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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From The Book of Ruin, as told to Scribe Johan by Hieromonk Gottfried.

      

      

      Before Saint Mick forged the remnants of NATO into a stabilizing force, the Flash at mid-century left Mitteleuropa fractured with little enlightenment. Ignorant leavings filled people’s minds. Suspicions and myths colored tales about others, be they from the next town, across the river or the far mountainside. Ill will and fear instead of kindness and fellowship filled many hearts. This was especially true when people thought of America. So rich and powerful was the realm before the Flash that Mitteleuropeans questioned NATO’s claim that it too had collapsed into an age of shadows. They believed America was hoarding its wealth instead of sharing it to uplift others from their misery. Yet, the Mitteleuropeans longed to go there to partake in its bounty. However, after months of solar aftershocks, no transoceanic sky craft, water ship or signal link survived, so the Mitteleuropeans could only wonder what life was like in America.
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            CHICAGO

          

        

      

    

    
      Bubba Bugs stepped into my path.

      “Babygirl, get off the street.”

      I jumped off my skateboard to avoid slamming into the crime boss who ran my Chicago inner city neighborhood of Appalachian transplants. I froze until my skateboard, the most precious thing in my life, rolled across the street without getting run over.

      “Can’t you see I’m working?” I complained. “I gotta get these wings to Old Man Hartley within two minutes, or I’ll lose my tip.” I nodded toward the food delivery pack strapped to my back.

      The old moonshiner gave me his look. “I’m keeping you from getting caught in another crossfire.”

      With those words, I spotted the stolen gray Land Rover idling in the middle of the street, four-deep with First Nation clanbangers. The barrels of AK-308s protruded out of rolled-down windows. A dozen of Bubba’s homeboys, armed with Tinck 223s, stood on sidewalks behind parked cars, ready to do to the Land Rover what the Texas Rangers did to Bonnie and Clyde’s Fordor Deluxe Ford. The sidewalks were empty, and the police had stopped traffic several blocks away.

      “What are they doing here?” I asked.

      “A drive-by, but I got word they were coming.”

      Bubba had more snitches than any other crime boss. That came from having a customs ring around Chicago. Nothing corporate moved—trains, buses, long-haul trucks, airport takeoffs and landings—without Bubba receiving a levy. He kicked some of that money to the cops for certain services, like stopping traffic just before a shootout.

      I watched the clanbangers arguing among themselves as to what to do next. No shots were exchanged. The standoff between the Tinck 223s and AK-308s lasted about five minutes. The Land Rover’s electric motor whirled to life, and the SUV slowly drove out of the neighborhood, its tail between its legs.

      Bubba touched his smartwatch against mine. My smartwatch pinged, confirming a money transfer.

      “Here’s your tip. Go deliver your wings.”

      Bubba Bugs liked me for going nose-to-nose with state agents who came to arrest him a year earlier for giving a local alderman a beat down. “That pervert swung first when Bubba confronted him for molesting neighborhood boys!” I yelled at the agents. “Here’s the alderman’s phone. It contains hundreds of selfies of the alderman with nude kids. I found it on the street.”

      I lied about the alderman swinging first and finding the cellphone. I picked it from his pocket, hoping to give it to Mother for Christmas. But once I hacked the phone and saw the photographs, I showed them to Bubba. The agents released Bubba, and the alderman went to prison, where I heard he got passed around like a box of chocolates.

      As I retrieved my skateboard, Bubba Bugs shouted, “Tell your mother the Gaylords sent their thanks for patching up Little Berry!” My mother, a trauma nurse at the Cook County Hospital, showed compassion to anyone shot despite their clan affiliation. “And sorry about Danny!”

      I shrugged.

      After delivering the wings and hearing Old Man Hartley bitch about my lateness, I headed home. I skated up to a sleek black Maybach parked in front of my apartment building next to a fire hydrant. When I reached to feel the car’s million-dollar glossy finish, a burly, no-neck chauffeur standing nearby snapped, “Stand back.” I slammed my hand on the car, leaving a smudge for him to buff out. He opened his jacket to show a Magnum Desert Eagle in a shoulder holster.

      “Hey, Dirty Harry, that don’t impress me,” I said. “Your payment to Bubba Bugs, not that gun, is why this car isn’t stolen.”

      I avoided the dingy elevator and took two steps at a time to get to the public housing’s fourth floor. Once in the hallway, I dodged a robovac that I had reprogrammed to chase rats.

      “Mom, you home?” I triple-locked the door after entering the apartment.

      “I’m in the living room, dear.”

      “Did maintenance fix the solar panel’s connection to the water heater?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’ll look at it after supper.”

      “Somebody is here to see you, Abigail.”

      I found my mother and a stranger sitting stiffly across from each other, untouched cups of tea on the coffee table between them.

      I am a bastard daughter, so you can understand my shock when the man with the worsted suit, silk shirt and tie, manicured fingernails, gilded Rolex and perfectly trimmed beard said, “Abigail, my name is Ashton Asbrink. I’m your father.”

      I glanced at my mother, who nodded. I never saw his photograph growing up, and she seldom spoke of him except to say, “We don’t need his welfare.”

      I didn’t want to believe this fashionmonger was my father, but his complexion was right. Mother is White, and I knew my father was Black because I have pecan skin.

      “Is that your Maybach outside?” I asked.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied in a cut-glass accent I later learned he acquired attending Oxford in England on a Rhodes Scholarship.

      “Your chauffeur’s a shitwig.”

      “Abigail, be respectful,” Mother said.

      “And you’re a shitwig for running out on my mother.”

      “Abigail, that’s enough.”

      I put down my skateboard and shimmied off my delivery pack. I tapped my watch against Mom’s cellphone on the coffee table. The cellphone lit up, confirming the day’s wages and tips were in her household account. Asbrink looked away, apparently embarrassed at the paltry sum shown on the screen. Mother flipped over the phone and looked at me. “Sit down. Your father has something to tell you.”

      “Abigail, I understand why you feel that way about me, but my father threatened to empty my trust fund and disinherit me if I did not terminate my relationship with your mother. I was twenty-one then and had no way to care for you and your mother.”

      “You could have gotten a job.”

      “Abigail!” My mother’s voice carried a warning to stop it if I didn’t want my skateboard impounded.

      “However,” Asbrink continued, “my father recently died, and I now have my inheritance.”

      I wanted to shout, you mean your blood money, but I held my tongue.

      “I am here to make amends,” Asbrink continued. “Adeline, your mother, tells me you will soon graduate from the gymnasium⁠—”

      “High school. I’m in high school.”

      “Of course, forgive me. Preparatory high schools in Switzerland are called gymnasiums. My other daughter attended a gymnasium there.”

      “Lucky her,” I deadpanned.

      Asbrink raised a hand to stop Mother from admonishing me again for my snark. “You must make arrangements to attend the university,” he said.

      “I can’t afford college,” I replied. “I’ve taken none of the admission tests, don’t have the grades, and I’ll be damned if I have a chatbot write one of those entry essays about the meaning of life.”

      “Let me worry about the costs and admission.”

      “What will you do for my mother while I’m away?”

      He glanced at her. She sat stoically, without emotion, although his abandonment had deeply hurt her. One of my earliest childhood memories was listening to her cry while I lay in bed.

      “Adeline has rebuffed my offer of financial help,” Asbrink replied.

      Her refusal didn’t surprise me. Mother didn’t even reach out to him when the nurses struck for better working conditions, and we survived on handouts. I remember being seven when she got in the face of a hospital administrator crossing the picket line. After security grabbed her arm to remove her, she bit his hand, and I kicked his shin, one of our typical bonding moments.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, wondering who would repair things in the apartment if I left.

      “You also will receive a stipend,” he said.

      “You mean spending money?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How much?” Asbrink told me. “That’s a lot of money,” I said under my breath.

      I caught Mother’s eyes pleading for me to accept the offer. I leaned back, crossed my arms and slowly nodded.

      A thought then struck me, causing me to fight a grin. I’ll launder this shitwig’s money to Mother through me.
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            BOSTON

          

        

      

    

    
      That was how I ended up at my father’s Ivy League alma mater near Boston, a luxury city where residents needed permits to live. I expected to flunk out, but until then, I indulged in an all-you-can-eat dining hall and a roachless dorm room that came with being a tuition-free legacy student with a healthy stipend. I felt no guilt about not getting into the university on my own. Mother always told me never to pass up a free chance to upgrade to a better bus seat, even if it’s temporary.

      Halfway through the spring semester, Shay, a bearded doctoral student with shoulder-length pink hair whom I had gotten to know, sidled up at the Flip the Bird Bar, a hangout for genderfluids who insisted people address them as they/them.

      “Nice skateboard,” Shay said. It lay on the floor next to my stool.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “It’s a top-of-the-line Kevlar-matted AlienFreerider, lightweight and durable, good for cruising and freestyling. By the way, you look great.”

      Shay wore a pin-striped miniskirt, matching suit jacket, white dress shirt, black bowtie, bowler hat and high heels, an outfit far more elegant than my sweatshirt, torn jeans and Converses.

      “I wish I had your legs,” I added. “What’s the occasion?”

      “I appeared before the astrophysics committee to defend my doctoral dissertation.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “Measuring the anti-newtons that stars produce. I came here to celebrate with a beer. Can I buy you one?”

      “Sure.”

      Shay signaled for two India pales. “What are you reading?”

      “A library giveaway on twentieth-century memes, movies and TV shows,” I replied. “I’m into that kind of stuff.”

      “Do you want glasses?” the server asked, placing the ales on the bar before us.

      “Please,” Shay said.

      “I’ll drink from the bottle,” I replied.

      “For a cisgender, you hang out here often,” Shay said.

      “I’m more comfortable here than at the student union. I know I won’t run into my half-sister.”

      “She doesn’t like genderqueers?”

      “It’s not that. Georgina doesn’t like anybody who is not the right sort, not patrician enough.”

      “You patrician enough?”

      “She thinks I am because we share the same daddy chromosomes. But I’m plebeian through and through.”

      “You still seeing what’s-his-name?”

      “Noah? No, we went out a few times, but he’s like a lot of guys here, marinated in so much unripe testosterone that he thinks only about pleasing himself. Dated a sorority chick before him, but she dumped me because I wasn’t using enough makeup.”

      “I had no idea that you were bi.”

      “I like to think of myself as a straight girl who doesn’t discriminate. Started sampling girls after a boyfriend got killed during a drive-by.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “Don’t be. That was a long time ago.” I took a swig of beer, taking a moment to clear my head of Danny.

      “Want me to set you up with somebody from here?” Shay asked.

      “I mean no disrespect, but the crowd here is too fluid for me.” I glanced at a diesel dyke passed out at a table who portrayed herself as a lipstick lesbian two weeks earlier. “They can’t decide if they want to be on top, the bottom or the side.” Shay laughed. “Maybe I’ll become an incel.” Shay laughed again.
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        * * *

      

      It struck at the end of my frosh year under an infinite blue spring sky. I was sitting on the grass in University Yard, viewing a 3-D skateboarding video being projected from my smartwatch. A fraternity drone hovered overhead. I gave it the finger, and it turned to buzz other students lying about before flying to a sorority house to linger near windows left open to tease cameras.

      I remember skateboarders waving at me when the sky popped cosmic white like a giant flashbulb, followed by a loud crack. The drone fell to the ground. The campus E-tram derailed after lunging forward as if poked by an electric prod. Static electricity frizzed my hair and shocked sitters off metal lawn chairs. Solar clothing that charged mobile devices caught fire, causing guys and gals to strip, revealing patches of burned skin. Students wearing metaverse goggles cried out that they were blind, and those scrolling through social media feeds complained about dead devices. My watch also had stopped working. Transformers exploded, and overhead powerlines caught fire. Induction coils embedded under streets that charged passing EVs blew up, flipping over vehicles and leaving craters in the pavement.

      The white in the sky vanished, and blue reemerged, but this time tinged with green auroras bright enough to see in the daylight. Students and faculty poured out of buildings, shouting that power and communications were down. An E-passenger liner glided low over the university’s muted red brick buildings. I remember seeing the word United on its belly and the blades of its lithium jet engines not turning.

      “They’ve lost power!” somebody shouted.

      “They’re trying to make it to the airport!” another yelled.

      “The airport is too far away! They’re heading for the river!”

      The plane never made it. It flipped over and nosed straight down, exploding just outside the campus.

      “My God!” several students screamed. “More planes are falling!” Outstretched arms pointed to tiny reflective specks dropping out of the sky. A bunch of us ran to the library’s roof to get a better view. From seven stories up, we saw planes spiraling down in flat spins, like leaves denuding a tree before winter. Explosions shook the air, and fires at crash sites burned around us. Shocked screams echoed across University Yard. “This is the end of the world!” a girl shrieked before falling to her knees and covering her face with her hands.

      I thought she might be right.

      The crowd on the roof swelled. A football player jostled me to get a better look. “Hey, shitwig, watch it.”

      He didn’t hear me. “This must be a terrorist attack!” he said, shaking with fear.

      “It’s not a terrorist attack. A coronal mass ejection has hit Earth.”

      I turned to the voice to see Shay next to me in Dockers and an astrophysics polo shirt, attire they wore when on lab duty monitoring data feeds.

      “Its electromagnetic pulse caused shielded power and communications systems to shut down,” Shay said. “Electronics, including avionics and E-engines, got fried.” Shay glanced at me, showing not just a look of knowing but of concern. “Just before I lost communications, the Space Weather Prediction Center estimated the solar storm’s strength was greater than the Miyake Event that struck Earth fourteen thousand years ago. Miyake was eighty times more powerful than the 1859 Carrington solar storm, and Carrington was a G5 superstorm.”

      “Why were we not warned?” asked an upperclassman who wore a lacrosse letter sweater. “We should have been warned.”

      “The Savani algorithm initially predicted the storm’s magnetic field wouldn’t align with Earth’s, limiting its ability to penetrate our planet’s magnetosphere,” Shay replied. “When it became clear the algorithm was wrong, a warning went out, but I suspect the mandarins who run the world decided to exchange their cryptocurrencies into hard cash before alerting us. They just ran out of time.”

      “I don’t hear any sirens,” somebody said. “Where the fuck are the fire trucks, ambulances, police?”

      I scanned as far as I could see. Traffic signals were out, and stalled-out E-cars and trucks cluttered the streets. Drivers opened hoods to stare at the motors. A motorist kicked the side of his SUV, screaming. Flames, flaring from undercarriage battery packs, engulfed several vehicles. Only an antique Volkswagen van drove down a road.

      “That’s an old-fashioned analog gas driver, built before car companies switched to making only EVs,” said an ungainly freshman wearing thick glasses, braces and a t-shirt that read, Least socially awkward engineer.

      A crowd swarmed the VW bus. Amid shouts and protests, the group yanked out the driver and passenger and helped a pregnant woman into the back. Others got in and drove off, heading toward University Hospital. Although the commandeering appeared for a good cause, I suspected that wouldn’t be true for future carjackings.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed on the roof into the night, watching firefighters on foot dragging hoses to fires. Water pressure from hydrants ebbed and flowed as municipal gas-run backup generators at the water plant came on and off. Cops with rifles held back onlookers who came not so much to gawk as to shout pleas for help. Though the fires never reached the campus, their acrid fumes wafted over the roof, triggering coughing bouts.

      The scene was eerie. Auroras hissed and crackled above a city with no ambient light. The night’s only illumination came from fires at crash sites, the glow from twisting auroras and streaks from a meteor shower.

      “Those aren’t meteors,” Shay said. “Meteor showers radiate from a single point in the sky.” Shay studied the sky, their brow furrowed, looking everywhere to figure out what we were seeing. “It can’t be satellites,” they mainly said to themself. “Only those poorly shielded should be falling.” Shay paused to think. “Oh my God, it’s the Kessler Syndrome.”

      “A what syndrome?” somebody asked.

      “The Kessler Syndrome occurs in crowded space when a collision of two or more satellites produces a chain reaction leading to more and more crashes until all orbiters are destroyed.”

      Horror seized us, and we remained on the roof. We took turns breaking into vending machines for junk food and energy drinks. The auroras dissipated at about two in the morning and returned shortly before daybreak. However, the satellite shower continued. Most orbiters burned up in the atmosphere, but many did not, shooting toward Earth like streaks of fire and brimstones, leaving booms in their wakes and ruin on the ground. Satellites continued to fall until nothing  except pieces circled the planet.
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        * * *

      

      Regional electricity was restored after power company technicians, with the help of engineering students from the university, repaired the transmission lines from the giant offshore wind farm south of Martha’s Vineyard. Once the university got power, the chancellor called an assembly. The student body and faculty filed inside the football stadium that looked like a Roman colosseum. Instead of gladiators, the chancellor took the stage erected on the fifty-yard line. He cleared his throat and began speaking in a sonorous voice.

      “Wonk, wonk—wonk, wonk, wonk—wonk.”

      This Brahmin big brain told us that our gilded world would return. We just had to wait for the lower castes to make the repairs. And after the unwashed tool turners finished, we would retake our place atop the pyramid. That’s not exactly what he said, but that’s what I heard.

      My father agreed with the chancellor. “Abigail, is it not true life returned to normal after the pandemic and the Russo-NATO War earlier in the century?” he told me after arriving in his two-masted catamaran yacht to pick up Georgina and me. I conveyed my disagreements with a shrug—no use arguing with an Ayn Rand plutocrat who had all the answers.

      The solar aftershocks reinforced my misgivings. Like some strange pulsar, the sun continued to fling solar storms at us, degrading the shielding and frustrating attempts to bring the National Power Grid back online. Shay told me a Terminator Event, which occurs when solar cycles overlap, had somehow changed the sun.

      Everybody started calling the solar storms auroras for the light shows they produced. An aurora’s brightness was measured on what they call a KP scale that tops out at nine. What we saw after the Flash were intensities well past ten. KP ratings became part of the daily weather reports, along with precipitation, temperature and humidity.

      People discovered approaching auroras caused copper weather vanes to spin. That gave people time to unplug generators and electric appliances to keep them from exploding. Aurora warning vanes dotted the coast as the catamaran took me to a Chicago-bound St. Lawrence clipper and Georgina to Father’s summer Canadian villa. We passed a home on the shore a day out from Boston. The vane in the front yard madly whirled, but nobody was around to notice. When an aurora moved overhead, a generator at the back of the house exploded, and residents fled as it burned.

      Very little news about the rest of the country and none from overseas reached us. But in my little world, at that time, the best and the brightest believed the center would hold. Such was my America after the Flash—the day the sky popped cosmic white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            MIAMI

          

        

      

    

    
      The size of the student body during my sophomore year dropped by a third, caused by parents whose wealth in cryptocurrencies vanished with the collapse of the Internet. Ashton Asbrink, whose money came from extracting stuff from the ground, lost little and continued paying my stipend and tuition.

      Campus life continued more or less as usual, except for rolling blackouts that protected the local transformers from aurora surges. We also had to manage without e-devices, social media apps and metaverses, which led to more than a few suicides. As for the software majors who believed they would become wealthy masters of the algorithmic universe, they reverted to being short-on-looks nerds who couldn’t get dates. The lack of an e-device, however, didn’t bother me much. The smartwatch I used before was a black-market clone with a cracked screen that kept losing its signal because its connection was a hack.

      Surprisingly, I started the spring semester as a student in good standing despite not studying. Having a photographic memory that allowed me to regurgitate bushwa back to my professors helped. More than once, a teaching assistant accused me of cheating when catching me staring at my hands during tests, not knowing past lectures were unspooling in my head. I finally came to believe I might go the distance and graduate. That meant three more years laundering money to Mother.

      “Yoo-hoo! Abigail!” Georgina spotted me leaving the library, where I had been flipping through back issues of last century’s skateboarding magazines.

      “I am glad I found you,” my half-sister said breathlessly after trotting up to me.

      I had been avoiding her. She wanted me to join her sorority to improve my social standing.

      “I’m still not interested in your sorority,” I said.

      “That is not why I flagged you down. Father is sailing me to Miami for spring break. Come with me. It will be the ultimate girls’ trip.” Her teacup poodle squirmed in her arm. “Settle down, Coco.”

      Georgina spoke in a slight European accent she nurtured while at the Swiss gymnasium, which made her sound mysterious because nobody could figure out its origin.

      “Too risky,” I replied. “The dean threatened to kick me out if I missed any more of Professor Fenrankle’s classes. I’m worried I won’t get back in time.”

      “I promise I’ll get you back before classes resume. Have you ever been to Florida?”

      “No.”

      “So that settles it.”

      “I still don’t know.”

      “Father promised to pay for everything and give us a little extra after we return.”

      Mo money for Mom, I thought. “Okay, I’ll go.”
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        * * *

      

      Father’s catamaran took us to Fort Lauderdale, where we joined three fraternity pledges aboard a runabout. After the motorboat ferried us down the coast to Miami, its Packard engine powered down to a guttural idle. A mate threw a mooring line to a tanned blond himbo whose overly bleached teeth rolled my eyes while Georgina’s ambers glistened with sensual excitement.

      He secured the bowline and stern line before offering his hand. He helped Georgina, holding her teacup poodle, and me out of the mahogany runabout but ignored the pledges who disembarked after us. We stepped onto a second-story veranda because the ground floor and docks were underwater. The Flash had wiped out the microprocessors controlling the floodgates, surge barriers and pumping stations, surrendering much of South Florida to the sea.

      The mate placed Georgina’s luxury designer luggage, my backpack and the pledges’ suitcases on the veranda before the Packard rumbled back to life.

      “Gracias, Javier,” the himbo said to the Cuban boat captain after handing him a wad of cash.

      “See you in a week, Señor Niles. The airboat should be here at four with supplies. Luis will leave them on the veranda.”

      “Gracias de nuevo, Javier.” The himbo waved as the runabout headed off into Biscayne Bay. Although pale compared to those in the northern latitudes, a red aurora, visible in the daylight, tinted the bay a shimmering pink. The solar storm that created it did not affect the runabout since the boat was a museum piece that lacked electronics.

      “Psi Gamma Beta welcomes you to its spring break retreat.” The himbo lifted an arm to introduce us to the bluish Waymo, a seventy-story sail-shaped skyscraper. The Waymo stood first among equals of highrise residences standing shoulder-to-shoulder in what was once downtown Miami.

      “There’s an open-air terrace on the fifty-fifth floor, with an infinity pool, sky bar, lounge and cabanas,” he said. “We’re staying in the five penthouses above the terrace. The penthouses are great. Each has three floors.”

      “The Waymo is so wonderfully lit,” Georgina gushed.

      I didn’t see it that way. The skyscraper glared down at me like a Transformer from the planet Cybertron.

      “I’m Niles, the fraternity president.” He flaunted his broad smile and chiseled face.

      Georgina smiled her rouged lips at him. “He’s got some serious rizz,” my sister told me under her breath. “I wonder what’s under his pants.” She could not take her eyes off Niles’ broad chest and armor-hard abs that peeked out from his unbuttoned white linen shirt. “I want him.” Georgina played boys like a master angler, and I expected Niles to be reeled in by nightfall.

      As for me, Niles creeped me out. His pumped-up forearms didn’t fit the rest of his physique, and I detected the familiar outline of a baby Sig Sauer inside a pants pocket.

      “You in the war?” I asked after spotting a survival dagger tatted on his left forearm.

      “No, I just like the tat.”

      “It’s so lit,” Georgina trilled again, using her favorite gush word. “What are those words tattooed across the dagger?”

      “They’re Latin,” I replied. “Si Vis Pacem, Para Bellum. If you want peace, prepare for war.”

      “I didn’t know you read Latin,” she said.

      “I don’t. A friend had the same tat.”

      “Was he in the military?” Georgina asked.

      “Yeah, a Marine, fought in the Arctic Border War, returned home without a scratch. Caught a round during a driveby.” I kicked myself for thinking about Danny.
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        * * *

      

      While walking on 47th Street, Danny kept trying to tickle me. I fought him off, yet couldn’t help from laughing. I laughed a lot around Danny.

      He led me to Ziyad’s Pool Hall and Bar, a neighborhood institution.

      “Why we going inside here?” I asked.

      “You’ll see.” Opening the door triggered a buzzer. Few people were inside. “Ziyad, is it here?”

      Ziyad, a middle-aged Moroccan with olive skin and salt-and-pepper hair, reached under the counter and handed a large box to Danny. “It arrived a month before you got back from the Arctic.”

      Danny handed me the box. “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Open it,” he replied.

      Danny grinned, and Ziyad’s smiling eyes crinkled, revealing laugh lines as they watched me tear off wrapping paper. I lifted the lid and removed the Kevlar-matted AlienFreerider skateboard. My heart soared, but I quickly tamped it down. “I can’t take this. It’s too expensive.”

      “I got a raise when I got promoted. It’s time you ride what the big boys ride.” I threw my arms around Danny’s neck and kissed him.

      “I struggled not to tell you every time you delivered me my lunch,” Ziyad told me.

      “I’ll never trust you two again.” I released Danny and held up the skateboard to inspect it.

      “Another thing,” Danny said. “My commander has submitted my name to attend Officer Candidate School. If I get accepted, you’re coming with me after you graduate.”

      “I’ll be a distraction.”

      “I told you I’m going to marry you, and I will.”

      I threw my arms around Danny again, never more grateful for him than in that moment. “I love you so much.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, you two are sisters?” Niles asked, pulling my attention back to where he wanted it—to himself.

      “Half sisters,” I replied quickly.

      “I guess I see the similarities.”

      I understood Nile’s skepticism. My pecan complexion conflicted with Georgina’s dark espresso skin, inherited from two Black parents. We shared the same oval face, high cheekbones, brown eyes, black hair and small breasts. However, Georgina made us more dissimilar by coiffing and dying her hair auburn and getting Daddy to pay for her amber irises and boob implants that struggled to escape her summer floral wrap dress. As for me, I wore a sleeveless maroon granny dress that stopped at the knees and hair that hung long and wild. Plus, she wore earrings. I wore a septum nose ring.

      “I’m Georgina from Gamma Lambda Delta.” She held out her hand. “I’m trying to get Abigail here to join my sorority.”

      Niles took her hand and kissed it while looking at me. “You would be fortunate if Gamma Lambda Delta accepts you. It is very exclusive, much like my fraternity. However, I would ditch your skateboard before you interview. Boards are considered working trash artifacts.”

      I hugged my skateboard. “I like my board. It’s how I get around.”

      “Why, with so many Uber pedicabs available?”

      His condescension pissed me off. The money I saved by avoiding pedicabs and chic roasteries went to my mother to give her a little extra in her household account.

      “We mostly go barefoot here,” Niles continued. “You can unshod yourself if you wish.” Georgina kicked off her pumps, displaying her pedicured red toenails, while my black slouch boots stayed on my feet.

      I heard gunfire coming from a white condominium on a partially flooded island just south of us.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Niles said. “That’s Kappa Alpha Beta, and they can’t shoot worth shit. They rented Brickell Key for spring break. They always take potshots at Javier whenever he leaves one of the other fraternity’s condominiums. His runabout is too fast for them.”

      Two booming cracks echoed down from the terrace above us. “That’s Brent returning fire. He’s our sergeant-at-arms, and he loves shooting his fifty cal. Even though it’s a relic, the gun is in perfect condition. It has range and is very accurate. His dad bought it for him for Christmas. I told Brent he should take it to the Antique Road Show to check its value.” Niles chuckled at his joke.

      “Doesn’t the gunfire upset the residents here?” asked a pledge.

      Niles gave him a once over. “Which gearhead are you, Darrell or Coby?

      “I’m Darrell.”

      “I’m Coby,” said the pledge standing next to him. “How did you know we were gearheads?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Niles smirked. “Maybe it’s your pale, doughy complexions and thick glasses.”

      Georgina giggled.

      “Not to worry,” Niles added.  “The initiation will shape you up.”

      Darrell and Coby were examples of the two types of gaming hopheads common among my generation. Darrell was blubbery from constant eating, and Coby was scrawny for forgetting to eat while lost in his avatar. And both needed sun for never leaving their gaming caves. I had overheard them saying aboard the runabout that Psi Gamma Beta had asked them to join because both came from wealthy families.

      “As for your question, nobody lives in the Waymo anymore,” Niles continued. “The residents abandoned every condominium on South Florida’s coastline once FPL went down,” he said, referring to Florida’s power company. “Greek houses from every campus are down here for spring break because they can rent an entire highrise for almost nothing. Each fraternity and sorority has its own building. We just have to provide the fuel for the generators.”

      Niles turned to the last pledge. “You must be Jonathan.” He nodded. Jonathan was a lineman on a football scholarship. “Welcome all.” Niles scanned the sky. “The aurora is gone, so the elevator should be working.”

      Niles picked up Georgina’s luggage while the pledges and I dealt with our baggage. The elevator stopped on the fifty-fifth floor, where a smirking Brent joined us. While Niles was ripped, Brent was sinewy. In his shorts and t-shirt, he looked like a young Tom Cruise I saw on the Nostalgia Channel my mother enjoyed watching. He carried a sleek black rifle over his shoulder whose length was as long as a Maasai lion spear. When Brent turned to face the elevator’s closing doors, I ducked to avoid the barrel’s bipod from smacking me in the face. Micro-dick asshole. I spotted a tat of a Marine looking through a sniper scope on his right leg. No way this rich kid served in the war.

      “Did you enjoy yourself?” Niles asked Brent.

      “This Nightforce Optical scope is wicked. Kappa Alpha Beta has one less member.”

      Did he say he just killed a member of another fraternity?

      “These are our new arrivals,” Niles said.

      “You’ll have fun here,” Brent told us. “Any of you into guns?”

      “I am,” Coby replied.

      “I’ll show you my collection. I’ll even allow you to shoot my M6 if you do well with the holo.”

      “Sweet.”

      The elevator took us to the top penthouse. A giant welcoming banner greeted us when the doors opened. As Niles led the others to another part of the penthouse, I meandered to the great room with a high ceiling. It was three times the size of my mother’s apartment. Floor-to-ceiling windows surrounded the curved room on three sides. I became dizzy from being so high up when I placed my hands on a glass panel. It provided a stop-in-your-tracks view of Biscayne Bay, the Atlantic Ocean and the remnants of Miami Beach and the other cay islands.

      From another side of the great room, I saw that part of downtown Miami free of floodwaters. Swaying sabal palms brushed against graffiti-covered buildings. Creeping vines had conquered the fronts of restaurants and shops, concealing their former grandeur. And weeds fought for supremacy through cracks in the pavement.

      “When first built, the Waymo stood at the mouth of the Miami River.” I turned toward the voice. Behind me was a girl about my age with rainbow-colored hair and the perfect body and face only seen on Instagram. “Hi, I’m Emily,” she said.

      She stuck out her hand, which I shook. “I’m Abigail. You can call me Abbie.”

      “These triple-floor penthouses initially sold for one hundred million,” Emily explained. “They came with a private dock for yachts and a three-million-dollar, eight-hundred-horsepower Audi electric Supersport. I know because my uncle once owned one of the penthouses. The docks are now underwater, and the Supersport is three thousand pounds of worthless metal, all thanks to the Flash.”

      “Is the building safe?” I asked.

      “Oh, sure,” Emily replied. “It was built to withstand a Cat 6 hurricane. After the Flash, they replaced the burned-out digital electronics with analog switches to run the building’s systems.”

      “My university did the same thing.”

      “Unfortunately, the tenants still fled, and the building’s management company went bankrupt. Let me show you around.” We walked past an expansive dining area and kitchen, spa and gym. “The wall fixtures are made from natural red oak. Over there are the staff’s bedrooms and baths.”

      We entered a sundeck where a boy and two girls, wearing only trunks, soaked up rays on lounge chairs. They too had Instagram-perfect bodies, and the boy sported an eagle and rifle tat on his left shoulder.

      “Everyone say hi to Abbie,” Emily said.

      “Hi, Abbie,” came the refrain.

      “This is Brooke, Rachel and Chad.”

      I spotted an M4 carbine lying next to Chad’s lounge chair. “You expecting a shootout?” I asked.

      “You never know,” he replied, showing blazing-white teeth.

      “What’s your sorority?” Brooke asked.

      “I don’t belong to one,” I replied.

      “Should have known by your skateboard. Tugs always seemed to carry skateboards or frisbees,” Rachel snickered, using the derisory term for students not affiliated with a Greek house.

      “Niles says her sister is rushing her to join her sorority,” Emily said.

      “Better lose the skateboard, or a soror may blackball you,” Chad interjected.

      “Do you even know what a soror is?” Brooke asked, sneering.

      “Soror is Latin for sister, which is also colloquial for sorority sister,” I replied, my eidetic brain calling up the information. “In addition, Soror was the planet’s name in the French novel Monkey Planet, the book on which all Planet of the Ape movies were based. I know you also call each other sistas, but you should know that word was first used to describe fine Black women, which is not you.” My snide comeback left them speechless. “I read a lot. You should try it sometime.”

      Emily led me away from the sundeck along an outdoor boardwalk that circled the penthouse. “Don’t let them get to you. I was into skateboards too before joining my sorority.”

      She pointed out a lap pool before entering a large foyer containing an elevator and a spacious circular glass staircase. We took the stairs to the penthouse’s top floor.

      “You and your sister will be staying in a guest room. The suites in the penthouses are already taken.”

      The room was more than twice the size of my dorm room. It contained a king-size bed, a walk-in closet and a spacious bathroom. Tropical sunlight flooded through floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “I hope you don’t mind the guest room,” Emily apologized.

      “Not at all,” I replied. “You should see my dorm room.”

      “You live in a dorm?” I sensed genuine shock in her voice. She glanced at the heart-shaped windup on her wrist. “We’re late. It’s time for the pledges to cross the burning sands.”

      “Burning sands?”

      “Their rite of passage to become fraternity members. Drop your stuff on the bed and follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      An elevator took us down to the fifty-fourth floor. We entered a theater that needed a hazmat team. Beer cans, wet condoms and reefer butts cluttered the sticky aisles. A roach the size of a mouse skittered under a seat. The odor of marijuana and stale beer hung in the air. I also spotted on the floor numerous empty inhalers, the type kids back at high school used when suffering from asthma attacks.

      About thirty-five frat boys—all armed with rifles or pistols—and twenty spray-tanned sorority sisters sat in the seats near a stage where the three pledges sat on stools in hunchback poses, making ugly distorted faces.

      “Gargoyles for one more minute, you failed abortions!” Brent’s shout from a front-row seat brought laughter from the spectators. “Now grovel!” The pledges began to whimper. “Louder! The best goes first, and the worst goes last!”

      Emily and I joined Georgina in the third row.

      “At ease, amoebas!” Brent ordered. “Who whimpered the best?” Most of those in the seats shouted for Coby or Darrell, whose debasements embarrassed me, but none yelled for Jonathan. The football player’s sense of self-worth kept him from humiliating himself too much.

      “Darrel will go first!” Niles shouted. “Now comes the fun part.” A frat bro wearing a pistol on his side and an army rifle tatted on a forearm pushed an audio-visual cart typical in classrooms onto the stage. “Darrell, approach the cart.”

      The bro whipped off a bedsheet that covered the cart.

      Darrell’s eyes went wide. “Sweet!” The gearhead moved closer to inspect the virtual reality projector on the cart. “That’s an Actuality Opticon. They came out just before the Flash. Does it work?”

      “Sure, it works,” Niles replied. “We found it in one of the penthouse’s treasure vaults, unplugged, attached to a Netbook stuffed with video games and Instagram pics. The vault’s RF shielding protected everything from the auroras. Want to experience it?” Darrell nodded excitedly like a boy about to get his first blowjob. “What kind of gym body do you want?” Niles flipped on the projector. “Tall and sinewy?” The Opticon projected a giant hologram of that body type. “Or large and brawny like a football lineman, or cut like a bodybuilder, or a little bit of each?” The hologram showed avatar soldiers with various body types.

      “But how can the Opticon change my body?” the gearhead asked.

      “With this.” Niles removed from a pocket an inhaler similar to those on the floor. Darrell’s mouth twisted into an unspoken question. “It contains something called Wisht,” Niles told him. “Everybody’s using it. Don’t know how it works, but after you inhale it, you get an incredible rush. After two more quick inhales, your body changes to what the hologram shows you.”

      “I want the first type of body,” Darrell said.

      Niles handed him the inhaler. Darrell wrapped his lips around the mouthpiece and pushed down the inhaler. His eyes widened, and his mouth broke out in a wide grin. “Wow. This stuff is good. I’m tingling all over.” Darrell inhaled twice more.

      Niles pressed several buttons on the Opticon’s remote. Three-dimensional holographic pictures appeared depicting tall and lean avatar bodies. The streaming was not perfect, becoming, at times, choppy and jerky. A joke shouted from the audience broke Darrel’s concentration, causing him to turn away laughing, but he quickly returned to the holograms. The mass on Darrell’s body appeared to shift around. His flab tightened, and his legs, arms and torso slowly became sinewy, giving him a taunt body. His round face became angular. The audience applauded and hooted. “He’s crossing the burning sands!” several shouted.

      Darrell tore off his shirt to show off his physique. He looked nothing like the doughy pledge I met on the runabout. In addition to giving him a new body, Wisht had inked on his chest an avatar’s tat of a skull clutching a combat knife between his teeth.

      I then realized the himbos had used Wisht to turn themselves into avatar clones. I now understood why Niles’ physique freaked me out. Unlike Darrell, Niles mixed body types. He gave himself Popeye forearms that didn’t fit the rest of his build. I laughed aloud, imagining him with an anchor tat, a squinty eye and a corncob pipe.

      “Wisht is ecstasy,” Emily whispered to me. “All of us girls have used it.”

      I gave her a slack-mouthed stare. No wonder Emily looked like an Instagram beauty. She used Wisht and the Opticon’s projections to shape herself. I looked around the theater. Every girl had inhaled Wisht to chase perfection, competing to be the most desirable trophy while experiencing the euphoria Wisht delivered.

      “Want a hit?” Emily handed me one of several inhalers being passed around the theater. The inhaler bore Chinese characters.

      “I’m good.” I handed it back to Emily, who inhaled one puff.

      “Coby, you’re next,” Niles said. “What type of body do you want?”

      “I want to be a bodybuilder with a Mandingo dick.”

      “Yeah, give it to him,” several girls yelled from the seats.

      “Okay, but you’ll have to strip down for us to see,” Niles ordered.

      Coby removed his clothing, revealing a short stroker. Niles pressed another code into the remote, and a series of three-dimensional photos of muscle-bound avatars flashed before him. Coby’s pimples disappeared as his skinny body hulked up. I noticed, however, he got shorter. A mischievous smile touched Niles’ face. He pressed the remote again, and the Opticon projected holographic porno images of Black men’s penises. Several in the seats snickered. Coby’s short stroker grew longer, thicker and darker.

      With the transformation complete, Coby waved his hard schlong at the audience and showed off his Marine Corps Devil Dog tat on his back.

      “He crossed the burning sands!” Niles exclaimed. Those in the seats applauded. I, on the other hand, shifted uneasily. Niles was the Lord of the Flies, and the others were his flies.

      “It’s your turn, big guy,” Niles told Jonathan.

      “I’m happy with my
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