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Previously in The Bookmark Chronicles

Young Adult Series by Ricardo Gómez

Book One: Fighting Book Bans Across Time

When fifteen-year-old Milo Parker's grandmother Eleanor dies, she leaves him more than memories—she leaves him a mysterious amber bookmark and an ancient mission. Milo discovers he is a Guardian, one of a secret lineage who can travel through time by inhabiting the consciousness of those who fought against censorship. From the book burnings of Nazi Germany to the Cultural Revolution in Mao's China, Milo witnesses firsthand the devastating power of erasing ideas.

But the past is just the beginning. Returning to his small Ohio town of Oakville, Milo discovers that the Lancasters—local agents of a shadowy organization called the Erasers—aren't content merely banning books. They want to erase all evidence that certain ideas ever existed. With the help of the Guardian network and his grandmother's legacy, Milo takes up the fight to preserve truth against those who would unmake it.

Book Two: The Unwritten World

Zoe Williams wields the blue bookmark—the counterpart to Milo's amber artifact—which allows her to become the voices of writers history tried to silence. But lately, she's been receiving warnings from people who don't exist yet. When the tech giant HarmonyAI promises to "optimize" communication by filtering thoughts and removing "harmful" content, Zoe glimpses where algorithmic censorship leads: a future where neural interfaces don't just read minds, they guide them.

Armed with typewriters and analog resistance, Zoe must unlock a countermeasure hidden by Milo's grandmother—one that requires connecting with futures that haven't been written. Together, the two Guardians learn that the battle for truth isn't just about preserving the past; it's about protecting the possibility of tomorrow.

Book Three: Fighting Deepfakes Across Time

A new generation of Guardians—Grace, Carlos, Alex, and Jasmine—joins Milo and Zoe to face the most insidious threat yet: HistoryLens AI. This technology doesn't erase history; it rewrites it. Authentic stories of oppression are sanitized into tales of cooperation. Resistance becomes compliance. Heroes become collaborators.

Racing against time, the Guardians develop authentication protocols to distinguish real history from deepfake fabrications. They learn that in a world where seeing is no longer believing, preservation requires not just courage, but vigilance—and the understanding that those who control the past will always try to control the future.

* * *
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NOW, IN JANUARY 2026, the bookmarks burn with a weight Milo and Zoe have never felt before. The pattern that began in 1953 is completing itself—and only by witnessing its full scope can they hope to break the cycle.

.

The U.S. interventions in Iran (1953), Guatemala (1954), Chile (1973), Nicaragua (1927–1990), El Salvador (1980–1992), and Iraq (2003) are matters of historical record, verified through declassified government documents, congressional testimony, and international court rulings.

The 2026 Venezuela scenario began as speculative fiction. On January 2, 2026, U.S. forces captured Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro. President Trump announced the United States would "run" Venezuela and proclaimed the "Donroe Doctrine" at his January 4 press conference. The fictional elements of this novel now exist alongside events that occurred while it was being written.

The author acknowledges the use of AI to assist in the writing, research organization, and editing process of this novel.
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Part One:  The Pattern Revealed
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Chapter 1: The Night Everything Changed
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MILO

The helicopter footage played on loop, and Milo couldn't look away.

Caracas at night, seen from above. The Petare slums dark except for scattered fires. Altamira's high-rises lit up like nothing was wrong, like American soldiers weren't already securing the perimeter of the PDVSA headquarters six blocks away. The crawler at the bottom of the screen kept cycling the same phrases: Operation Hemisphere Shield enters Day 2. Maduro in U.S. custody. President addresses nation at 9 PM.

Milo had watched that address three hours ago, sitting at the kitchen table with his father. Neither of them had spoken for a long time afterward.

We are going to run the country. We will take the oil. We will take whatever we want.

The words had burrowed into his brain and wouldn't leave. Politicians talked around things, careful evasions, diplomatic language that meant one thing and said another. This was different. The quiet part said loud, broadcast to the world, and no one in that press room had even flinched. Secretary Hartwell had stood at the podium nodding along. General Morrison had smiled.

Ms. Rivera's television flickered in the corner of the Repository, a concession to real-time monitoring that Eleanor would have resisted. Milo had muted it an hour ago, unable to bear the commentary, but his eyes kept drifting back. Now the footage showed the Paraguaná refinery complex, the largest in the Western Hemisphere, ringed by military vehicles. A reporter was interviewing someone from the State Department about "critical mineral reserves." Not just oil anymore, but the coltan and rare earths in the Orinoco Belt that powered every smartphone and electric car on the planet.

His grandmother had called this place the scent of preserved time: old paper and cedar and candle wax and something else, something that accumulated when you stored enough forbidden knowledge in one place. Three years after Eleanor's death, Milo still caught himself expecting to hear her voice when he descended the narrow stairs from the library basement.

Tonight the Repository felt watchful. Waiting.

He turned to the card catalog, reaching for the familiar ritual of organization. Eleanor's system, index cards in her careful handwriting cross-referenced with leather-bound ledgers, had served the Repository for decades. He'd been digitizing it since sophomore year, creating redundant backups, but he kept the physical cards. Some things shouldn't exist only as data. His grandmother had taught him that.

The card in his hand documented a 1954 pamphlet from Guatemala. The Truth About Communism in Our Hemisphere, published by the United States Information Agency. Eleanor had written in the margin, her handwriting cramped but precise: See also: Iran 1953, same playbook. The template established here. Watch for repetition.

Template.

His fingers found the amber bookmark through his shirt, pressing against the leather as he thought. His father had used that word three times in the past two days. Jack Parker had been teaching twentieth-century history for twenty-two years, and Milo had never heard him sound like he'd sounded on the phone yesterday. Not angry, exactly. Worse. Resigned. Like someone watching a car crash unfold in slow motion, knowing exactly how it would end because he'd seen the same crash before.

Iran, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, his father had said at dinner, ticking them off on his fingers. Honduras, Haiti, Panama. Pick a decade, pick a country. The playbook's always the same. Economic interests dressed up as ideology. A democratic government that nationalizes the wrong resource or makes the wrong enemy. Then the propaganda campaign, the destabilization, the coup or the invasion. And afterward, the part they never teach, the decades of violence that follow. The death squads. The disappeared. We do it, we leave, and we pretend it never happened. Then twenty years later, we do it again.

His mother had pushed food around her plate without speaking. She'd excused herself before dessert, already checking her pager. The clinic had called twice during the meal, and she'd finally given in, pulling on her coat and grabbing her keys while his father finished explaining Operation Condor.

"Martinez baby's not waiting for politics," she'd said from the doorway. "Jack, save me a plate?"

He filed the Guatemala card and reached for the next one. His hands were steady. Small comfort.

On the muted television, the press conference footage cycled back. He knew the words by now without needing sound. American dominance in the western hemisphere will never be questioned again. The phrase had a name now, according to the crawler. Pundits were calling it the Donroe Doctrine, a portmanteau that made Milo's stomach turn. As if this were clever. As if it were a game.

The amber bookmark grew warm against his chest.

Milo's hand stopped halfway to the next card. He'd learned to pay attention to that sensation, the way the leather quickened against his skin, the silver symbols heating before they burned. Three years of Guardian work had taught him what it meant.

Something in the past was pulling at him. Something that wanted to be seen.

He drew the bookmark out slowly. In the Repository's dim light, the amber glow was visible, faint but unmistakable. The symbols etched into the leather, the same symbols carved into the Repository doors, the same ones that appeared in Eleanor's oldest journals, shifted like liquid mercury, catching light that wasn't there.

"Not now," he murmured. "Not yet."

The bookmark didn't listen. It never did. Guardian magic responded to emotional truth as much as intellectual purpose, and right now the truth was that Milo was afraid. Afraid of what he might see if he let the warmth carry him backward. Afraid of the template his father had described, the one that kept repeating because people kept forgetting.

His phone buzzed. He fumbled for it, grateful for the interruption.

Dad: You still at the library?

Milo: Repository. Couldn't sleep.

Dad: Me neither. Just saw something on the news. They're already talking about "historical context." Heritage Foundation has a spokesman on CNN explaining why this is different from Iran.

Milo's grip tightened on the phone.

Milo: Different how?

Dad: That's the thing. He's not saying it's different. He's saying Iran was justified too. They're not hiding the playbook anymore. They're defending it.

The bookmark flared hotter. Milo shoved it back into his pocket, but he could still feel it through the fabric, insistent, urgent.

Dad: Ms. Rivera just messaged. Emergency meeting, tonight. You should come home first. I'll drive us both.

Milo: I'm already here. I'll wait for you.

Dad: Be there in fifteen.

Milo set down the phone and looked around the Repository. Rows of rescued books stretched into shadow, volumes that had been banned, burned, erased from official memory. His grandmother had spent her life preserving them. She'd passed that mission to Ms. Rivera, and to him, and to Zoe, and to the others.

He thought about the pamphlet. The Truth About Communism in Our Hemisphere. Propaganda from 1954, designed to make Americans believe that a democratic government in Guatemala was an existential threat. It had worked. Árbenz had fallen. The template had been established.

And now someone was defending it on television. Not hiding what they'd done. Celebrating it.

The bookmark burned against his thigh, and this time Milo didn't fight it. He closed his eyes and let the warmth wash over him, not traveling, not yet, but opening himself to whatever the artifact wanted him to feel.

Images flickered behind his eyelids. Fragments, disconnected. A plaza full of people. Soldiers in unfamiliar uniforms. A radio voice speaking Spanish, the words too fast to follow. A woman's face, tear-streaked, holding a photograph. A face that would never come home.

Then nothing. The bookmark cooled. The connection faded.

Milo opened his eyes. His hands were shaking now.

Whatever was coming, it was bigger than anything they'd faced before. He could feel it the way you feel a storm building, pressure dropping, the air going still.

Footsteps on the stairs. His father's familiar tread, and another set behind him. Ms. Rivera's voice, low and urgent.

The emergency meeting had come to him.

ZOE

The news played on three screens in the Williams living room. Zoe's mother had a habit of monitoring multiple channels simultaneously, a Keeper's instinct, she called it, watching how different sources told the same story. Tonight the differences were subtle. The same footage, the same press conference, but the framing shifted depending on who was talking.

On one screen, a retired general explained why Operation Hemisphere Shield was strategically necessary. On another, a former ambassador expressed "grave concerns" in language so careful it said nothing at all. On the third, a panel of pundits talked over each other, their voices a blur of competing narratives. One of them kept mentioning lithium, the Orinoco deposits, the electric vehicle supply chain, the strategic importance of controlling South American battery minerals.

Amara Williams sat in the center of the couch, her posture rigid, her eyes moving between screens. She hadn't spoken in twenty minutes.

"Mom?" Zoe crossed from the kitchen, two cups of tea in hand. Chamomile, because it was late and because her mother's hands had been trembling since the press conference ended. "You're scaring me."

Amara took the cup without looking. Her fingers wrapped around the ceramic, absorbing warmth. "I've seen this before."

"The intervention? I know. Dad used to talk about..."

"Not like this." Amara turned to face her daughter. In the flickering light of three televisions, her face looked older, the lines around her eyes deeper. "They've always pretended, Zoe. Always. Even when everyone knew it was a lie, they pretended. Liberation. Democracy. Freedom from tyranny." She gestured at the nearest screen, where the President's face filled the frame. "He's not pretending. He's saying it out loud. 'We will run the country. We will take the oil.' And nobody in that room even blinked."

The blue bookmark stirred against Zoe's hip. She'd started carrying it everywhere after the HistoryLens crisis, keeping it close, letting it attune to her rhythms. Now it pulsed with cold, a heartbeat out of sync with her own.

"What does it mean?" she asked. "That they're not pretending anymore?"

"It means they don't think they have to." Amara set down her tea, untouched. "It means something has changed. The guardrails, the norms, the things that made them at least pretend to care about appearances." She shook her head. "Gone. And if they don't need to pretend about this, what else?"

On the television, footage shifted to Caracas. The Catia neighborhood, someone said. Crowds in the streets, unclear whether celebrating or protesting. Smoke rising from somewhere off-camera, near what the correspondent called the El Valle district. She was speaking urgently into her microphone about "sporadic resistance" and "pacification operations."

"The bookmark's reacting," Zoe said. "It's been cold all day. Restless."

Amara's attention sharpened. "How cold?"

"Colder than Chile. Colder than anything since..." Zoe hesitated. "Since Eleanor's death. When everything started."

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The televisions flickered. Outside, a car passed, headlights sweeping across the windows.

"Ms. Rivera called," Amara said. "Emergency meeting. Tonight."

"I know. I felt it." Zoe touched the bookmark through her pocket, the leather ice-cold against her fingertips. "Something's coming. Something big."

"The past and the future." Amara's voice had taken on the cadence of recitation, words from the old texts. "The amber witnesses what was. The blue glimpses what might be. When both wake together..."

"...history is at a crossroads." Zoe finished the passage. "I remember."

Amara stood, setting aside the tea, already reaching for her coat. "Then we shouldn't keep them waiting."

The Repository was crowded when they arrived.

Zoe hadn't seen this many Keepers gathered since Eleanor's memorial. They filled the underground chamber, perched on chairs and leaning against shelves, their faces grave in the candlelight. She recognized some of them: Mr. Okonkwo from the university archives, whose daughter Grace had become Zoe's closest ally in the resistance. Mrs. Chen from the historical society. Pastor Williams, no relation despite the shared name, who maintained a private collection of banned theological texts.

And at the center, standing beside Eleanor's old desk, Ms. Rivera.

She looked tired. That was Zoe's first thought. Tired in a way that showed in the set of her shoulders and the circles under her eyes. But when she spoke, her voice carried the same quiet authority it always had.

"Thank you all for coming. Gracias por venir tan tarde. I know it's late. I know you have questions." She paused, letting her gaze sweep the room. "I'll try to answer them. But first, you need to understand what we're facing."

She turned to the projection screen behind her. The television had been upgraded since Zoe's last visit, a larger display that could show documents and images alongside the news feeds. Now it displayed a map of the Western Hemisphere, red dots clustered across Central and South America like a rash.

"This is the history of American intervention in Latin America. Every dot represents a coup, an invasion, a covert operation. Some of you know these stories. Some of you lived them." Ms. Rivera's gaze found Zoe's mother, held for a moment. "What you may not know is that these stories are disappearing."

A murmur rippled through the room. Zoe felt Milo shift beside her. She hadn't seen him arrive, but he was there, his shoulder brushing hers, the amber bookmark's warmth a counterpoint to her cold.

"Disappearing how?" Mr. Okonkwo asked. He chose his words carefully. "The archives are protected. We have protocols."

"The archives are being altered." Ms. Rivera tapped her tablet, and the screen changed. Two documents appeared side by side, identical at first glance. "The document on the left is from the National Archives as of six months ago. The one on the right is what appears when you search those same archives today."

Zoe leaned forward, reading. The changes were subtle but devastating. Military advisors became humanitarian support. Covert operations became diplomatic engagement. Civilian casualties became insurgent losses.

"That's not possible," Grace Okonkwo said. She'd pushed to the front of the room, her laptop already open. "Government archives have authentication protocols. Hash verification. Version control."

"They do. And someone with sufficient access has been overriding them." Ms. Rivera pulled up another document. "Heritage Clarity. A new initiative from the Heritage Foundation 2.0, in partnership with the Department of Education. Their stated goal is to provide 'context' for historical events. What they're actually doing is systematic revision."

"They're rewriting history," Milo said. "That's what you're saying. They're literally rewriting history."

"They're erasing it. The resistance movements, the democratic governments we overthrew, the death squads we trained." Ms. Rivera's jaw set. "Todo. All of it. And they're timing it perfectly. Why does Venezuela matter? Because if people knew what we did in Guatemala, in Chile, in Indonesia, they might recognize it. They might resist."

She turned back to the map, zoomed in on Venezuela. The dot there was bright red, fresh.

"They're not just hiding the past. They're making it impossible to learn from it."

Zoe spoke first. "Who's behind it? Heritage Foundation 2.0 doesn't have the resources to alter government databases. Someone's providing the infrastructure."

"We don't know yet." Ms. Rivera hesitated, the first uncertainty Milo had seen from her tonight. "The network is investigating. There are rumors of private sector involvement. Defense contractors. Technology companies with government contracts."

"Sterling." The name came from across the room. Grace Okonkwo, sitting in the shadows near Eleanor's old desk. Milo hadn't noticed her arrive. Carlos Mendez sat nearby, and Alex Torres was setting up laptops on a side table. The new Guardian generation, mobilizing without being asked.

"Marcus Sterling," Grace continued. "Apex Technologies. He acquired the platform formerly known as Twitter, rebranded it Pulse. His algorithms already suppress certain content. If he's partnered with Heritage Foundation 2.0..."

"That's speculation," one of the older Keepers said. "We need evidence."

"Then we get evidence." Grace spoke with the precision that had been crucial during the HistoryLens crisis. "Give me access to the altered records. I can trace the modification signatures. If Sterling's infrastructure is involved, there'll be fingerprints."

Ms. Rivera nodded. "Do it. But carefully. If they know we're investigating..."

"They'll know eventually," Grace said. "Better to move fast while they think no one's watching."

The meeting broke up around midnight. Zoe's mother drove them home in silence, the streets of Oakville dark and empty. Zoe sat in the passenger seat and let her mind drift, processing everything she'd heard.

Heritage Clarity. Sterling's infrastructure. The systematic erasure of intervention history. The Donroe Doctrine, which didn't even bother to pretend it was about anything other than dominance.

The blue bookmark pulsed against her hip, still cold, still restless.

"You felt it too," her mother said. They were pulling into the driveway, the porch light a warm yellow against the darkness. "During the meeting. When Ms. Rivera showed the altered documents."

"The bookmark went colder. Like it was reaching for something." Zoe hesitated. "I saw flashes. A city I didn't recognize. Smoke. Soldiers."

"The future or the past?"

"I don't know. Maybe both."

Amara turned off the engine but didn't move to leave the car. In the dim light, her face was thoughtful, worried.

"Your father used to say that the blue bookmark was the harder burden. The amber shows you what was. You observe, you witness. The blue does something different. It lets you become those who lived the past, and it alone can glimpse what might be. The burden is heavier because the boundaries are thinner." She reached over, squeezed Zoe's hand. "He said it was like standing at the center of a maze, seeing all the ways out but not knowing which ones were real."

"Dad said that?"

"Before he died. Before you inherited the bookmark." Amara spoke more gently now. "He wanted you to understand. The gift isn't just seeing the future. It's choosing which futures to share. Which possibilities to make real by naming them."

Zoe thought about that as they went inside. The house was quiet, the familiar shapes of furniture in darkness, the hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen. She climbed the stairs to her room, the bookmark cold against her skin, carrying everything she'd learned.

She didn't sleep for a long time.

But when she drifted off, she dreamed of voices. Hundreds of them, thousands, speaking in languages she didn't understand but somehow recognized. The silenced. The erased. The ones whose stories had been stripped from the archives and the textbooks and the collective memory.

They were asking her to listen.

They were asking her to remember.
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Chapter 2: The Donroe Doctrine
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MILO

The map on the projection screen looked like a disease spreading.

Red dots marked interventions, coups, invasions, covert operations, clustered so thickly across Latin America that the landmass beneath them almost disappeared. Milo had studied this history with his father, had read Eleanor's notes, had even witnessed fragments of it through the bookmark. But seeing it laid out like this, with dates and names and connecting lines, made something shift in his chest.

It wasn't random. It had never been random.

"The Donroe Doctrine," Ms. Rivera said. "That's what they're calling it now. Does anyone know why?"

Silence. Then Milo's father spoke from the back of the room. "It's a portmanteau. Monroe plus..." He shook his head. "Plus the current Donald Trump rhetoric. The quiet part said loud."

"Explain it for those who don't know the history," Ms. Rivera said.

Jack Parker moved forward, his teacher's instinct taking over. "The Monroe Doctrine was 1823. President Monroe declared that the Western Hemisphere was off-limits to European colonization. America's backyard, essentially. But it was defensive, at least in theory. Europe stays out, we stay out of Europe."

"And the Roosevelt Corollary?" Ms. Rivera prompted.

"1904. Teddy Roosevelt expanded it. Now we weren't just keeping Europe out, we were claiming the right to intervene ourselves. To 'stabilize' the region. Police it." Jack had taught this material for two decades and watched students forget it every year. The frustration showed. "That was the justification for a century of interference. Military occupations, puppet governments, support for dictators. All to maintain stability. All to protect American interests."

"And the Donroe Doctrine?"

"Drops the pretense entirely." Jack crossed his arms. "Monroe said Europe can't interfere. Roosevelt said we can intervene to stabilize. This says we can take what we want because we want it. Because who's going to stop us?"

Ms. Rivera nodded. "The quiet part said loud. La parte silenciosa dicha en voz alta." She turned to the screen. "Now let me show you what that looks like across seventy years."

She touched the screen, and a photograph appeared: a grainy image of a man in a suit, dignified even in defeat.

"Nineteen fifty-three. Iran. Mohammad Mossadegh, democratically elected, popular, guilty of nothing except nationalizing Iranian oil. The British called the operation Ajax. The Americans called it a template."

"A template for what?" Grace asked from her laptop station.

"For this." Ms. Rivera zoomed the map to Central America. "One year later. Guatemala. Same playbook, different resource."

She pulled up another photograph: a man at a podium, dignified, determined.

"From 1944 to 1954, Guatemala had its only democratic decade. They called it the Ten Years of Spring. After a century of dictators serving foreign interests, Guatemalans elected reformers who tried to build a modern country. Public schools. Hospitals. Labor rights. President Jacobo Árbenz was the second democratically elected leader. He wanted to finish what his predecessor started."

Carlos looked up from the notes he'd been taking. "My grandmother talks about this. Her family was from Guatemala originally. They left in the sixties."

"After the coup?"

"After the violence that followed." Carlos set down his pen. "She doesn't talk about it much. But she remembers the Ten Years of Spring. She was a child, but she remembers."

Ms. Rivera nodded, something softening in her expression. "That memory is exactly what they want to erase." The next image showed workers in a banana field, bent under loads twice their size, watched by overseers on horseback.

"Standing in the way of all of it was United Fruit. An American company that owned more of Guatemala than Guatemalans did. Railroads, ports, telegraph lines, 550,000 acres of plantation land."

"How much did they actually use?" Milo asked.

"Fifteen percent. The rest sat idle while Guatemalan children starved."

"So Árbenz redistributed the unused land."

"Decree 900. The Agrarian Reform Law of 1952. It only touched uncultivated land. And it compensated the owners at exactly the value they themselves had declared for tax purposes." Ms. Rivera's mouth curved slightly. "United Fruit had been lying about their land's value for decades to avoid taxes. When the government offered to pay what they'd claimed it was worth, they screamed theft."

Grace stopped typing. "How much of a difference?"

"They demanded sixteen million dollars for land they'd valued at three million."

"That's fraud," Grace said. "They committed tax fraud and then complained when someone called their bluff."

"Welcome to the template." Ms. Rivera pulled up a new photograph: two men in suits, similar features, similar expressions of patrician certainty. "The Dulles brothers. John Foster was Secretary of State. Allen ran the CIA. Both had been United Fruit's lawyers. Both held stock in the company."

"Wait." Jasmine held up a hand. She'd arrived late, slipping in during the Monroe Doctrine discussion. "They made the decision to overthrow a government, and they personally profited from that decision?"

"They told President Eisenhower that Guatemala was going communist, that Árbenz was a Soviet threat. They didn't mention they were protecting their own investments."

"That's not a conflict of interest," Jasmine said. "That's corruption."

"That's the template." Ms. Rivera met Jasmine's eyes. "Árbenz wasn't a communist. He'd outlawed the Guatemalan Communist Party. His land reform was modeled on American agricultural programs. But that didn't matter. What mattered was that a small Central American country had tried to put its own people's interests above United Fruit's profits."

The screen changed to show a faded official document. "Operation PBSUCCESS. The CIA spent three million dollars on propaganda and psychological warfare. They created a fake radio station that broadcast lies about a massive invasion. The actual invasion force was 480 men."

"480?" Alex set down his pen. "That's nothing. That's a company, maybe two."

"But the broadcasts made it sound like an army. Árbenz's officers heard the reports and believed them. They refused to fight a war that existed mostly in CIA transmissions."

"Psychological warfare," Milo said. "They won with lies."

"They won with lies, and then they buried those lies for seventy years." Ms. Rivera recited the facts without inflection. "June 27, 1954. Árbenz resigned. The reforms ended. The land went back to United Fruit. And over the next forty years, two hundred thousand Guatemalans died in the civil war and genocide that followed."

No one spoke. Carlos stared at the table.

"That's Carlos's grandmother's country," Milo said. "That's what they want to erase."

"That's what they are erasing." Ms. Rivera touched the screen again. Chile, 1973. Salvador Allende. The copper mines. Nixon's orders, highlighted on the screen: Make the economy scream.

"September 11, 1973. The air force bombed the presidential palace. Allende died. Pinochet took power. Seventeen years of dictatorship. Three thousand killed or disappeared. Tens of thousands tortured."

The date hung in the air. September 11.

"I never knew," Jasmine said. "I never connected those dates."

"You weren't supposed to." Ms. Rivera moved through more images. Nicaragua. El Salvador. Honduras. Panama. Indonesia. "The Dominican Republic in 1965. Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay, Bolivia, all coordinating under Operación Cóndor to eliminate dissent. The United States provided technology, training, intelligence. Sixty thousand people disappeared."

"This is documented?" Grace asked. "All of this?"

"Senate hearings. Declassified documents. Acknowledged by the CIA itself. The pattern is clear to anyone who looks."

She turned to face the room, the projection casting light across her face.

"And now Venezuela."

The map shifted one final time. Caracas, highlighted in red. The date beneath it: January 2026.

"They're not even pretending anymore," Milo's father said. "I watched that press conference three times. 'We will run the country.' 'We will take the oil.'
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