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Land for Sale

Year 2050 (Fall)

––––––––
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“I recognize this is a bizarre time in history. I never thought the day would come when our nation would have to be leased because of a debt owed. I also never thought our foe would become our friend. But I’m proud to have Russia as part of our military. After all, there is strength in numbers,” said President McNeer.

Heads of those in attendance nodded in agreement.

At the same time, the Russian translator leaned toward his leader, his lips inches from his ear. He relayed the message, and the room fell silent as the Russian oligarch spoke quietly in response. The translator then turned to face everyone at the table.

“President Butamore is willing to make an offer to the U.S. that could help dissolve its debt to China, while also benefiting us,” he said.

The American translator conveyed the message.

“What might that be?” McNeer asked.

“Russia would like to buy back Alaska at ten cents an acre. That’s about five times what you paid for it in 1867,” the translator replied.

“That’s only four million dollars! It’s nowhere near enough to pay our debt to Ming. We owe trillions,” said the treasurer, offended by the lowball offer.

“The offer is laughable,” the Secretary of State agreed.

The Russian translator briefly conferred with Butamore before responding. “It’s better than nothing at all. Perhaps we can negotiate something with Ming, and then Russia can transfer the funds directly to him in exchange for a shorter lease of American soil.”

“I’ll need to discuss this further with my cabinet and get back to you. For now, we’ll allow the Russian military to occupy Alaska while we sort out the details of this arrangement,” McNeer said.

“Are there any more questions regarding our arrangement as we transition into a global oligarchy?” McNeer asked.

Butamore looked at his translator, and they whispered to each other before turning to face the others in the meeting.

“There’s one more thing we’d like to add. This offer is only good for two weeks,” the translator said smugly.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” McNeer replied.

The meeting ended, and Butamore and his entourage filed out of the office, with his translator leading the way. Most of McNeer’s cabinet members remained seated, stone-faced. Some leaned back in their leather chairs, their hands thoughtfully pressed against their chins. One member broke into a full-blown cry, as if she were sitting at a wake. Others nervously clicked the ends of their retractable pens.

The head of the Department of the Treasury finally broke the tension gripping everyone at the table. “So, are we going to take Butamore up on his offer? Four million dollars is a drop in the bucket. With inflation alone, the offer is highway robbery.”

“The price should be significantly higher. Think about all the natural resources we’d be relinquishing. Russia would gain a clear economic advantage over us, leaving us vulnerable and without leverage,” McNeer said.

“I agree with the president. If we decide to sell Alaska, we need to ask for trillions. And what about the Americans who live there?” the treasurer added.

“You make the call. If he doesn’t budge, then leave the offer on the table. We’ll discuss the Americans at a later date. Right now, let’s focus on this purchase,” McNeer urged.

***
[image: ]


On a cool, crisp morning, Congressman Marvin Crabtree dressed for another tedious, bureaucracy-filled day at the office. After briefly stopping in the kitchen for breakfast, he opened his laptop to check his email.

The first message he read was from a fellow congressman, reminding him to attend an unplanned meeting at ten o’clock. He glanced at the timer on the stove, it was 8:20.

“I’d better get a move on,” he mumbled to himself.

Leaving his quiet suburban home in Alexandria, Virginia, Marvin grabbed his coat, badge, and briefcase and hopped into his car, heading north on I-95 toward Washington, D.C. He arrived at the Capitol Building and parked in his designated spot. When he entered the House chamber, half of the representatives were already present, their somber faces staring back at him. After thirty minutes, everyone was present and accounted for, and the meeting commenced.

The Speaker of the House rose and walked solemnly to the podium. The tension in the room was palpable as each representative sat up straight, crossed their legs, and cleared their throats almost in unison. Marvin reached for a pen and notepad to take notes, but another representative from the D.C. area nudged him with an elbow.

“You won’t be needing that. This meeting is exclusive and classified,” the older white man warned.

Marvin hastily returned the pen and notepad to his briefcase.

“Thank you for coming today on such short notice,” the Speaker began. “I called this meeting because we are at risk of losing America as we know it. As you are all aware, we owe China trillions of dollars, and we have yet to pay our debt.

They want what’s owed to them, now.”

The silence was so deafening that Marvin could hear the pounding of his neighbors’ hearts. A young Latina congresswoman raised her hand to speak, and the Speaker nodded to acknowledge her.

“Speaker Thomason, how are we going to pay them back? We don’t have the resources, and printing money is not an option. The American dollar has dropped significantly, and inflation is through the roof. That’s why we had to switch to electronic money,” said the young woman.

“You are correct, and the president’s cabinet has already discussed this. Unfortunately, the leader of China has developed a proposition to prevent, or possibly prolong, us from going to war with them,” the Speaker said.

Marvin Crabtree’s hand shot into the air so fast that a breeze slapped the face of the congressman sitting to his right.

“Yes, Congressman Crabtree,” the Speaker said.

“I really dread asking this question, but I’m sure my colleagues would like to know as well. What has sparked China to push the issue now?”

“Well, a few weeks ago, Cho Ming expressed to the U.S. and NATO that it isn’t fair that trade tariffs have increased because their oceans are being polluted due to the manufacturing of our goods,” the Speaker replied.

“What if we don’t comply?” blurted a congressman sitting to the left of Mr. Crabtree.

“Worst-case scenario: war. However, Cho Ming has presented us with an unusual ultimatum. He’s willing to postpone war and waive our debt if he can lease American land and rule it for ten years, or until our debt is paid, whichever comes first,” said the Speaker.

Every congressman and congresswoman gasped at once. An extreme silence blanketed the room, followed by an eruption of rebellious comments, outbursts, and sidebar conversations. The Speaker smashed the gavel on its base three times before order was restored.

Marvin raised his hand again. The Speaker pointed at him. “You have the floor, Congressman

Crabtree.”

“Speaker, this is the most outlandish thing I’ve ever heard, and I’m sure my colleagues would agree. But the real question is: how would Cho Ming lease America? We’re a sovereign nation,” Marvin pleaded.

Other representatives voiced their agreement, punctuating the chamber with occasional shouts of “That’s right!” and “Mm-hmm!”

“That’s where you, as representatives, will come in. Each state will have reservations or camps, and you will assist in organizing them. Citizens will be identified and categorized based on factions. There will be four main categories: elites, professionals, skilled laborers, and unskilled laborers,” the Speaker explained.

“What about the homeless, drug addicts, and the mentally ill?” asked an older, balding congressman with a thick gray mustache. He sat two rows behind Marvin.

“Good question. Drifters is the term for the shiftless. Unfortunately, they will be classified as well. These individuals will be placed into mandatory ninety-day programs for psychiatric treatment and therapy. Afterward, they will transition into unskilled labor programs. With compliance, they may be promoted to skilled laborers,” said the Speaker.

“What if people resist or fail to complete the program?” the young Latina congresswoman asked.

“Those who refuse to submit or fail to complete the program will be at the mercy of the government, or the other factions may deal with them as they see fit. I know this sounds harsh, but leadership has decided not to be held back by citizens who cannot elevate,” the Speaker said.

Marvin sprang from his chair. “That is inhumane. It violates our fundamental rights as human beings to make decisions for ourselves. Maybe we should go to war and fight back.” Cheers and thunderous applause erupted throughout the chamber. The Speaker furiously slammed the gavel until order was restored. Gradually, the noise simmered down to a low murmur of whispering voices.

“We’re dawning a new era, and those ideas no longer suit us. Besides, we don’t have the budget or the manpower to enter another war. Our volunteer military hasn’t met recruitment quotas in years, and the draft has been depleted by decades of conflict,” the Speaker said.

With a defeated expression, Marvin sank back into his chair, crossed his legs, and folded his arms. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His head throbbed as the chatter in the room grew louder. For another thirty minutes, he endured the tumultuous crowd. The secret assembly ended with one final slam of the gavel. Marvin felt relieved, but anxious, about how this information would affect his life and his family.

“This meeting is adjourned. Remember, everything discussed here is classified, and you are sworn to secrecy. More information will be passed along as the president’s cabinet disseminates it to me. Good day,” the Speaker concluded.

Marvin Crabtree sluggishly packed his belongings and prepared to leave the chamber. As he straightened up, he felt a sharp smack across his shoulder blade. He spun around, startled, to see who had the nerve to touch him at such a moment.

It was Blade Turner, a wavy-haired, light brown-skinned congressman from central Virginia. He leaned in and whispered in Marvin’s ear.

“If you hurry, you can head for the hills of Alaska,” Blade murmured.

Marvin scoffed at the suggestion and waved him off like an annoying insect.

“No, seriously,” Blade continued quietly. “It’s really going down, and it’s best to get out of dodge while you still can.”

Marvin faced the man with a bleak expression. “Are you leaving?” he asked.

“I’m taking my family to Alaska before the shit hits the fan. There’s a rumor that Canada is closing its borders, but some folks are heading for the Virgin Islands.”

The following week, Frank McNeer and his team sat around a large table in an office. In the center sat a glass pitcher of ice water with several empty glasses. Two large windows allowed rays of sunlight to spill into the room, but they shed no light on the dire situation America faced. Paying China’s debt weighed heavily on the president’s mind. He was suspicious of China’s true agenda and unsure whether Russia’s motives were truly altruistic after so many years as an adversary. He and his team were facing decisions that would define the nation’s future.

“Will we sell Alaska back to Russia? That’s the question, and we’ll take a vote on it,” McNeer said.

It took ten minutes for everyone to cast their votes. The majority ruled in favor of America selling Alaska back to Russia.

“We’ve agreed to sell. Now let’s discuss the price again,” McNeer said.

“Our asking price should start at five trillion dollars and go no lower than two trillion. Butamore offered a measly four million, we can wipe our behinds with that,” said the Secretary of

State.

“I agree,” the treasurer added.

“What if they don’t accept this price?” one of the advisers asked.

“Then I recommend we take what they offer, as long as it’s reasonable, and insert a clause in the treaty to make this a short-term lease instead of a purchase,” another adviser suggested.

“Based on their initial offer, I doubt they’ll agree to more than a couple million. There’s no way we’ll get anywhere near two trillion. We need to discuss what we can realistically get, since they know we’re desperate. Does anyone have other suggestions?” McNeer asked.

A sporadic chorus of “No, sir,” and “No, Mr. President,” came from the cabinet members who chose to speak. Others said nothing and simply nodded. The room looked, and felt, defeated.

The Secretary of Defense leaned forward in his chair and let out a long, exasperated sigh, irritated that no one else had spoken up. He clasped his hands together before addressing the room.

“Mr. President, with all due respect, I have to disagree with this decision. We can’t allow the leaders of Russia, China, or any other country to call the shots while we fold,” he said. He cleared his throat before continuing. “We need to make them sweat. You cannot enter negotiations that will impact the American people this deeply and accept the short end of the stick. This is our country. If we let Butamore push us around on this deal, we’ve already lost, and we may never get our sovereignty back.”

The room fell silent. Pens stopped clicking. Chairs ceased their subtle swivels. Nervous tapping and shifting of feet beneath the conference table faded away. Eyes darted from side to side as each person tried discreetly to read the expressions of their neighbors.

“So, what if we try to strong-arm them and they resist?” President McNeer asked.

“To be honest, I don’t know. Sanctions haven’t worked in the past. Maybe we test the waters and cross that bridge when we get there,” said the Secretary of State.

The president and his cabinet debated the pros and cons of failing to reach an agreement with Russia over the purchase of Alaska. Enforcing sanctions could push Russia to band together with China. If the two nations closed ranks against America, the consequences could be devastating. Still, the Secretary of Defense believed the risk was worth taking, and after delivering a passionate speech about their duty to protect the nation’s sovereignty, McNeer and his advisers ultimately concurred.

The following week, just shy of the two-week deadline given by the Russians, the president and his cabinet prepared for their meeting with the leaders of Russia and China. A knock sounded at the door. Everyone turned in unison toward the president’s aide, a petite, young white man with thick brown hair slicked neatly to the side with a sharp left part. He wore black dress pants, a white dress shirt, and a red tie. Standing in the doorway, his posture was straight, his hands lightly clasped in front of him.

“Sorry to interrupt, Mr. President, but President Cho Ming and President Nuton Butamore are here for their scheduled meeting with you.”

“Perfect timing. Please set the tables for our additional guests. Meanwhile, have them come in,” McNeer said.

The aide swiftly exited and gestured politely to the two leaders, ushering them into the office. Once everyone was seated, McNeer began.

“We are here to negotiate the means and terms of repayment to China to satisfy years of accumulated debt. We will begin with Russia’s proposal to purchase Alaska. Our opening price is five trillion dollars.”

The attorney general opened his folder and slid a stapled packet across the table to Nuton Butamore’s interpreter. The interpreter turned the papers upright and folded his hands as he examined the first page. He read silently for several minutes, thumbing through the document before pushing it toward the Russian president and pointing out specific sections.

The contract had been hastily drafted by the Secretary of State and Ming’s top adviser. While it outlined the monetary offer for Alaska, the Secretary of State had failed to thoroughly review it. The Russian interpreter discovered a clause requiring McNeer to eliminate all leadership deemed a threat during Ming’s reign.

The room grew stiff with tension as the interpreter leaned toward Butamore to explain. Butamore shook his head slightly and whispered back.

“President McNeer, we cannot pay such an exorbitant amount. Do you have another offer?” the interpreter asked.

McNeer turned to the Secretary of State, signaling for him to speak.

“The United States recognizes that Russia would benefit immensely from Alaska’s natural resources. The oil reserves alone are worth billions, if not more. We believe five trillion dollars is fair.”

Cho Ming and his delegation glanced toward the Russian side of the table, gauging their reaction. The U.S. team straightened in their chairs and held their breath. A long pause followed as Butamore and his translator whispered quietly. Finally, the translator exhaled, folded his hands on the table, and faced McNeer.

“President Butamore offers five hundred billion dollars,” he said.

McNeer leaned to his right, whispering with the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, and the treasurer.

“We have to decline that offer. It’s far too low, especially considering inflation and the cost of living,” the Secretary of State said.

Butamore glared at McNeer and his cabinet before forcing a tight grin. He turned sharply to his translator, and the two exchanged animated words. Moments later, they faced the group again.

“President Butamore believes this is a fair offer, given that the value of the American dollar has plummeted over the years,” the interpreter said, then added with exaggerated emphasis, “and we are accounting for the financial losses caused by previous U.S. sanctions.”

The president’s face flushed. Cabinet members glanced toward him with concern. McNeer adjusted his posture, sliding closer to the table and steepling his fingers. He locked eyes with Butamore, studying the false smile. The Secretary of Defense leaned in and whispered into McNeer’s ear. McNeer nodded without breaking eye contact.

Newly elected and having relied heavily on his Secretary of State thus far, McNeer realized the Russian president perceived him as weak, easily intimidated. His colleague was right. It was time to push back. If the deal collapsed, so be it. He would not allow himself, or the American people, to be bullied.

“One situation has nothing to do with another. We know exactly why sanctions were imposed,” McNeer said, daring the Russians to challenge him.

Butamore rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and let out a cackle. His translator followed with a sly chuckle, leaning back and adjusting his collar and tie.

The translator snapped his gaze back to McNeer, jaw tightening. “The offer remains the same, five hundred billion dollars,” he said flatly.

The president’s cabinet exhaled in unison. The Chinese delegation remained expressionless, their eyes moving between the two sides. Ming’s interpreter whispered into his ear. A faint smirk tugged at Ming’s lips as he stared at McNeer. McNeer took a sip of water and cleared his throat.

“Thank you to our Russian guests. This meeting is concluded. Our position stands, we will not sell Alaskan territory for such a low offer.”

The firmness in his voice carried an unmistakable resolve, one that filled the Americans in the room with pride.

Unsettled, Butamore muttered sharply to his translator. He hadn’t anticipated such resistance, or such a swift dismissal. The translator leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and clasping his thick hands together.

“What is the lowest amount you will accept?” he asked.

“Two trillion dollars,” McNeer replied.

The translator glanced back at Butamore, who nodded in agreement.

“President Butamore accepts the offer,” the translator said.

“Excellent,” McNeer and the Secretary of State said in unison.

“All payments will be made directly to China, effective immediately. And President Ming, we request reducing your lease over American territory to five years instead of ten,” McNeer added.

China’s interpreter leaned in to confer with Ming. Ming reclined slightly, stroking his chin as he listened, his gaze fixed on McNeer. Whether it was intimidation or calculation, McNeer refused to let it shake him. Despite the nation’s hardships, standing his ground against Russia gave him hope.

When the exchange ended, McNeer crossed one leg over the other, the corner of his mouth lifting slightly in anticipation.

“President Ming wishes to honor the original ten-year agreement. However, if America pays the remaining debt before the term concludes, China will relinquish control immediately. At that point, America will once again be a sovereign nation,” the interpreter said.

McNeer, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, and the attorney general turned their chairs toward the wall and whispered briefly. Moments later, they turned back.

“We agree to these terms and will draft the Debt Occupation Treaty to reflect all agreements made today. If there are no further questions, this meeting is adjourned,” McNeer said.

Security escorted everyone from the office. Within forty-eight hours, the treaty was written and signed by all parties. It marked the beginning of a transformation the American people were wholly unprepared for.

McNeer had no idea he had just made two deals that would ultimately destroy the country.

***
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Lexi attended meetings all morning. She staggered back to her office and closed the door behind her. Collapsing into her chair, she turned on her laptop and clicked on a smooth rock internet radio station. She kicked off her shoes, propped her feet on the desk, and leaned back. Her gaze drifted to the corner of the room, where an artificial tree stood dusty and forgotten. The longer she stared, the heavier her eyelids became.

Her eyes had been closed for nearly ten minutes when her snooze was interrupted by a tap at the door.

“Yes! Just a sec!” she shouted as she sprang forward in her chair and slid her shoes back on.

Frank McNeer waited a moment before peeking his head through the doorway. Lexi beckoned her father inside while shuffling papers around her desk, pretending to work. He strolled in casually, walked over to her makeshift java bar, and fixed himself a cup of black coffee with sugar.

“You’re not fooling anyone, dear. Want a cup?” he asked.

Lexi sighed, her cheeks warming with embarrassment.

“Yeah, I’ll take one. I need something to pick me up anyway. What’s up, Daddy?”

“There’s an astronaut at NASA who’s been instructed to give Martian soil to a scientist so he can conduct a food-growing experiment for me,” McNeer explained.

“And what does that have to do with me?” Lexi asked.

“You’ll be my eyes and ears. And,” he added with an exaggerated pause, “you’ll act as a love interest to get close to him. You know, be my little detective,” he said cunningly.

“Excuse me! Are you kidding?” Lexi snapped. “You sound like a total creep right now! Why would you choose me for this? You could’ve gotten any of your groupies to do it!”

Her father was attractive and had no shortage of women eager to do his bidding in hopes of gaining his favor.

“I pulled a lot of strings to get you into the Elite School for the Gifted when it first opened. We both know you weren’t the strongest student academically. The scientist was one of your instructors. He’s since been reassigned to one of the bases. The least you could do is spy for me for a little while,” he said coldly.

Lexi pouted, crossed her legs, and folded her arms as her face flushed and heat rose through her torso.

“Why are you doing this? I thought you summoned me here to take notes for meetings you couldn’t attend. I could be back in Alaska at the lab,” she hissed.

“I’m trying to find a way off this planet,” McNeer said. “Something tells me Cho Ming isn’t going to relinquish power without a fight. I don’t trust that he’ll honor his word and return control once the debt is paid. He’d essentially be president of two powerful nations, who would walk away from that?” He paused. “I don’t want the other leaders to know about this, and I don’t want the scientist alarmed enough to blow the whistle. So, I need you to woo him and make him comfortable with the experiment. That’s all Daddy needs from you,” he added, softening his tone.

“I can’t believe you, Daddy!” Lexi protested.

He didn’t respond. He knew she would give in, as she always did.

“How long do I have to pretend to be his love interest?” Lexi asked, throwing air quotes around the words. No matter how outrageous the request, she would comply, after protesting, of course.

McNeer took a sip of his coffee, unfazed by her sarcasm.

“As long as it takes.”

Lexi groaned and rolled her eyes. She stood in the center of her office with her hands on her hips, her lips pushed into a pout. McNeer approached her gently, placed his hands on her shoulders, and planted a bold, coffee-scented kiss on her forehead. Lexi grimaced and wiped the damp spot with the back of her hand.

“What’s his name?” she asked.
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The New Regime

Year 2050 

The sun descended as Marvin’s office darkened, and he desperately searched the web for homes in Alaska. He finally found a place he liked, one he could pay for in cash. He called Levi, who was like an uncle to him. Levi was one of Grandpa Steven’s old Marine buddies and knew how to get things done, even when it wasn’t always legal. Levi agreed to check out the property for Marvin and handle the business side of things.

Satisfied but exhausted, Marvin shuffled to his car, rubbing his eyes and yawning. By the time he got home, dusk had given way to darkness. He staggered through the front door, but his eyes widened like a night owl’s when he saw his in laws. He had completely forgotten they were visiting from out of town.

Marvin barely had time to hang up his belongings before Mrs. Stevens locked him into a firm embrace. Moments later, Mr. Stevens pulled him in with one arm and followed it with two thunderous smacks on the back.

“You’re late, honey! chirped Mrs. Crabtree as she grabbed a cold container of lemonade from the fridge.

“But we were nice enough to wait for you,” Raina insisted,” 

“I had to take care of some last-minute business,” Marvin muttered as he moved to the kitchen sink to wash his hands. Everyone else had already taken their seats at the table. Grandpa Stevens said a blessing over the food, and then everyone dug in.

As the chomping and smacking died down, Mrs. Crabtree asked what business had made him so late for dinner. Marvin took a swig of his lemonade and let out a heavy sigh before responding.

“Listen, everyone. Things are changing in this country, and we need to be prepared,” he said.

The family stopped chewing and stared at Marvin.

“What do you mean, Dad?” Shane asked.

“Things are going to get bad. Leadership and democracy are going to change forever. That’s why I was late leaving work. I researched some homes in Alaska that Levi is going to check out for me.”

“What? I finally found a professor position that I like. Now I have to find another job?” screeched his wife, tossing her napkin onto her plate and crossing her arms. She flashed her parents a desperate look that said, help me out here.

“Alaska is so cold!” Raina whined.

“I’m gonna leave my friends!” Shane cried.

Marvin closed his eyes, shook his head, and wagged his finger, signaling for everyone to quiet down.

“How were you able to do this so quickly?” Georgia asked.

“I found someone willing to sell for cash, and Uncle Levi is going to check the place out for me and handle the paperwork,” Marvin explained.

Wiping the corners of his mouth, Grandpa mumbled under his breath, “Or make it disappear,” his eyes shifting shadily.

“Levi, of all people? Does he even live in a house? The last I heard, he was living out in the mountains somewhere like a caveman,” Georgia snapped.

“I’m doing what’s best for this family, okay? Uncle Levi may be a little sketchy, but he knows his way around,” Marvin said. Grandpa nodded approvingly. “Trust me, I don’t want to do this anymore than you do, but it’s the only way I can keep us safe.”

“Georgia,” Grandpa Steven’s deep vibrato sliced through the tension, “trust your husband. He works with these people every day. Has he ever steered this family wrong?” he asked rhetorically.

Georgia lowered her eyes, tilted her head, and pursed her lips, conceding.

“Well, there’s no point in moping about it. Let’s cut this strawberry shortcake I spent hours making,” Grandma Sylvia said, sashaying to the refrigerator to retrieve the decadent dessert.

When dinner was over, Raina and Grandma helped Mrs. Crabtree clean the kitchen. Marvin, Grandpa, and Shane settled onto the couch to watch a football game. Grandpa let out a long sigh and rubbed his stuffed belly. He pulled out a pipe, packed it with tobacco, lit it, and took two deep puffs.

As the game played on, Marvin scanned his elegant living room before turning his attention to the men in his family. He would miss this home. He took comfort in knowing there were other male figures to help protect his family if something happened, but doubt crept in. With one man aging and the other still a boy, the odds felt uneven. Marvin shook the thought away.

“Hey, Steven, come with me. I want to show you something,” Marvin said, motioning for him to follow.

Grandpa sluggishly lifted himself from the couch and followed Marvin into the first-floor guest bathroom.

“Son, why are you taking me to the bathroom? I can manage on my own,” Grandpa chuckled.

“I know. I just want to show you something,” Marvin said. He flipped on the light and led Grandpa to a small closet. He pointed to a discreet switch and pressed it. A section of tile in the center of the floor popped open, and the rug slid aside. Grandpa turned his head, eyes widening.

“This is a secret hiding place I had built when I first bought the house,” Marvin explained.

“Interesting. Did you have this built for inclement weather, or because of your job?” Grandpa asked.

“The latter. In case something happens and you need a place to hide, it’s here.”

A sober expression crossed Grandpa Stevens’s face. He sighed deeply and patted Marvin on the shoulder.

“Nothing’s going to happen to you, son. Whatever happens to this country, we’ll be okay.” “Let’s check it out.”

The two men climbed down a ladder into the bunker, hunched over. When their feet hit the ground, a puff of dust rose, making Grandpa sneeze. He took in the built-in shelves lined with colorful boxes of snacks and gallons of water. Beanbags were arranged neatly, giving the space a surprisingly cozy feel.

“I stocked it with extra food and water for emergencies, and I added the beanbags so you’d be comfortable,” Marvin said.

“Good thinking, son. Hopefully, we’ll never need to use it.”
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Chosen One

One Year Later 

On a warm spring day, fourteen-year-old Raina Crabtree sat in the front row of her trigonometry class. Her legs shook from the coldness of the room, and her khaki pants and navy-blue collared shirt did nothing to keep her warm. She unwrapped her sweater from around her small waist and put it on. The heat from her lower body transferred from the sweater to her goosebump-covered arms.

She studied her notebook, filled with triangles and equations, when a knock came at the classroom door. Mrs. Pittman, her trigonometry teacher, sashayed to the door and whispered with the principal for a few minutes. Then she turned around and beckoned for Raina to join them.

“Young lady, you have been selected for our STEM program. Your scores are superb. You have the highest math and science scores in this school,” the principal said admiringly. The butterflies in Raina’s stomach disintegrated. Mrs. Pittman reengaged her class with the lesson.

“Follow me,” he gestured.

The principal’s office was immaculate. Royal blue carpet covered the floor, creating the illusion of the ocean as rays of sunlight shone through a massive window behind his desk. Across from him sat her parents, showing all of their pearly white teeth.

Raina greeted them with hugs and kisses. Their faces beamed with joy as she took a seat beside them.

“As part of our program, you’re required to have a physical exam and a minor procedure,” said the principal.

“Why is this necessary?” inquired her father.

“We’re studying our gifted students to learn what makes them special,” said the principal.

“And what is the minor procedure?” her mother asked.

“The procedure involves a device used to monitor our participants,” said the principal.

Her parents winced at one another. The principal noticed their expressions and interceded.

“Don’t be alarmed. The procedure will not hurt or cause any health problems.”

He slid a document across the desk.

“Take some time and read this over. Sign and return it if you agree,” he said.

“We’ll review it and return with an answer,” said Mr. Crabtree.

The Crabtrees picked Raina up from school that afternoon. She daydreamed and stared out the window as they passed through the suburban neighborhoods of Alexandria. The awkward silence in the car was deafening, but Raina felt relieved when her dad dialed her grandparents and shared the exciting news. Her grandparents were thrilled about their grandchild’s accomplishments; their enthusiasm oozed through the car speakers. But the expression on her mother’s face, along with her folded arms, suggested otherwise. Raina could see that her mother was more apprehensive about the STEM program than her father.

Later that evening, Raina tossed and turned all night. The excitement of being in the program made her mind burst with questions and fantasies.

“No! No! No!” echoed through her bedroom wall. “I’m not letting them use her as a lab rat!” yelled Mrs. Crabtree.

“Everything will be fine. Think about all the great things she can do in this program,” said Mr. Crabtree.

Raina sighed and squeezed her stuffed bunny rabbit. Tears trickled down her cheeks, stinging as her sinuses swelled and leaked. She wiped her face with a tissue from a Kleenex box on her nightstand. Shane, her sixteen-year-old brother, heard his sister’s smothered whimpers on his way to the bathroom and decided to check on her.

Knock. Knock.

Raina sat up in bed.

“Who is it?” she moaned.

“Me,” he muttered.

Shane cracked open the door and peeked in.

“What’s wrong, sis?” he asked.

“I’m worried about going into the STEM program, and I don’t want Mom and Dad to be upset because of me,” she whimpered.

“They’re not upset because of you; they’re trying to make the best decision for you. I’m proud of you. You’re taking the same math class as some seniors and college students. Don’t worry about it.”

Shane embraced his sister and went back to his room. After several minutes, her parents’ bickering faded as she fell asleep.

The next morning began like any typical day.

Raina’s alarm sounded at seven-thirty. She beat Shane to the restroom. After showering and brushing her teeth, she got dressed and trotted downstairs for breakfast.

Her mother and father sat in the kitchen reading emails and sipping coffee.

“Morning, Mom and Dad!” she chirped, greeting both parents with a kiss on the cheek.

“Morning, dear!” they said in unison, smiling at each other.

There was no evidence of last night’s venom lingering in the air. Raina poured herself a bowl of cinnamon-flavored cereal and joined her parents at the table.

“Eat fast, Raina. We have to leave a bit early today,” her dad warned.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because you have an appointment, and we’re taking you to school afterward,” said Mom.

“So, I’m going to be in the STEM program!” Raina shouted with excitement.

“Yes, we decided it was the best thing for you,” said Dad, locking eyes with his wife. “Awesome! Awesome!” Raina shouted as she shoved another spoonful of cereal into her mouth.

Shane trotted downstairs dressed in his army fatigue uniform. He fixed a bowl of cereal and devoured it in seven minutes, thanks to his Junior ROTC training. He jumped up from the table and darted upstairs, returning moments later with his backpack before dashing to the front door.

“Son, no running in the house!” blasted Mr. Crabtree.

“Sorry, Dad! I’m late for the bus!” Shane hollered, already halfway out the door.

“Well, we need to get going too,” Mr.

Crabtree said to Raina and Mrs. Crabtree.

Raina’s stomach gurgled, and she gnawed on her fingernails during the entire drive to her appointment. Northern VA General Hospital loomed ahead, its name displayed in enormous red letters. The white building stood six stories tall, and the campus swarmed with doctors, nurses, and other auxiliary healthcare professionals.

The family waited in the lobby for Raina’s name to be called. There was a strong federal police presence. Her father shot the men a vile stare, then held Raina’s hand and wrapped an arm around his wife’s shoulders.

One man continued to stare in their direction. He was a White albino with platinum hair and gray eyes. A quick shiver passed through Raina’s body like lightning. Something about his eyes felt cold and creepy. He spoke into his electronic wristband.

“Why are they here?” Raina asked her father, flashing a discreet glance at the man.

“It’s a new law put in place by the new president,” Dad whispered.

“What law, Daddy?” Raina asked innocently.

“A law that requires federal policemen to stand guard at facilities frequented by government officials and their family members,” her father explained.

Little did McNeer know, Ming had secretly altered the Debt Occupation Treaty to include a clause requiring federal officials to keep a watchful eye on genius children. In the margins of the digital document, he added other clauses that McNeer wasn’t aware of, cleverly hidden by electronically whitening out the font.

“Raina Crabtree,” the female doctor announced. Both parents stood to escort their daughter to the examination room.

“That won’t be necessary. At fourteen years of age, she doesn’t need a parent present in the examination room,” the doctor suggested.

“The hell she doesn’t! No one touches my child without one of us present!” interjected Mrs. Crabtree. All the other patients in the lobby turned their heads.

“I want my mom to come with me,” demanded Raina.

“Fine!” the doctor said sharply, annoyed; she wanted to get Raina alone to collect a sample for her skin test.

Raina watched the behavior of the man in uniform, and Mr. Crabtree followed his daughter’s gaze. Every time the family was addressed, the man paid attention, making them feel uncomfortable. When Raina and her mother followed the doctor back, the man left the waiting area.

Meanwhile, Raina and her mother sat in the examination room. Raina lay trembling on the probing table. The room was bone-chilling cold, and the tissue-thin paper robe did nothing to protect her petite, slender frame. The physician was a tall White woman with blond hair and bright blue eyes. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her heavy foundation, bright red lipstick, blue eyeshadow, and bold eyeliner made her appear older.

She listened to Raina’s heart and lungs, and inspected her ears, nose, and throat.

“Can you stand, please? And hold your arms out to the side,” instructed the woman.

Raina hopped off the table and positioned her body in the shape of the letter “T.” The woman pulled out a roll of measuring tape and measured her limbs, inspecting Raina’s skin as she spun her around in a circle.

“I see your Mongolian spot is still bluish green in color,” said the doctor.

“Is that a bad thing?” asked Mrs. Crabtree.

“No. It’s interesting, that’s all. Usually it fades to your skin color, but sometimes it stays the same,” said the doctor.

After being probed and measured, Raina was prepped for her final procedure. As she lay down, her mother sat beside her, holding her right hand.

Nearby was a stand with betadine swabs, a scalpel, a small hook-shaped needle and thread, a syringe, and bandages. A small bottle with a metallic chip suspended in clear solution caught Raina’s attention, but she didn’t ask about it.

“Will it hurt?” Raina asked nervously.

“No, I’ll numb the area first,” the doctor said.

The doctor cleaned a small area on Raina’s left shoulder, injected a local anesthetic, made a small incision, and inserted the chip. Mrs. Crabtree shut her eyes while Raina squeezed her hand. The scar was stitched and secured with a bandage.

The doctor entered data into her computer as Mrs. Crabtree helped Raina get dressed. They left the office to find Mr. Crabtree waiting with a sheepish smile.

“How did everything go?” he asked.

“It wasn’t too bad,” said Raina.

“Great! Let’s go. I’m tired of sitting in this place,” said Mr. Crabtree.

The doctor gave Raina an ice pack, some pain medicine, and an excuse note for school. Her day went like any other. By the time she returned home, the soreness in her shoulder had returned. After dinner, Mr. Crabtree gave her more pain medicine before bed. The medicine made Raina fall asleep faster than usual. She slept deeply, and her dreams were vivid.

That night, Raina dreamed she was in her math class, and all her classmates, including the teacher, laughed at her, even when she answered questions correctly. Her body felt stiff. When she tried to get up from her chair to address the class about how she was being treated, her limbs felt heavy. Humiliated, Raina began to cry and ran to the restroom. When she looked in the mirror, she was part robot, a cyborg.

The next morning, she woke up panting and covered in sweat.

After a week, the bruise on her arm from the incision disappeared, leaving behind a scar. It itched uncontrollably, feeling as if mites were burrowing beneath her skin. Raina scratched it mercilessly.

The following week, Raina’s parents picked her up early from school for a follow-up appointment to check the chip in her arm. She sat in the back seat, absentmindedly scratching her arm while staring out the window at the bustling metropolitan area.

Raina’s mother turned to look over her shoulder and shot her a sharp glare. “Raina, please stop all that scratching,” pleaded Georgia.

“I can’t help it. It itches so badly. I want them to take it out,” Raina complained.

“It can’t be that bad, Raina,” said Marvin, peering at her from the rearview mirror.

“You don’t want to be in the program for smart kids anymore?” asked Mrs. Crabtree.

“I do, but not if my arm is going to itch like this. And I don’t like this ugly scar it left behind. It’s getting thick,” Raina protested.

“It’ll go away. It’s just healing, that’s all,” said Mrs. Crabtree.

They arrived at the hospital and didn’t have to wait long before being called back. When asked about any complications, Raina reported strange dreams and occasional itching, but that was the extent of her issues. The doctor reassured them that both symptoms were normal and would gradually subside.

On the way home, Marvin decided to stop at a convenience store to purchase a few snacks. The neighborhood was a stark contrast to their side of town. Litter blanketed the streets, graffiti decorated the brick walls of abandoned buildings, and vagabonds strolled along, pushing carts.

Dad came out of the store with a strawberry flavored soda. He untwisted the cap, and Raina inhaled the sweet scent from the fizz.

Screech! The sound of tires burned the concrete. Everyone turned to see what was happening. Three white vans with government tags surrounded their car.

One face looked familiar, but Raina couldn’t place where she had seen him before. Ten men dressed in black uniforms jumped from the vehicles with guns drawn.

“What’s going on?” Georgia panicked.

“I don’t know, but everything will be alright,” promised Dad, placing his hands on the steering wheel.

“Are you Marvin Crabtree?” asked the lead officer, flashing his badge.

“Yes. What did I do?” Marvin asked, trying to remain calm.

“You have to come with us! You too, ma’am!” demanded the officer.

“What the hell is going on? I’m a congressman! You must tell me what I’m being arrested for,” shouted Marvin.

“You can’t do that to him!” Georgia yelled.

“Both of you shut up and step out of the car! I’m carrying out orders from the president!” the officer roared.

Raina flinched and mouthed the word president.

“Why would the president want a political science professor and a congressman?” she wondered.

“Raina! Run! Run! Get out of here!” Marvin cried.

Raina unfastened her seat belt and bolted. Pow! Pow! Gunshots echoed as the wind slapped her face. She turned her head and saw her mother and father collapse to the ground. The officers were close behind, but fear and anger propelled her forward. She remembered her school’s “active shooter” drills and ran in a zigzag pattern, knocking over carts and garbage cans to slow her pursuers.

She ran into an abandoned house and

glanced left and right, searching for a place to hide. A rickety stairwell stood directly in front of her; behind a door she slowly opened.

Raina hesitated, apprehensive about what could be lurking inside. Thoughts of squatters, vagabonds, and drug addicts raced through her mind, but she figured her odds of survival would be better with such social misfits. She spotted a dingy den with a broken window, a desk, a loveseat, and a tattered rug in the middle of the floor.

She closed the door behind her and scanned the small room. Beside the desk was a closet with louvered wood sliding doors. She slid it open and hid. From her temporary hideaway, Raina could hear the officers yelling outside, searching through the broken windows for her.

“She has to be around here somewhere! There’s no way she could outrun us!” yelled the officer with platinum hair. Raina peeked out from the closet and spotted the crown of his head through the shattered windowpane.

“I’ll check this house right here,” said another officer. Raina covered her mouth and pulled herself into a tight knot, folding her knees to her chest and burying her face in her thighs.

Crunch! Crunch! The sound of boots crushing broken glass pierced her ears. With each step, he got closer. He walked past the room and into the kitchen.

Raina crawled out from the closet behind the den door and peeped her head around it. She could see the back of the man searching the kitchen. He was brown-skinned, of average height, with a small, cropped curly fade.

“Hey! Anyone here?” shouted the man.

Raina scrambled back to the closet, but the low thud of her knees as she crawled back betrayed her. The man swiveled his head toward the noise. Raina’s whole body quivered as she tried to anticipate what to do if he caught her.

“Who’s there?” he yelled, pushing the den door further open. Raina could hear each step as he walked in. He slid the closet door open, and the light from the broken window hit her face. She lifted her head, her red, watery eyes trembling uncontrollably. The man looked down at her, smiled, covered his lips with his index finger, and winked.

Another officer entered. He was obese, his uniform stretched tight across his frame. White and bald, he dragged his feet as he walked, standing in the hallway with his hands on his waist. His voice was thick, whiny, and lazy in tone.

“Is she here? I heard you yell out to someone,” asked the overweight officer.

“Yeah, I heard something. It’s just vermin running rampant. Let’s get out of here before we catch the plague,” replied the first officer.

Raina felt the torn floors shake beneath her as the two men trudged out. She stayed huddled in the closet for several minutes. When she no longer heard the officers’ voices or the engines of their patrol cars fading into the distance, Raina emerged like a vampire from a coffin. Once the house was clear, she raced out the back door of the kitchen.

She ran toward the business district, determined to leave the rundown section of the city behind. Three city blocks later; Raina found an old, dingy motel. She entered the building. The owner had a thick Punjabi accent, wore a turban, a gold chain, and a pinky ring. Raina noticed his hairy arms and thick unibrow as she paced, trying to catch her breath, but her exhausted lungs and the mildewy air made it difficult.

“Are you alright, young lady?” asked the owner.

“I’m fine. I need to use your phone,” Raina panted.

“Dial nine, then the number,” he offered, holding out a black receiver.

“Thank you!” said Raina.

She called Shane while he was in class. His leg twitched from the vibration of the phone in his pocket. He raised his hand.

“Mrs. Jones, can I be excused to the restroom?” he asked.

“Sure, take the pass,” she replied. Shane answered the phone, and Raina explained everything, including her location. Sirens wailed in the distance, and Raina lowered her head, peeking through the small window of the door. The motel owner gave her a suspicious scowl.

“Raina, what’s going on? Why do I hear sirens in the background?” Shane asked, his heart racing. He knew something was wrong, he rarely got calls while at school.

“Mom and Dad were killed by the police. Those men dressed in black who guard the White House and federal buildings, they pulled us over on the way back from my doctor’s appointment!” Raina cried. Shane’s throat tightened, and his stomach sank as tears streamed down his cheeks.

“What should I do?” Raina sobbed.

Shane cleared his throat and gathered his nerves. “Nothing. I’m going to call Grandma and Grandpa,” he answered.

“Shouldn’t we call the police?” Raina asked.

“Didn’t you say the police, or federal agents, were the ones who killed Mom and Dad?” Shane retorted.

“Yeah!”

“We don’t need to get them involved. Don’t move! We’ll come get you!”

Raina handed the phone back to the man.

“Are you alright?” he asked again.

“I’m fine. I need to stay here for a while,” Raina sniffled.

“You can’t stay in a room. You’re too young, but you can sit in the lobby and wait,” suggested the man, handing her a bottle of water and a pillow.

Raina placed the pillow on a chair to support her back and help her relax. The news channel was being projected on a screen, and the president was speaking. She turned up the volume to hear what he had to say. But the motel’s front desk phone rang, and Raina turned her head to listen.

“Yes, this is Mr. Ali. I am the owner. She is right here, watching TV. She is safe. Hold on a second,” said Mr. Ali. “It’s your grandmother,” he informed Raina.

“Raina, are you alright?” asked Sylvia.

“I’m fine. Are you coming to get me? I’m scared,” Raina said, her eyes swelling with tears.

“Yes, we’re coming to get you in about thirty minutes. Hold tight. Is that man bothering you?” asked Sylvia.

“No,” Raina replied.

“Everything is going to be fine. We’re coming soon. I love you.”

Raina sank back into the chair. The president was on the television, but he was not alone. Standing beside him were the Russian and Chinese leaders. Raina’s mouth dropped open.

“There are no more Democrats or

Republicans. Today, there are three superpowers. The world is large, but it is smaller and more connected because of technology. This is why I’ve committed to a global economic system. From this day forward, the military will work together under Russia’s leader. Our manufacturing industry will be under the management of China’s leader, and the U.S. will control all technology moving forward,” said the president.

Then a “Breaking News” alert popped up: “The District of Columbia is under siege, and several Congressmen and Senators have been...” The news abruptly cut off, and the screen went blank.

“What the hell is going on?” Mr. Ali blurted, hovering over her seat with his hands firmly on his hips.

Screech! Beep! Beep! Raina sprinted toward the door. Outside, it was her grandparents and her brother waiting in the car.

“Bye, Sir! Thanks!” she shouted as she ran to join the remnants of her family.
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On the Run

“We don’t have much time!” shouted Grandma. Hot tears streamed down Raina’s face, and her body trembled with fear and uncertainty as she snatched clothes from drawers and closets. She took a family photo from her nightstand and placed it between layers of clothing. After ransacking the house, it was no longer the neat and modern home she once remembered. The only things left were open drawers, closets, and chaos.

In the midst of the turmoil, Grandpa’s cell phone rang. He fished around in his pockets until he stumbled upon the device.

“Yeah,” he said hastily. Grandma flashed him an apprehensive stare. He waved his hand and shook his head as if to say, don’t worry about it, while listening intensely. Grandma continued packing.

“Yeah, she’s safe. We got her,” he said to the person on the other end.

“Tell him thank you. We could never repay him for that. Take care,” said Grandpa, ending the call.

Grandma stopped tossing items into the suitcase long enough to ask, “Who was that?” “Nakita. I’ll explain later,” he said impatiently.

In her parents’ room, Grandma and Grandpa packed a suitcase full of important documents:

birth certificates, bills, government correspondence, and financial statements. When Raina finished packing her things, she ran into her parents' room, and there stood Grandpa Steven loading a nine-millimeter. He switched the safety on and holstered the gun on his hip.

“All right, we gotta get out of here,” Grandpa said anxiously. He peeped out the living room curtains: four black cars were parked outside. At least a dozen men dressed in black militarized uniforms with bulletproof vests and guns drawn surrounded the home. Grandpa put his index finger over his lips and turned to his family. Grandma wrapped her arms tightly around her grandchildren.

Raina and Shane stood stiff.

“Come out with your hands up! We know you’re in there!” blasted the head officer through a bullhorn.

Grandpa crept to the back of the house, peeked out the kitchen window, and saw several military guards standing at the ready. With belongings in hand, he led Grandma and the kids quietly to the guest bathroom.

Three rugs cloaked the bathroom floor, one under the sink, one beside the tub, and one in the center. Under the center rug was an underground bunker. Grandpa opened the linen closet and flipped a switch hidden in the corner; the tile on the floor unlatched. One by one, they climbed down the ladder into the small space. On the back of the rug was a small magnet, and on the opposite side of the floor tile was a magnetic handle Grandpa used to move the rug back in place.

They stayed underground until night smothered the day. The bunker was as large as the bathroom, making it less claustrophobic. It was made of cinder blocks and had a few wooden shelves stocked with water and snacks. Luckily, Raina and Grandma could walk comfortably without bending over, but that wasn’t the case for Grandpa and Shane. Raina spotted four beanbags and quickly sat down to ease her nerves. Grandma and Shane did the same, but Grandpa stood hunched over, finger covering his lips while staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.

BAM!

The front door slammed open. Footsteps and voices echoed through the house as officers searched every room.

“They have to be here somewhere! Search each room!” shouted the leader. The men marched through the house, rifling through drawers and closets.

“Check the attic, too!” he yelled.

DOMP! DOMP!

With each thud of heavy footsteps, dirt and dust from the bathroom floor sprinkled the tops of their heads. Raina leaned back, stiffened her body, and unconsciously held her breath. Everyone froze as the bathroom closet and cabinets opened and slammed shut.

“All clear! Let’s search the surrounding areas,” said the main officer.

Dozens of stomping feet receded as the door slammed shut. Grandma glanced at her wristwatch and gestured for Grandpa to look, too.

“They were here for an hour. When are we going to leave?” she whispered. “At night,” said Grandpa.

The fleeing family hid under the bathroom floor until the soldiers’ footsteps could no longer be heard. Grandpa slowly pushed up the secret tile and climbed out of the bunker. He found a flashlight under the bathroom sink and searched the house for threats while Grandma, Raina, and Shane stayed behind. After checking each room and the perimeter of the house, Grandpa directed everyone to grab their things.

“It’s safe to leave now,” he said.

Everyone huddled in the car and took off. The vehicle fell silent. Raina sobbed while Shane held her hand to comfort her. Grandpa cleared his throat and fought back tears.

“Are you two, okay?” asked Grandma, her voice quivering.

“I’m sorry about what happened,” said Grandpa.

“Where are we going?” asked Shane.

“We’re going to Alaska,” said Grandpa.

“How long will we stay there?” Shane asked.

“Until it’s safe for us to return,” said Grandpa.

The radio came on, and a female voice began speaking: “Good afternoon. Today we are reporting live about global affairs. The U.S. is now part of the global world order. Under executive order, the president is asking all citizens to stay in their homes. National police officers are in the streets and will arrest disruptive citizens and protesters on sight. Starting this month, all households will be relocated to reservations. All families will be assigned duties and barracks based on demographics. For more information, stay tuned to your radio and local news outlets.”

The radio switched off automatically. The tension in the car was suffocating; Raina rolled down her window to let in fresh air. Grandpa drove back roads to avoid being stopped.

They drove for eight hours straight before the car’s energy meter read 25 percent.

“We’re running low on energy!” Shane blurted out in terror.

“I know, grandson. I’m trying to figure out the best place to recharge,” said Grandpa. They pulled into a small charging station beside a shabby motel.

“We have to spend the night here to give the car time to charge,” said Grandpa.

“Ew!” Raina said as she surveyed the area. Shane and Raina were used to the posh life of the suburbs; with all the commodities a middle-class family would have access to. They came from a two-story home with four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a large living room and kitchen, a driveway, and a decent-sized front and backyard. Although their parents tried to instill in them the importance of being humble and grateful, sometimes their snooty attitudes would creep through.

“This is a roach motel,” Shane said.

“It’s not what you’re used to, but it’ll work for now,” Grandpa said.

“Exactly!” Grandma agreed.

“From here on out, your names will be Jami Goodall and Desi Goodall. You are no longer Raina and Shane Crabtree. The authorities are going to be looking for you because your parents were a threat. And by nature, you’re a threat as well,” Grandpa warned.

He went to the clerk and paid for a room. Meanwhile, Grandma, Shane, and Raina dragged their overnight bags up two flights of stairs. The stagnant odor in the room resembled that of an antique store. A red, black, gold, and white floral rug blanketed the center of a hardwood floor. Old pictures of farmland covered the stucco walls. The furniture was wooden and rustic. A queen-size bed with two solid bedposts was flush against the wall, with matching nightstands on either side. An old gold cloth draped the pull-out sofa sitting in front of an outdated entertainment stand.

“Oh my,” Grandma said.

“It’s 2051, and this place looks like it hasn’t been updated since the eighties!” Shane joked.

“I know, right!” Raina agreed.

“Neither one of you existed in the eighties. How would you know?” Grandma chuckled, rolling her eyes in mock annoyance.

“I’m hungry, Grandma,” Raina said.

“Me too,” Shane agreed.

“Check one of the bags. I have some snacks and drinks you can eat. Don’t eat them all, we have to ration until we can stock up again,” Grandma said.

Raina peeked through the dusty curtains and saw Grandpa sitting in the car at the charging station, talking on the phone. Who’s he talking to? Raina wondered. He flipped through folders resting on his lap.

Grandma was unpacking and preparing to shower when Grandpa returned from the check-in office.

“Well, folks, this is it. We’re going to stay here until tomorrow night. It’s better to travel at night,” he explained.

“I was talking to your aunt Nakita. She said this is the best option. She also said the police are going from house to house, forcing people to pack and loading them onto buses to reservations. People who resist are killed. Some are fighting back, having shootouts with the police to protect their families.”

“Okay, okay, Steven. This is too much. They’re only children!” Grandma protested.

“I’m sorry, but I have to be transparent with them. These are treacherous times, and they need to understand what’s going on if they’re going to survive.”

“I guess you’re right,” Grandma conceded.

“Let’s call it a night. Everyone take a shower, you don’t know when your next one will be,” Grandpa warned pessimistically.

That night, everyone ate their rationed snacks and showered. Raina and Grandma slept in the bed, while Grandpa and Shane shared the pullout sofa.

Rest did not come easily for Raina. When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed of her parents. In the dream, they chased her through the same deteriorated neighborhood, bullet holes in their foreheads. Raina ran and screamed in horror. Her mouth opened as she slept, but her scream lodged in her throat, causing her to gag on her saliva.

Grandpa was awake at the desk reviewing files when he heard Raina gasping for air. He rushed over and shook her shoulder.

“Raina, Raina, wake up,” he urged.

She pulled herself out of paralysis as sweat poured down her forehead and her eyes flew open.

Grandma Sylvia rolled over but didn’t wake.

Raina sprinted to the restroom.

“You good, baby doll?” Grandpa asked when she returned.

“Yes,” she answered groggily, rubbing the scar on her deltoid.

Grandpa caught sight of it and grabbed her forearm.

“What happened here?” he asked, leaning closer.

Raina explained that a microchip had been implanted as part of a program for gifted children. Grandpa already knew she had been selected, her parents had proudly told him weeks earlier, but he hadn’t known about the conditions attached.

Grandpa closed his gaping mouth before speaking. “A microchip? That’s a tracking device,” he said, eyebrows raised.

He shook his head anxiously, sprang from the desk chair, and began pacing the carpet while massaging his forehead, searching for a solution.

Raina stood frozen, watching him pace in silent agony.

She snapped out of her daze and tried to distract Grandpa from worrying.

“I had a terrible dream about Mom and Dad, and I couldn’t scream,” Raina said.

“Sounds like a night terror. That’s common after something traumatic has happened,” admitted Grandpa, still pacing with his head lowered, eyes on the floor.

Grandpa stopped pacing and sat back down.

He picked up the motel phone and dialed a number. “Hey, Nakita, I’ve got a question,” he said.

Raina listened as her grandfather asked her aunt about the gifted program and the device implanted in her arm. Although she couldn’t hear Nikita’s end of the conversation, Raina used context clues to piece it together.

“Okay. Good, it’s not activated yet,” Grandpa said before hanging up the receiver.

He looked up at Raina. “You’re in the clear.” Then he turned back and skimmed through some files scattered across the desk.

Raina peeked over his shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HALIEN

3 THE INVASION
~ st

e/ / J






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





