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Chapter 1

Diana Block

 


When the
richest man in the world summons you for a meeting, you go.

I was at work
on a dreary Seattle Wednesday when my phone rang. “Ms. Diana
Block?” a friendly but efficient female voice asked.

“You’ve got
her,” I replied, figuring it was another potential new client.

“My name is
Jill. I’m calling from Max Bradshaw’s office. Mr. Bradshaw would
like to meet with you this weekend in New York if you are
available. I’ve sent you an email with your travel details.”

“Max Bradshaw,
the guy that graced the cover of Time magazine last month?” I asked
in jest. I pitied the guy that shared the magnate’s name.

“Yes, ma’am.
That’s the one. Can I tell Mr. Bradshaw that you can make it?”

As my jaw fell,
I dropped my coffee mug. Shock hit me as I registered that she was
talking about THE Max Bradshaw.

“Ms. Block?’
the lady on the phone said, nudging me out of my stupor.

Considering
that my weekend schedule entailed binging Netflix and taking my
German Shepherd, Bullet, for a hike, I said, “I’ll be there.”

“Thank you, Ms.
Block. Mr. Bradshaw will be happy to hear that you can meet with
him this weekend. Call or email me if you need anything or have any
questions once you go over the details. My contact information is
in the email.”

“Thank you,” I
managed to say before hanging up, my mind blown. Max Bradshaw made
Bill Gates and Richard Branson look like paupers. What would a guy
like that want with me?

I opened my
email and the top one was from Jill at Magnum Enterprises. Her
phone number was clearly displayed after my flight information. I
leave Seattle Friday at 17:00 on a direct flight to JFK. First
class! A driver will pick me up at the airport and take me to the
Marriott Marquis. My meeting with Max is the following morning at
10 a.m. in one of the hotel’s conference rooms.

The email gave
no hint as to why he wanted to see me. My curiosity was driving me
bonkers but I’d find out what the guy who always topped the Forbes
list wanted in three days time.

I called my
sister to see if she could watch Bullet until I returned on Sunday
evening. “I’d be happy to watch your baby,” she said. “Where are
you going for the weekend?”

“You wouldn’t
believe me if I told you.”

Sarah laughed.
“You going to George Clooney’s house for a threeway?” Her mind
always did go to sexual places.

“Even better
than that,” I replied.

“Better? How
can you get better than that?”

“Max Bradshaw
is flying me to New York City to meet with him.”

“THE Max
Bradshaw? The sexy guy who runs the world?”

“The one and
only.”

“Holy hotpants!
What for?”

“I have no
idea. I fly out Friday night. I’ll be back Sunday evening.”

“And you don’t
know why?”

“No clue.”

“Well, slap me
senseless.”

“I know. It’s
mind boggling.”

We arranged for
me to drop Bullet off at her place on my way to the airport and
said our goodbyes.

I was somehow
able to tuck the meeting with Max to the back of my mind for the
rest of the day and the majority of Thursday. But when Friday
arrived, my nerves were shaking so bad I looked like I had
Parkinson’s. After I packed my overnight bag, I fired up my laptop
and googled Max Bradshaw. I printed off the first dozen articles
about him, planning to study them on the plane.

When we’d
leveled off at 20,000 feet and I had five hours in front of me, I
pulled out the stack of articles. The first one hinted at a secret
project he was working on but it revealed no details. The next was
the obituary of his wife almost a decade earlier. Two articles were
in-depth coverage of his philanthropic activities. He gave away a
great deal of his earnings and still remained the richest man in
the world by far.

The last
article in the stack was the most interesting, published
yesterday:

 


Magnate’s
Morbid Anniversary

Tomorrow marks
the ten-year anniversary of the day business tycoon Max Bradshaw
lost not just his eyesight but also his wife.

A decade ago,
Bradshaw and his wife, Tabitha, were driving home from a night at
the philharmonic orchestra - an organization Bradshaw donates
heavily to – when they were carjacked. The couple were stopped at a
red light when their Mercedes was swarmed by a group of thugs. The
hoodlums dragged the couple from the car and beat them before
driving off with the SLR McLaren. Max lost his eyesight from a
brutal punch to the side of his head. Tabitha lost her life two
days later after battling a knife wound to her midsection. The
carjackers have never been identified.

Since that
tragedy, Max Bradshaw has been a recluse, rarely making public
appearances.

Bradshaw’s
business holdings in the past decade have grown rapidly, mainly in
the technology and oil sectors. For the past seven years, he has
held the title of the richest man in the world. Claiming the title
of the richest man in the history of the world isn’t far off.

 


I closed the
file folder of articles and gazed out the window, staring into the
eerily dark sky. As heartbreaking as Max’s past was, I was no
closer to figuring out what he wanted with me. I was a small fish
in a tiny pond. He was a killer shark in the ocean. I needed to be
patient - in 13 hours I would find out.

The plane
eventually landed and a man with my name on a sign was waiting on
the other side of the security doors. He drove me to the Marriott
and fought me off when I tried to tip him. “Gratuity has been taken
care of,” he insisted.

Once in the
hotel, I was expedited through the check-in process. Despite only
having a carry-on bag, a bellhop insisted on carrying it to my
room. He opened my door with a flourish and motioned for me to
enter first. “Would you like a tour of how everything operates or
shall I leave you?” the young man asked once all the lights were
on.

I took a $20
bill from my pocket and tried to hand it to him as I said, “I’m
good, thanks.”

He pushed my
hand away and said, “The tip is covered.” He handed me my key card
and left before I could say another word.

The silence in
the room hit me like a sledgehammer. I found the TV remote control
and turned it on for background noise. Antsy, I wandered around my
suite, amazed at the luxuries. The bed was massive and covered with
the softest sheets I’d ever touched. The bathroom was larger than
most apartments in New York City, I’d wager. The fridge was fully
stocked and the space was fully automated.

I carried my
bag to the bedroom and hung up my few clothes. I stacked my
toiletries on the bathroom vanity next to the ones supplied by the
hotel, a marble slab that felt as long as a runway.

Not sure what
to do with myself and too wired to sleep, I flopped onto the bed
and flipped the tube. When I’d cycled through all the channels
twice without finding anything to watch, I turned it off.

I slid my room
card into the back pocket of my jeans and made my way to the bar in
the lobby; maybe a nightcap would help me unwind. I slid onto a
stool and ordered an old fashioned with an extra cherry from the
bartender.

I was half done
with my drink when a guy in a suit sidled onto the stool next to
me. I must’ve shot him a nasty look as he said, “What, can I not
sit here?”

“Oh no, I’m
sorry. It’s all yours. Forgive my rudeness.”

“No problem.”
He ignored me after that, focused on getting the busy bartender’s
attention. Many minutes passed before he was able to order his
scotch, neat.

“Rough day?”
the suited man asked me as he nursed his drink.

“Actually, no.
But tomorrow is going to be interesting so my nerves are shot
tonight.”

“Tell me about
it,” he said, more to himself than to me.

We sat in
silence for a few minutes and then he asked, “The drink helping
your nerves?”

“Not
really.”

“That stinks.
What brings you here? Business or pleasure?”

“Business. What
about yourself?”

He finished his
scotch and ordered another before he replied, “Business. I have a
meeting with Max Bradshaw in the morning. I’m not sure why. I’ve
never met the guy.”

“You don’t
say!” I said as I chuckled. “It’s a small world.”

“Why? You his
girlfriend or something?”

I burst out
laughing. “Do I look like his type? Wait, don’t answer that.” After
a pause, I continued, “I’m here for a meeting with him in the
morning, too. Like you.”

“Really?”

“Really. I have
no idea why though. Do you know why you’re meeting him?” I
asked.

“I have no damn
idea. My meeting is at 10 a.m. here in the hotel.”

“Same time as
my meeting.”

We both took
sips of our drinks and then I asked, “What do you do?” Maybe his
occupation would give us a hint.

“I’m a power
engineer. I take care of the physical aspects of buildings. How
about you? What do you do?”

“I’m a
technological electrician. I started out as a regular electrician
and somehow morphed into the tech side of it.”

“That’s cool. I
haven’t come across too many women in your position.”

“Me
neither.”

The guy stuck
out his hand and said, “My name is Sam Roberts.”

I shook it.
“Diana Block. Nice to meet you.”

“You too. Where
do you live?”

“Seattle.
You?”

“Houston,
Texas. So the meeting likely isn’t a geographical thing.”

We finished the
dregs of our drinks in silence. When Sam put down his empty glass,
he said, “Want to go check out where the meeting will be?”

“Sure. Sounds
good to me.”

We both tossed
a few bills next to our empty glasses and meandered toward the
lobby. Sam stopped a passing bellhop to get directions to our
meeting room. The young man insisted on showing us the way so we
followed him down a series of hallways. “Thank you,” Sam and I said
in unison as the bellhop gestured us inside.

The room was
massive, more like a ballroom than a conference room. A team of
people were setting up the space with dozens of tables, each table
seating eight people. A row of tables was set up along one wall
with food serving dishes on top. “It looks like it’s not going to
be an intimate meeting,” Sam said.

“That’s an
understatement,” I replied, thinking of how many people Max must’ve
flown to New York and put up for tomorrow’s get-together.

“Excuse me,
please,” someone said from behind us.

I jumped as I
turned around, making eye contact with a guy maneuvering a trolley
that held over a dozen chairs. “So sorry,” I said as Sam and I
stepped to the side so he could get by us.

Sam and I both
turned to leave at the same time and headed for the bank of
elevators. “Tomorrow is going to be very intriguing,” he said.

“It sure is. It
looks like it’s going to be quite the gathering.”

“Yeah. I
counted over thirty tables and at eight seats a pop, that’s 240
people. It’s got to be something huge,” Sam said.

“I’ll bet
that’s an understatement. Considering your job and mine, maybe he’s
building a massive hotel or resort that he wants us to help with?”
I guessed.

“Heck, maybe
he’s building a whole compound of buildings.”

Sam wasn’t far
off the mark.

 



Chapter 2

Diana Block

 


“Diana, over
here!” I heard someone yell the next morning as I grabbed a large
cup of coffee at the hot drinks station in the massive conference
room. I looked up to see Sam waving enthusiastically at me from a
few tables away. “I’ve been saving you a seat,” he said as I closed
the gap between us. His table was nearly full; there was just one
empty spot next to him that he was gesturing to.

I slid into the
chair and said, “Good morning.”

“Good morning,
sleepyhead. I was wondering if you were going to make it.”

“The check-in
line was backed up.”

I took a gulp
of coffee, relishing the caffeine jolt that hit my body. “Any clue
about today?” I asked, although we would find out the reason for
the gathering in minutes.

“No, but this
motley group of people around us have similar occupations to us:
engineer, hazardous goods technician, fire chief, welder, criminal
investigator, and a plumber,” he said as he pointed in turn to the
other six people sitting around the table.

“Interesting,”
I said. “Bradshaw just needs to put us out of our misery.”

I’d barely said
the words when a stunning black man in a superbly tailored suit
stepped up to the podium centered on the stage. “Good morning
ladies and gentlemen. If you can take your seats…” He stood
patiently in silence as he waited for the stragglers to sit down. I
studied the Idris Elba doppelganger, curious who he was.

When the room
was quiet, the hottie spoke again, “Thank you all for coming here
this morning. These next few hours are going to blow your mind.”
After a pause, he continued, “My name is Luther Stanton and I’m the
project manager for Zion. Bear with the mystery for a moment longer
as Max Bradshaw is the best person to fill you in on this exciting
project. We know you will have a lot of questions about Zion. We
will stay as long as it takes to answer all of them. We ask that
you keep your questions for when Max is done his presentation.
Let’s not keep you waiting any longer. Ladies and gentlemen, I
present Max Bradshaw.”

A lovely
redhead led Max from a door to the left of the stage and up to the
podium. Luther took Max’s elbow when he was close and guided Max’s
hand to the microphone stand. A wave of applause coursed through
the room and everyone stood, although Max wouldn’t know that.
Luther covered the microphone with his hand, whispered something in
Max’s ear, and left the stage.

When the
applause was dying down, Max said, “I want to thank you all for
coming here today. I know you have busy lives and I am grateful to
each and every one of you for taking the time to be here. You are
under no obligation to stay and are free to leave at any time. If
you choose to go, please tell the lady at the door so we know you
have no interest in moving forward with Zion.”

No one made a
move to go. No one even fidgeted. Max was enigmatic and
mesmerizing. I wasn’t going anywhere and no one else appeared to be
either.

“You are all
here today so I can share the details of my latest project. I want
each and every one of you to be a part of it. Zion. I don’t usually
share much about my personal life but in this case, I must so you
understand what brought me to this point.”

After clearing
his throat, Max continued, “Ten years ago to this day, the love of
my life, Tabitha, was brutally attacked and killed. I lost my
eyesight in the same attack that took her life. I was jaded and
angry afterward, as you may be able to imagine. I hated everything
about this world. I wanted to live in a world where violence didn’t
happen and people could live without fear. I also wanted a place
that fostered civility, the kind of courteousness that has been
lost in the technological era we now live in. I had the means and
resources available to make such a place happen. So I created
Zion.”

Max took a sip
of water from the bottle next to the microphone and continued, “I
acquired an island in the French Polynesian island chain. It is
north of New Zealand, east of Samoa. It is almost 10,000 square
miles in size, approximately the size of the state of
Massachusetts. Over the years, I’ve added infrastructure. I’ve
built homes and offices and apartment complexes throughout the
island. At this point, we also have two recreation facilities, a
state-of-the-art hospital, a museum, and a library. The airport on
the island is more than adequate to handle the traffic. We have
reached the point where we are going to start settling people on
Zion to live permanently. That is why all of you are here. Your
jobs and careers are those that we need full-time on Zion. Each of
you has a particular skill that we require and we invite you to
join our team.”

A couple of
people started talking. When Max held his hand up, they immediately
quieted. “Please hold your questions until the end. As I was
saying, I invite each of you to join our team. That would involve
moving to Zion and living there permanently. If you have spouses or
children, they are invited as well. You are free to come and go
from the island as you wish, of course. Or to leave, whenever you
wish to do so.”

Max continued,
“Now for the part that may make some of you get up and leave. Zion
will be civilized and well-mannered. There is a zero-tolerance
policy in that regard. Not following the rules will lead to being
instantly banned from the island for life. The rules involve points
like no cell phones on the island. No abusive or foul language. No
disrespect toward others. A breakdown of all the rules will be
given to you along with a copy of your contract when I am done
talking today. I know I am asking a lot of you so you will have 30
days to consider the contract. After that we will find someone else
to fill your position.”

Max paused for
another drink before continuing, “I want to reiterate: The whole
purpose of Zion is to have a place where people can live in peace
and harmony. No abuse or violence of any kind will be tolerated.
Everyone who comes to the island will be thoroughly vetted, as all
of you have been. Okay, I know you have questions. I ask that you
line up at the microphone stand in the middle of the room and we
will get to all of you, I promise.”

Luther strolled
back onto the stage, taking a spot next to Max. Max said, “Luther
will answer most of your logistical questions and I’ll tackle the
conceptual ones.”

Luther pointed
at the first guy who’d reached the mic, beating the dozens of
others behind him. “I hate to sound like the greedy person in the
room but how much will we get paid to be a part of your
island?”

Max replied,
“The salary you and everyone else will be offered is comparable to
others in your industry. But we also provide a monthly housing
stipend that will be enough for most of you to cover the entire
rent of an apartment. So your rent or mortgage costs will be
minimal. If you want a house instead of an apartment, for example,
you cover the additional expense out of your salary.”

“Next,” Luther
said as the man ambled back to his table and an older guy stepped
up to the mic.

“Do we get a
car?”

Max answered
that question, too, “Because of how we developed the island, few
people will need a car or truck. The majority in you will use
modified golf carts. If your job requires a vehicle bigger than
that, a truck can be arranged for you. Next question please.”

A mousy woman
who looked about 12-years-old asked, “Can I take my cat with
me?”

“Pets are more
than welcome. Animals with up-to-date vaccines can go immediately
home with their owners upon arrival. Others will have a brief
quarantine period upon arrival,” Max said.

“What if I want
to take my cell phone?” That question was asked by a man so young
that he probably didn’t remember a world without cell phones.

Max replied,
“Cell phones are non-negotiable. The whole point of Zion is a
return to civility. A return to a time when people said hello to
strangers and helped their neighbors. You will not go out to dinner
and see the couple next to you ignoring each other while they both
study their phones. You will not drive around Zion and almost get
run over by someone who is texting and not watching the road. All
phones will be landlines and corded. Internet, email, and the like
will be readily available but it will be hardwired in. There will
not be Wi-Fi anywhere. People may have a desktop computer or laptop
in their home, if they want one. It will be attached to an Internet
hardline connection. The same will apply at work if your job
requires you to have a computer.”

The kid sulked
as he walked back to his table, clearly not happy with what Max had
said. I doubted that he would make it to Zion.

The next person
in line asked, “Will there be a political or government system on
Zion?”

Max tackled
that question, “Not in the traditional sense that you are thinking
of. Voting will likely never happen, for example. A board comprised
of myself, Luther, and four other people are the governing body for
now. As people leave the board, others will take their place. The
replacements will be chosen by the remaining five board members. We
will make the rules and the law enforcement system will uphold them
just like in a traditional first world country. All that said, we
strive to be open and transparent and will consider any suggestions
from those who live on Zion. We want everyone who lives there to be
happy.”

A middle-aged
man who looked jaded stepped up to the mic. “It sounds like a
prison, albeit a nice one. Is that the case here?”

A brief flash
of anger or frustration crossed Max’s face before he tucked it
away. “Not at all. No one is required to go to Zion and for those
who are there, they are free to leave at any time. All we ask of
you is that when you are on Zion, you follow the rules. That is the
same as anywhere you live. The only difference is that you are
immediately removed from the island if you ignore the rules.
Everything is clearly laid out for you ahead of time. There will be
no surprises. If you aren’t completely comfortable with the rules,
don’t go. Zion will be a haven, a place where people want to live
and work. I anticipate we will have a waiting list when 30 days are
up. A waiting list of people who want to work on Zion, I mean.
There is no obligation, trust me.”

Max continued,
“There are going to be people who sign their contract and go to
Zion but once they are there, they may find that it’s not their
thing. That’s fine. You simply resign your job and leave.”

Luther put his
hand on Max’s arm and moved closer to the mic. “I’m sure this has
all been a lot for all of you to take in. We are going


































































































cover.jpg
/10n:
Land of Solace

Toby A. Welch





