone could fall for the Dictator’s lies,” Beers says.

“Yet people do,” Nick says.

“Even Vinny and some of June’s staff,” Zack says.

“If I were June,” Darah says, “I don’t think I could ever fully trust them again.”

“Yet she’s working with them now,” Nick says.

“I’m sure she’s keeping her eyes open,” I say.

“Keep your eyes open!” the kid exclaims, widening his like proverbial saucers, in case we want a demo. “That’s the best antidote to gullibility!”

Darah mimes binoculars, and the two of them giggle.

But I don’t want to lose the seriousness of the moment, so I point out how the Dictator used false promises to ensnare people. Often it was a promised solution to a problem that wasn’t real in the first place. Because they were gullible, people believed they would benefit.

“Right,” Beers says. “They thought they’d benefit when, in reality, they were giving up more than they were getting.”

We discuss what someone like Keith had to give up in order to believe the Dictator’s lies.

“His dignity,” Nick says.

“Any shred of empathy,” Zack says.

“His moral compass,” Darah says.

“If he even had one,” Beers says.

“Keith may not have had a moral compass or any of those other qualities,” I say, “but it would be a mistake to think only those who are morally corrupt are taken in by lies.”

Which brings us full circle. It’s impossible to say why one person is vulnerable and not another. This is the problem with big lies. They touch so many people, and you don’t know who has consciously or unconsciously absorbed one or another falsity. Going forward, we’ll need to be more aware of this. Yesterday at the end of the non-debate, we walked away feeling we’d won over hearts and minds. In fact, some may still have been vulnerable to the lies. Case in point, Naomi.

“Hey,” Beers says, “couldn’t that T-meter app help with this?”

“Maybe it can help us determine who’s vulnerable,” Darah says.

The kid looks pleased we’ve remembered his truthometer but says it may not assess vulnerability, at least not its first prototype. Its value will be to help people recognize lies. “I may have to put off my travel plans,” he says. “This app is too important. I need to get started.”

I’m thrilled to hear this. But I have to push back a little, just to see how well he has thought it through. “What happens when someone hacks your T-meter?” I ask. “How does the user know what to believe then?”

He has an immediate answer: “No one will hack it, because you’ll help me lock it down. It won’t just be secure; it’ll be self-healing.”

“Self-healing is quite the buzzword these days,” Beers says, also gently pushing back.

“Maybe,” the kid says. “But I have more in mind. If the truthometer detects a breach, I want it to recognize the intrusion and reconfigure on the fly.”

“Okay,” I say, trying to imagine how I’ll find time to work on this. Which of course I will. “You mean like a digital immune system. Instead of resisting attacks, it’ll evolve past them.”

The kid giggles. “It will be allergic to lies!”

Beers takes this as a reason for more bubbly.

We do a quick round of toasts.

“Here’s to the kid’s ingenuity!”

“May the T-meter rid the world of lies!”

“To success!”

“To the truth!”

“Actually,” the kid says quietly, “this is only the beginning.”

“Of what?” Darah wants to know.

“Well,” he says, “what I start with will be more like an L-meter than a T-meter.”

“You mean to detect lies, as opposed to revealing truth?” Beers says.

“Exactly,” he says. “That has to come first.”

“And then you’ll move on to truth?” Darah says.

“To the three levels of truth,” he clarifies.

Of course we want to know what those levels are.

“The first is subjective truth,” he says. “That’s different for each person. For example, I love Beers’s moussaka. But suppose one of you says it tastes gross. You wouldn’t be wrong. It would be your subjective truth versus my subjective truth.”

Beers snorts loudly to register his objection to the idea that any of us could find his moussaka gross.

“The next level is collective truth,” the kid says. “In that case, for example, we all agree that Jedd 2.0 is a deepfake. If someone walks in and argues it’s the real Jedd, they are operating off an alternate reality. We all still have our collective truth, but they are outside it.”

“So our belief in democracy is a collective truth,” Darah says.

“Exactly,” the kid says. “It holds as long as our collective will stays strong.”

He pauses, so I ask, “What’s the third level?”

“The absolute truth.”

“You mean the full truth?” Beers asks.

“Sort of but not quite,” the kid says. “It’s hard to describe. The first two levels are relative. You know them through your mind. You think they’re true. But the absolute truth exists beyond your mind.”

“Beyond my mind?” Beers says. “I think you’ve just exceeded my limits.”

But Darah wants to know. “You mean that which doesn’t die?”

The kid explains that that which doesn’t die is the Truth with a capital T. All the other truths are small-t truths. Those small-t truths aren’t guaranteed to lead us to the big-T Truth, to the realization that there will never be a time when we cease to exist. But one thing is for sure: We won’t find the big-T Truth unless we first learn to honor and to live according to all the small-t truths. “Except,” he adds, “please don’t ask me how the truthometer will measure the big-T Truth. Not yet.”

It’s getting late, and the twins need to go home soon, so we wrap up. As always, we end on a to-be-continued note.

Because Beers cooked dinner, the twins insist on staying to do the cleanup. As they head to the kitchen, and Darah and the kid linger on the porch, Beers and I wander into the living room.

I want to do something I haven’t had time for all day: check the chatter on the darknet site and find out what they’re saying about the demise of Jedd 3.0—about how we outsmarted them once again and made sure democracy will live on. I figure Beers has been checking, though, so I ask what he’s seen.

“Crickets.”

“So they’re in scramble mode.”

A satisfied grin lights up his face. “King was already in a secret location. I bet he’s hunkered down in Kyzylorda. Or wherever he really is. Keith is probably looking for an escape route.”

“Kurt’s an HSys employee,” I point out. “Not so easy for him to evade justice. Unless he already had a plan locked down. We should check that out.”

Beers plops onto the sectional, pulls up the darknet site on his tablet, and projects it onto the coffee table. As he predicted, we see no recent chatter.

“They didn’t abandon this site after we hacked their evil app,” I say, “but they may be rethinking that now.”

“So where are they chatting?” he says.

“They could have set up another secure site,” I say. “Or they’re just offline for the moment.”

“I’m betting on the latter,” he says. “They definitely haven’t abandoned this site. Look at all these folders for June’s campaign,” he says, breezing through the deepfake materials, which of course I’ve already seen.

“Let’s see if there’s anything new,” I say, grabbing the controls and navigating through more folders. “Here’s a collection of memes. Looks like stuff they used on June’s campaign site. You must have thoroughly assessed all of this.”

“We were moving fast,” Beers says. “Never had a chance to mine it for IDs and sloppy fingerprints.”

Which sounds like a worthwhile task. But not tonight. And maybe not ever if the Dictator’s hackers are really and truly out of our lives. So I back out of the folder. As I do, something catches my eye.

“Hey,” I say, “did you look at the rest of this?”

The twins, who’ve come in from the kitchen to say goodbye, catch my words. “Rest of what?” they ask in unison.

I expand the folder so everyone can see.

“Damn!” Beers says.

“Damn what?” Zack asks.

“Damn who?” Nick asks.

I let Beers explain.

“We’ve been so busy looking at all the materials and chatter related to June’s campaign,” he says, “that I’m afraid we didn’t notice what’s been living on the rest of the site.”

As the twins crowd in to get a better view, Darah and the kid arrive.

“What are you looking at?” she asks.

“The darknet site,” Beers says. “Jedd noticed some folders we overlooked.”

“What’s in them?” the kid asks.

Beers opens multiple folders at once. “This one has campaigns for ten candidates in New York,” he says. “And this has candidates in Florida. And here’s Delaware . . .” He trails off as the enormity hits him.

“We saved June’s campaign,” I say. “But the Dictator has his claws in many others. Looks like most have deepfakes. Even if none have been activated yet, with his lies and manipulation, he won’t have to win them all to take back the States.”

“Half would do it,” Beers mutters.

“Wow,” Darah says.

“June’s not going to like this, but we’ve got work to do,” I say. “Everyone needs to be on deck.”

“With our ears and eyes open,” Nick says.

“And our hearts and minds too,” the kid adds.

“We’re not going to take this lying down,” I say.

As we look around the room at each other, we hear a whir outside as the arrow makes a soft landing on the redwood-carpeted driveway.

It’s June.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


I see the Bhagavad Gītā—and the Mahābhārata, within which it sits—as highly relevant to our modern world. Watching the ascendance of authoritarian, nationalist, fundamentalist, and fascist forces in the United States, I felt compelled to write a futuristic novel that conveyed this timeless wisdom to readers unfamiliar with it, and to do so without requiring them to know all the layers of the story. During the 2024 election cycle, I realized the story I told in The Die wasn’t over. It had a sequel.

The epigrams at the beginning of each chapter in The Lie are my translations of select verses in the Bhagavad Gītā. My hope is that these teachings resonate with the truth within your soul and inspire you to bring that truth forward. If our world is to not just endure but to thrive, it needs your truth.






BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS FOR THE LIE



	With which character in The Lie do you identify most closely, and why?

	If you ever found yourself in Jedd’s position, held captive by terrorists, how would you handle it? If it were a loved one being held, what would you do?

	Each character has a different emotional response to Jedd disappearing. What would you say to each?

	Recall a time you realized someone was or had been lying to you. How did you react emotionally? How did your body feel? How did you respond to them?

	What’s the worst lie someone ever told you? What made it especially bad?

	How do you respond when you encounter a lie or false information online? Do you always address it? If not, what is your reasoning? 

	Recall a lie you’ve told. Why did you tell it? How did you feel about it then? And now?

	What does the character of Naomi represent to you? Do you know any Naomis?

	June says, “Without truth, there can be no democracy.” How do you understand that? Do you agree or disagree? Why?

	The kid talks about becoming a truth teller. What would that look like for you?

	Each chapter begins with a quotation from the Bhagavad Gītā. Did any especially resonate with you? If so, how?

	As social impact fiction, The Lie is intended to convey a message. How would you articulate the message you received?






WANT TO SPEND MORE TIME WITH JEDD, JUNE, BEERS, AND DARAH?

CHECK OUT THE PREQUEL:
 THE DIE
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Darah, a tech writer living in the democratic nation of California, is dismayed to see the game she’s helping develop for a Silicon Valley tech company has been tampered with. When her hacker friend Jedd investigates, he uncovers a conspiracy that could change the nation—and the world.

With a circle of close friends, Jedd digs deeper and deeper into the darknet and exposes the unthinkable: An app is being developed that uses quantum computing and neuroscience to alter people’s brains, totally unbeknownst to them. As the friends realize the devastating impact of this technology, they’re presented with a dilemma: stay quiet and stay safe, or risk their lives to stand up to the international authoritarian force behind this plot?

Combining activist, techno-thriller, and metaphysical fiction ele-
ments and scaffolded on three realities—the ancient wisdom of the Mahābhārata, our current sociopolitical reality, and the near future—The Die is a fast-paced story about friendship, courage, and democracy.
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