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    Introduction


    The conservatives were dead. Literally. Well, most of them, anyway.


    The conservatives were dead, and the liberals were not exactly happy about it because they were liberals, and one does not cheer the death of another. But they weren’t unhappy about it either.


    Half the world died in the summer of 2038 after a deadly virus burned around the world, striking most of them down. The nationalists in every country were gone. The separatists, the extremists, the fundamentalists. All gone. They had spent a few glorious months scoffing and deriding the liberals and leftists and ignored the scientists who were sounding the alarm, accusing them of “fake news” and being woke liberal elites.


    So they were more than a little surprised when they died off.


    The disease originally started in Tasmania after a pharmaceutical research administrator, Richard Schiffler, was bitten by an infected Tasmanian Devil and was unknowingly infected. The disease, called the Dunor Virus, spread when he flew from Tasmania to Australia, then to a five-day layover in Los Angeles, and finally on to New York City, where he dropped dead three days later from what his employer’s PR department called a “low-grade flu.”


    Schiffler had attended three Republican fundraisers in LA and New York, where he had infected several different state and local Republican leaders, many of whom were also leaders in their churches, fraternal organizations, and business communities.


    Faint memories of the COVID-19 pandemic eighteen years earlier bubbled up in the people who were old enough to remember as public health experts began to sound the alarm. The experts were shouted down with cries of “Okay, Zoomer” and “Elites!” by the general populace, who were suspicious of anyone who sounded smarter than them.


    The media ran stories featuring doctors and nurses who had lived through the original pandemic. They told tear-jerking stories about what had happened to family, friends, and colleagues, and the media ate it up.


    No one cared.


    Instead, the Republican president followed the playbook of a former president (and his father), whom historians agreed was the worst US president in history. The president first claimed there were only a few cases, and it wasn’t a big deal. Then he blamed Tasmania. Then he blamed his Democratic predecessor. And then he fired his entire pandemic response team, all on the day Richard Schiffler died.


    Next, he fired the head of the CDC, who had been a young doctor in 2020, and replaced him with an insurance company CEO who had helped write their latest Medicare bill. That bill helped insurance companies get reimbursed double the amount of every Dunor claim it was forced to pay.


    Then, proclaiming they had beaten the virus, the President, who was the dumbest of his five siblings, held a series of Mission Accomplished rallies around the country where he would shout to his thousands of supporters, “It’s a Democratic hoax!” He boasted that he knew more about this virus than all the scientists. His supporters sprayed angry spittle as they gave full-throated, open-mouthed support to the man who told them what they wanted to hear.


    “Fake news! Fake news!” they chanted, just as their parents and grandparents had done three decades earlier. The President pursed his worm-like lips and crossed his arms in homage to his hero, Benito Mussolini.


    “Lock her up! Lock her up!” they chanted, waving their middle fingers at the news drones hovering overhead. No one really knew who “she” was or what “she” had done, but it was now something they chanted at every rally unless one of the president’s female aides or appointees was in legal trouble that week.


    “These so-called scientists want us to practice,” the President made air quotes “’social distancing,’ which is just their way of saying they can’t get a date.” The crowds roared, even though he told this joke at every rally, sometimes twice.


    In order to “own the libs,” many supporters started the practice of whale spouting, which involved taking large gulps of water, drawn from nearby rivers, and spraying a vertical spit take.


    It was their way of giving the finger to the world’s scientists and liberal elites and showing their contempt for their hoax virus.


    “Own the libs! Own the libs!” they chanted after yet another impromptu whale spouting by several hundred rally attendees.


    Many of the attendees went to work the next day, ignoring the CDC’s pleas to stay at home.


    The liberals did as they were asked, and the conservatives did not, which summed up the world’s response to the new pandemic.


    “We have to support our economy, even if a few people die,” said the workers, who refused to wear masks or keep their distance.


    “Would you rather go through a few days of discomfort or a few months of a recession?” said the conservative TV pundits. “We can’t let the libs drive this country into the toilet just because they hate America.”


    Many conservative churches continued to meet, saying no one could infringe on their right to assemble, and that Jesus was more powerful than some tiny virus no one could actually see. The atheists responded that Jesus must not be real since none of them had ever seen him either.


    The churchgoers gathered each Sunday, shook hands, embraced, stood closely to speak, and packed together as tightly as they could to sing to the Lord. They gathered to pray for strength for the country’s leaders, as well as “Brother Jacob’s mother who has come down with a minor cold. Also, Brother Jacob’s wife. And also Brother Jacob, now deceased.”


    Many people refused to wash their hands because scientists had said they should. They posted “pee, then eat” challenge videos where they, well, peed, and then ate various finger foods.


    Many restaurants had shut down but offered carry-out and delivery business. Many others refused to shut down or let their servers wear masks. A mobile app developer became an overnight billionaire when he created the Eat Red, Eat Blue app. It showed users which restaurants were completely open for business and banned masks (Red) and which ones required employees to wash their hands and wear gloves and masks, and only served takeout or delivery (Blue).


    Liberals, of course, avoided the Red restaurants while conservatives refused to eat at Blue restaurants. Most of the Blue restaurants began to falter and fail after just a few weeks of limited income while the Red restaurants thrived and grew rich, at least until the waitstaff began to die, along with their families and patrons.


    The survivalists and doomsday preppers didn’t fare well either, which is a shame, since this is what they had been preparing for their whole lives. Their survival food kits had all been contaminated by workers who had previously attended the president’s rallies and been whale spouted several times.


    When it was over, the right half of the political spectrum had died off in four months.


    Conservative media outlets shut down, not only because of a lack of viewers but because the on-air talent and the crew had died.


    The pandemic ended almost as quickly as it began with only a few conservatives surviving: the Senators, Congressmen, the President, and their staffers who, despite urging their constituents to ignore scientists, had taken every precaution they could, including experimental vaccines.


    With half the voters dead and the economy in shambles, Election Day was termed by some pundits as “the worst slaughter since Custer’s Last Stand.”


    The President, who had spent months claiming the virus was a hoax, was not only voted out of office (107 million to 12,376), he was banished from the country and spent his remaining years living in a compound in the New Republic of Texas.


    The liberals had finally won and achieved everything they had ever dreamed of. No more racism, no more sexism, no more homophobia. They could cut military spending, increase educational spending, and devote more time and money to the arts.


    They had achieved the utopia they had wished for.


    Except they fucked it all up.


  




  

    Chapter 1


    Saturday, August 9, 2053 — W.S. McIntosh Administration Building, Appleseed  College Of The Arts


    “No change, no peace! No change, no peace!” The protest chants had been going on for nearly three hours, and Sara Cooper’s head felt like someone was hammering a nail between her eyes. She was also sure some of the students were chanting “Know change, know peace” just to be assholes.


    “Alright, alright!” she shouted, but no one heard her over the chanting.


    “No change, no—OWW!” howled the crowd of protestors.


    Sara released the siren button on her bullhorn and smiled at the sudden silence. Now that is real power, she thought. She gazed out over the group of students seated around the lobby of the W. S. McIntosh administration building on the campus of Appleseed College. Her brown eyes watered as she was buffeted by the smells of the three P’s of college life —pizza, pot, patchouli—not to mention the ripe B.O. of sixty-seven students who hadn’t showered for two days. She had been with them since 8:00 a.m. the day before—Friday—and was mostly used to it, but she got blasted with a fresh burst whenever someone opened the entrance doors.


    Sara was tall and slender with light brown skin, black hair that hung to her shoulders, and shiny brown eyes. She often wore it tied in a ponytail, like today, and was generally a happy, pleasant person who loved student activism and social justice.


    The students, who were a mix of races, ages, genders, nationalities, and sexual orientations, were seated on the floor inside taped-off areas that created a walking path for foot traffic. Administrators and students walked respectfully through the gathered throng as if they were used to this sort of thing.


    Appleseed College Of The Arts was located in Appleseed, Ohio (population: 67,850), the county seat of Chapman County, about ninety minutes north of Cincinnati, Ohio. The school’s mascot was the Fighting Summer Tanagers, a change that had been made from the previous mascot twenty-five years earlier. It happened because students felt the team name, the Lumberjacks, was inherently sexist and exploited people who performed manual labor for their living. 


    Students and alumni rallied and protested, both for and against the name change, and nearly every student on campus felt they had a dog in the fight.


    Most students wanted to change the name to something artistic like Potters, Metalsmiths, or Writers, but this upset the performing artists, and they insisted they be represented as well. This united the two opposing groups who all agreed that the Appleseed Fighting Modern Dancers sounded idiotic.


    As a compromise, they selected the Fighting Summer Tanagers before defending against another complaint that the “fighting” part glorified violence. That group was told to shut the fuck up, and everyone else agreed that Fighting Summer Tanagers was as good as it was going to get.


    Not that it mattered since the school only had a collegiate co-ed Ultimate Frisbee team, plus a soccer team and skateboarding team. Still, the name change launched a long-standing tradition of protest, social activism, and advocacy at the school until it became part of the curriculum at the school.


    “Okay, I think we’ve made our point with the chanting,” said Sara. “What’s next?”


    Kyle consulted his tablet. “Next we’re supposed to break off into discussion groups and come up with a mission statement.”


    “Oh, fuck,” said Sara. “Can we just do more chanting?”


    “No, Professor Barker was very clear. Chant for at least two hours—we’ve done three—followed by the mission statement.” Kyle Shehadi was a serious-looking young man, dark-complected, tall, and lanky with unruly black hair he was constantly raking out of his eyes, only for it to fall back again. He looked like he might be the captain of the Appleseed co-ed Ultimate Frisbee team, which he was.


    “Finally,” he continued, “we need an in-depth discussion about why we want to bring about the proposed change.”


    “To change the name of our residence hall!” shouted someone from the back.


    “No shit, Sherlock,” someone else called. “But why?”


    “Because the namesake was a bad man,” someone else offered.


    “We have to be more specific, Griffin,” said Kyle.


    “Because President William McKinley was specifically a bad man,” said Griffin MacKenna, a pale young man with long red hair tied back into a bun.


    “Well, yeah, but I think he meant—”


    “Because when William McKinley was President of the United States, he annexed Hawaii in 1898 and led us into the Spanish-American War,” said Callie Wong, another classmate. She frequently gave answers in class without waiting to be called on; Sara disliked her intensely. “We believe he should be condemned for those two acts and that the school should change the name of the residence and dining hall to Natalie Clifford Barney Hall, an Ohio playwright and early LGBTQQIP2SA activist from the 20th century.”


    “Right, Callie, but for now we need to focus on writing a mission statement,” said Sara.


    “Oh, I already wrote that up while we were chanting,” said Callie. She tapped her personal display terminal twice and said, “Beam Mission Statement eight-five-three to Sara Cooper-Wright.” There was a quiet blip that only Sara and Callie could hear, and a dialog box appeared in Sara’s field of vision.


    The personal display terminal, or PDT, looked like a regular pair of glasses but with a processing unit that had more power than the biggest mobile phones of thirty years ago. The user could read the internet, emails, text messages, and even make voice calls. Video calls were pointless with a PDT, however, since all the callers could see were the other person’s eye.


    “Accept,” said Sara. She nodded her head sharply once, twice as she scrolled Callie’s mission statement on her own PDT.


    “Okay, this is a good starting point, but we’re really supposed to do this as a group,” said Sara. “Professor Barker wants us to work together to come up with our mission statement, our rationale, and a list of demands.”


    “Hard pass. We can’t even agree on a lunch order,” retorted Callie.


    “No chicken, no pizza!” someone chanted, and the rest of the crowd joined in. “No chicken, no pizza! No chicken, no pizza! No—OWW!”


    Sara released the siren button. “How about this? Let’s break up into six collaborative facilitation clusters. Each cluster will come up with a mission statement, and then we’ll vote on the one we like best.”


    “How many people to a group?” asked Griffin.


    “Ah-ah. Collaborative facilitation cluster,” corrected Sara. “We should have no more than ten.”


    “Anyone who wants to work in my CFC, come over here!” shouted Callie, shooting her hand up. The overeager type-A students had already been sitting close to Callie, their spiritual leader, and quickly snapped to her side like someone had flicked on an electromagnet.


    As the remaining students slowly shambled their way into loose CFCs, a man and woman appeared behind Sara.


    The woman cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Sara,” she said.


    Sara turned around, startled. “Professor Sartoris, Professor Welch, what are you doing here?”


    Katie Sartoris, Ph.D. in Educational Psychology, was the faculty advisor to Sara’s protest group, as dictated by Section 22 of the Student Handbook: “In order for protests to count for class credit, all student protest groups must have at least one (1) faculty advisor, preferably two (2). Professors teaching SocJust 319 may not serve as faculty advisors.”


    Dr. Sartoris (“Katie, please. We’re all adults, and I don’t believe in superior-superordinate labels”) had agreed to Sara’s request when Sara first enrolled in George Barker’s Principles of Organizing Grassroots Communication course.


    Katie’s paramour, Dr. Bert Welch (“Dr. Welch, if you don’t mind. I spent six years earning my Ph.D.”) was the other faculty advisor, at Katie’s request. The two had been semi-romantically connected for six years because Bert “didn’t want to put a label on anything.”


    “We just wanted to check in and see how the protest was progressing,” said Katie. “We were listening on the campus radio station, and you seemed to be getting plenty of coverage. What’s your KNCLD score?” 


    KNCLD was the social media app that calculated a person’s social acceptability score and determined whether they should be canceled—”KNCLD”— by the online community at large.


    The higher your score, the more acceptable you were. Post an uplifting story or photo, and the KNCLD algorithm would not only calculate your score based on the engagement by your peers, it would also factor in their own KNCLD scores to determine how valuable their attention was. If someone with a high KNCLD score amplified your post, it carried a lot more weight than if ten people with a low score did the same.


    But if you posted something the algorithm deemed inappropriate or potentially hurtful to another group, your score could take a hit. Any score above 50 was very good, and anything above 80 was damn near sainthood. Anything below 20, and you had to take a government-mandated inclusivity seminar, which meant watching twenty hours’ worth of videos. If you didn’t attend the “completely voluntary” course, you could lose your job, access to banks and credit cards, and even be denied the ability to take out a loan or rent a home. It was the modern version of “your permanent record” that has hung over every school child’s head since time immemorial.


    Sara tapped the side of her PDT. “I’m at 68,” she said. “And the group’s aggregate is 62.”


    “Excellent! You’re doing so well,” said Katie, smiling proudly. She loved this group and had been proud when they asked her to be their faculty advisor.


    “Yes, very well done,” agreed Bert, looking around the room. He wrinkled his nose at the smells and brushed imaginary dust particles from his vintage tweed jacket. He was less enthusiastic about being an advisor and only did it because Katie would have made him attend a lecture on teaching methodologies of 18th-century agricultural societies.


    As they talked, an older man approached them. “Ah, Katie, Bert, good to see you. Hello, Ms. Cooper-Wright. Excellent turnout, I see. I’ve been able to hear you from the office. Very robust and fervent chanting!” 


    President Caden Grogan wore a white suit in homage to 20th-century author Thomas Wolfe. He was tall, thin, slightly stooped, and had lost most of his hair except for a white fringe around his head that hung nearly to his collar. The few strands on top of his head waved under the air conditioning in their own protest against a cruel universe that had taken so many of their brethren.


    “Hello, President Grogan,” said Sara, tearing her eyes away from the wispy protest on President Grogan’s skull.


    “Oh, hi Caden,” said Katie. The two moved in for a brief hug.


    “Hello, President Grogan,” said Bert, extending his hand. President Grogan stepped in for a hug and looked taken aback when Bert’s hand poked him in the belly. He shook it and tried not to make a face at Bert’s limp, lifeless grip. 


    “Do you have a moment?” asked President Grogan. “Excuse us, please, Sara.”


    He turned and picked his way through the gathered protestors, greeting them warmly and calling many of them by name. Katie and Bert followed, Katie shaking hands and hugging those she could reach; Bert merely smiled and nodded at random people, holding his hands up near his chest as if he was afraid of getting patchouli cooties.


    As the three were seated at the small conference table in Dr. Grogan’s spacious office, he asked Katie, “How’s the protest going? I’ve heard some great chanting, and I think you even sang a few verses of ‘We Shall Overcome.’ I haven’t heard that in years.” President Grogan rubbed his hands together and beamed. He was a jovial, smiling man with deep crows-feet around his eyes from years of being pleased with everyone and everything.


    “In fact,” he said, “I’ve been so pleased that I called an emergency meeting with the board of trustees, and we’ve agreed to accede to the group’s demands and change the name of the McKinley Hall dormitory to one of a more acceptable historic figure.”


    “Wonderful,” said Bert. “That frees up our weekend. Now we can attend that lecture on musical influences on neoclassical industrial architecture.”


    “No! You can’t do that,” blurted Katie.


    “What do you mean we ‘can’t’?” said President Grogan. “This is what the entire protest was about, and I thought they did it very well, so we unanimously agreed to accede. And in only 37 hours. That’s got to be some kind of school record.”


    “Katie, I was really looking forward to that lecture,” said Bert.


    Katie ignored him. “I understand, Caden, but many of them are trying to meet their Social Justice hours. Some of these kids—excuse me, ‘pre-adults’—are seniors and need at least 20 hours of protesting to meet their graduation eligibility. If you capitulate too soon, several of them will be at least 12 hours short, and there are no approved protests coming up soon.”


    “It’s not capitulation,” said President Grogan, who looked as if Katie had just sworn in his preferred house of worship. “It’s prudently exercising leadership in the face of growing political pressure.”


    “Call it what you want. They’re still 12 hours short of their graduation requirement.”


    “What about Professor Cooksey’s Cut The Athletic budget protest next week?” asked President Grogan.


    “It’s already full, and they’ve got a waiting list a mile long,” said Katie.


    “How? It’s going to be held on the Ultimate Frisbee field, isn’t it? That’s plenty large enough to handle a few thousand protestors. Remember, we expanded the field’s footprint after the entire student body participated in the Eliminate D’s and F’s protest and collapsed several of the bleachers. Then we expanded it even farther, right after the protest about buying replacement bleachers with ethically sourced recycled aluminum.”


    “Even so, they won’t be able to take up the whole field for the protest,” said Katie. “They’ve got the regional tournament coming up.”


    Ultimate Frisbee had become the major collegiate sport after football had been banned in 2041 owing partly to the increasing number of concussions among players every year as the athletes grew larger, stronger, and faster. Even though helmet technology had improved to the point where players wore a helmet-and-harness system that could keep their heads immobile, there were still three or four concussions each game, not to mention a compound fracture or two. Teams had to expand to 120 players just to reach the end of a season with a barely full complement.


    The National Collegiate Athletic Association and the larger college athletic conferences had been on the brink of insolvency after more than 700 former players filed a class-action lawsuit, having been concussed so many times that many of them could not even brush their teeth without getting a headache.


    So the NCAA banned college football altogether, elevating other less violent sports to “flagship” status. As a result, Ultimate Frisbee was now considered one of the premier sports, along with soccer, lacrosse, and skateboarding.


    “The Frisbee team did agree to let Professor Cooksey’s group use the sidelines for the protest,” said Bert.


    “Well, that was very generous of them.”


    “But that means that there’s not very much room since there are already 120 students signed up for that protest,” said Katie. “Ange told me there won’t be any extra room since there will also be a counter-protest by the opposition group.”


    “Oh, that’s right, that’s right,” said President Grogan. “Who’s advising that group?”


    “That’s also Ange Cooksey’s group,” said Katie. “They’re each capped at 120 students per side, plus campus security will need to be on hand. And the Ultimate Frisbee team will join the counter-protest in an unofficial capacity.”


    “Wow, that’s impressive. Ange always gets such interest in her protest groups.”


    “So back to my original point, Caden. You can’t capit—er, accede just yet. The kids need at least 12 more hours. Plus I know one or two of them are hoping to run this until Monday at least for their grad school applications.”


    President Grogan gazed out the window at Golden Delicious Quad. A light rain had begun, and students were racing to get out of the rain. “I’m sorry,” he said. “The board wants us to move ahead on this because they want Mayor Windsong to dedicate the new name on Tuesday morning.”


    “Why Tuesday?”


    “That’s the only day she has free on her schedule.”


    “Are you going to be able to get the new sign made in time?” asked Bert, irritatingly practical about such matters. “Doesn’t that take time?”


    “Oh, no, not at all. We installed a new sign base that uses electromagnets to hold the letters in place, which makes replacing them a breeze. We just flick off the electromagnet, and they can change sign names in minutes. Next year, we’re replacing all in-ground building signs with this new magnet system, which should save us $250,000 a year in protest-related name changes alone.”


    “Seriously?” asked Bert. “How?”


    “Last year, we renamed the student center three times during Homecoming Weekend alone. We had already installed the new magnetic sign, and our maintenance staff were able to change each new name in about 20 minutes, just in time for the next protest group to show up. It used to cost $20,000 just to change a single sign; now it’s only $100 for the hour.”


    “Well, shit,” said Katie. “I don’t know how these kids are going to make up their social justice requirements in time for graduation.”


    “Maybe they should have thought about that instead of waiting until the last minute,” said Bert. Sometimes, Bert could be an insensitive asshole, Katie reflected, not for the first time.


    “I’m sorry, Katie. We have to get moving on this if we want to meet Mayor Windsong’s schedule. Maybe you can schedule another protest next week about the lack of diverse protests on campus.”


    “I suppose,” murmured Katie.


    “If that’s all, Katie, I have an appointment across campus,” said Bert. “Can you tell Sara and the patchouli patrol? Thank you, President Grogan. ‘Bye, Katie.” He squeezed Katie’s shoulder in a respectful, non-possessive manner and left before she could say anything else.
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    “OK, all in favor of Group 6’s mission statement, ‘We are a dedicated collective of community activists who seek to bring about much-needed change to Appleseed’s campus and the surrounding area’?”


    Several hands shot up, and Sara counted them. “That’s eight. It looks like CFC One’s statement—’We are a committed group of campus activists who desire to effect a much-needed change to Appleseed’s community and the immediate area’—wins with 12 votes. So, that’s our new mission statement,” said Sara as the different groups applauded graciously. Callie and her Type A troupe pumped their fists.


    “Point of order,” said one person, raising their hand, “can we say we’re a committed and diverse group of campus activists?”


    “And do we have to be ‘campus activists’? That limits us from protesting in the city,” said another.


    “Or even the state. What if we wanted to protest in Toledo or Cleveland?” added Griffin.


    “Do you really think you’re going to protest in Toledo or Cleveland, Griffin?” asked Callie.


    Griffin hung his head. “Well, no,” he said. “But maybe this protest will get national attention. You already said our KNCLD score was 62, and the campus radio station has been reporting about us all morning.”


    “To an audience of sixty, Griffin. Their digital audience metrics show an audience of sixty.”


    “So?”


    “So how many of you in here have been listening to the coverage on your PDT today?”


    Everyone raised their hands.


    “Exactly, and there are 60 of us. And our KNCLD score has not moved off a 62, either up or down, since we got here.”


    “So what are you saying, Sara?”


    Sara looked out at the crowd of students, still clustered in their CFCs. “Nothing, I guess. I—just let’s not put so much effort into the mission statement. That’s not what’s going to effect change; it’s our actions. Our protest should be bigger than just changing the name of some old white dude who died 160 years ago.”


    “Don’t you think this is important?” challenged Callie Wong.


    “Of course I do. But don’t you feel like there’s more to it?”


    “Uh, Sara, can I have a quick word?” Katie appeared at Sara’s shoulder again.


    “Jesus, Professor!” What is she, a ninja? wondered Sara. “Uh, I mean, sure Katie.”


    Kyle joined Sara as Katie spoke in hushed tones about President Grogan’s decision and what it meant for students like Sara and several others. Students near the trio strained to hear what was being said. Callie was loading a lip reading app on her PDT when Sara shouted, “But I needed 12 more hours!”


    The group began to murmur as Katie hugged Sara and quickly walked out of the building.


    “Well, shit,” Sara said to her classmates.


    “Did the administration say no?” shouted Griffin. “That’s bullshit! We’ll stay longer. We’ll chant louder. We’ll write another mission statement! I’m so mad I could write a strongly worded email!”


    “No, it’s not that,” Sara said into her bullhorn. “The administration capitulated. We get our name change.”


    The crowd roared its approval and quickly began to disperse, heading back to their dorms, including the newly minted Natalie Clifford Barney Hall, whose new sign was nearly complete when they arrived in time for dinner. A small crowd of bystanders applauded when the new sign was clicked back on, and the electromagnet hummed once again.


    “It’s alright, Sara,” said Kyle, putting his feet on Sara’s coffee table. The two had returned to Sara’s apartment, along with Griffin, Callie, and a few other students to rehash the day’s protests.


    “No, it’s not, Kyle!” Sara took a big slug from the celebratory margaritas Griffin and Callie had made. “What the hell are we even doing?”


    “Celebrating our victory,” said Callie. “We worked hard on it, and we got the administration to cave in 17 hours. That’s got to be a new record.”


    “If you don’t count the triple name change at Homecoming last year,” said Griffin.


    “Yes, but they had alumni dollars fueling that protest,” said Callie. “Plus, the first two groups were not very selective about their name change. Rutherford B. Hayes Student Center? Come on, even a freshperson could see that one was problematic.”


    “Seriously, you guys—” said Sara.


    “Ah-ah,” said Callie.


    “Oh, give it a rest, Callie,” said Sara. “’Guys’ has been an acceptable gender-inclusive group pronoun since the 2032 Gender Inclusivity Council of San Francisco.”


    Griffin raised a finger. “Well, actually—”


    “I swear to CHiP, Griffin!” Sara shouted.


    CHiP stood for Chosen HIgher Power or Choice of HIgher Power, depending on who you asked. The President’s Council On Shared Inclusivity and Tolerance, not realizing the acronym spelled PC-O-SHIT, launched a national campaign encouraging everyone to avoid using religiously exclusionary language like “I swear to God” or “Jesus Christ” as exclamatory phrases and to instead use more neutral language like “I swear to the Universe” or to actually name their own chosen higher power.


    This—along with the name of the council—was so roundly mocked on social media, even by the most outspoken and obnoxious of liberals, that they began to use the phrase “I swear to CHiP.” It was used ironically by most people, although the Unitarians embraced it wholeheartedly. It eventually entered the lexicon and was used as a throwaway exclamation or whenever people didn’t feel like saying, “I swear to God.”


    Of course, literally, nobody ever said, “I swear to the Universe,” including the members of PC-O-SHIT, who were so ashamed of their involvement in the committee that they never even put it on their résumés.


    Sara set her margarita down and began pacing. “My point is we’re not actually accomplishing anything. I don’t even care about my social justice credits right now. We can always protest the food service’s use of genetically modified potatoes in the tater tots and knock that out in a weekend.


    “What I’m saying is that we’re not doing anything of substance. I mean, when our parents protested, they got shit done. I’ve been learning about protests in my Recent Modern History class, like Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter, that our parents and grandparents were involved in. Even before that, there were the Vietnam War protests in the 1970s that our great-grandparents were doing. But all we’re doing is canceling some guy because he annexed some islands 160 years ago?”


    “So you’re saying we should turn a blind eye to those atrocities?” said Callie. “Are you pro-colonialism now, Sara?”


    “Holy fuck, give it a fucking rest, Callie! I’m just saying we didn’t actually accomplish much. If we didn’t get the name changed, someone would have changed it anyway. If it wasn’t our class, Dr. Barker had another SocJust 319 group that would have stepped up and done it. We just submitted the forms first.”


    Kyle drained his margarita and got up to pour another. “So what are you saying, Sara?”


    “I’m saying we come from a long line of protestors and activists who achieved some great things. They toppled city governments and disrupted police departments and banking systems. They made great societal changes that made a huge difference in how society treated everyone. But after The Takening, there has been nothing left to protest. Hell, we could have written a group email to President Grogan, and he would have changed McKinley Hall’s name.”


    “Barney Hall,” said Griffin. “Er, sorry,” he said as Sara glared daggers into his soul.


    “My point is we didn’t do anything. Instead, we held a protest to change something they were going to change anyway.”


    “So what are we supposed to do about it?” asked Kyle.


    “We need a real challenge. We need a real fight. We need to organize and fight for something that’s going to take some real blood, sweat, and tears, like our parents and grandparents. We need a lost cause that we may not win. Maybe even one that puts us in a little danger. “


    “Uhhh—” said Griffin.


    “And we need to do it in a way where the outcome is not only unknown, it isn’t spoon-fed to us by our professors.”


    “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” asked Callie, shooting to her feet.


    “Yes, I am,” said Sara, stepping up onto her coffee table, hands on her hips, looking off toward the future. “We need to become alt-right activists!”


    “That’s not what I thought you were going to say,” said Callie.


    Kyle tapped Sara on the knee. “Dude, you’re standing in the hummus.”


  




  

    Chapter 2


    Monday, August 11, 2053 —  Office of Mayor Sheila Windsong


    Sheila Windsong was having an excellent day.


    As the mayor of Appleseed, Ohio, Sheila often had excellent days. But not many of them involved receiving a white silk blouse from her wife Fallyn for her birthday this past weekend. And they certainly didn’t involve solving her city’s trash problem while embezzling several million dollars. 


    That made today extra special.


    Sheila hummed to herself as she cruised into her office, large soy latte in one hand, synthetic leather briefcase in the other. She glanced at Roy Burkhart-Lanning, a lobbyist with Braun McLaren Energy who was going to make today extra special, sitting outside her office.


    Sheila was white in her mid-50s, soft and curvy with tightly curled brown hair that hung down to her shoulders, brushing against her new blouse. Her brown eyes took in every detail about her surroundings, including her administrative assistant, Tiffani. Sheila walked quickly, taking as big a step as her slate gray skirt would allow.


    “Roy, come with me,” said Sheila. “Tiffani, please hold my calls,” she said to the grandmotherly woman sitting at the desk outside her office.


    Roy followed her. “And close the door, please, Tiffani,” Sheila said over her shoulder.


    “Computer, close the door,” Tiffani hollered. The door closed automatically, a fact Sheila seemed to ignore, no matter how often Tiffani reminded her of it.


    Sheila sat behind her desk and gestured for him to sit down. Roy unbuttoned his suit jacket, which had been tailored to fit his slim-but-muscular torso, and sat down across from her.


    Sheila pulled a tablet computer out of her briefcase and tapped it a few times, looking at the screen and then around her office.


    “Good morn—” said Roy. Sheila held up one finger at him and then put it to her lips.


    Next, she picked up a small device that looked like an old smartphone that was sitting in a charging cradle on her desk. She tapped it a few times and held it up, aiming it at different parts of the room. Satisfied with the results, she put the device back into the cradle, folded her hands in front of her, and smiled. 


    “Good morning, Roy. Thank you for coming in so early.”


    “Uh, you’re welcome,” said Roy. “What was that about?”


    “Security measures. I sweep my office for bugs and wireless cameras at least once a day. You can never be too careful.”


    “Careful of what?”


    Sheila looked at him as if she frequently gave this speech. “As the mayor of Appleseed, I hold a very powerful position. My political enemies would love to find out what happens here in the most powerful room in the city and use it against me.”


    There wasn’t actually much that happened in the city, but it made Sheila feel important to think that she had enemies who would want to spy on her. In her eight years of scanning, she had never once found
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