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Prologue




They called it the Great Schism.

Looking back now, I suppose everyone should
have seen it coming. After all, the country had gradually become
increasingly polarized over the last century into two diametrically
opposed groups, each on the extreme ends of the cultural
spectrum.

The ideological beliefs that these two
groups embraced shifted and fluctuated somewhat over time, but
perhaps the underlying difference that set them apart was as old as
humanity itself, and it was part of the larger battle for the
hearts and minds of humanity that had waged on since the world
began. Maybe the conflict between the two groups grew out of the
ancient battle between the light and the darkness, between good and
evil, between those who served God and those who did not.

Some believe this conflict first began in
the Garden of Eden, when Eve was deceived by the serpent and sin
first entered the human heart; that it took root when Cain, the
first man born to Adam & Eve, murdered his brother Abel, the
second man born to them. In time God established the children of
Israel as His chosen people, and taught the world His laws and the
difference between right and wrong, and gave humanity the
opportunity to serve Him. In due time Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
came into the world to ultimately save humanity from sin, to
restore humanity’s relationship with God, and to reveal even
greater truths. Since that time man’s rebellion against God would
claim many victims, as a succession of Roman Emperors sought out
and exterminated Christians throughout the empire. Some emperors,
like Nero, had Christians set afire to be used as torches in his
garden, while small Christian children were wrapped in sheepskins
before being sent to their deaths in the arena with ravenous
dogs.

Centuries later, following Constantine’s
embrace of Christianity and the creation of the Holy Roman Empire,
the conflict morphed into something new—science versus
religion—with the scientific discoveries of men like Copernicus and
Galileo that went against Church teachings, leading many to begin
questioning their faith in God and His Church.

The battle intensified in
the 19th century with the publication of Origin of the Species by Charles
Darwin, and the now infamous Scopes trial of 1925, and expanded
significantly during and following the cultural revolution of the
1960s. Nowhere, however, was the conflict more evident than the
battle to legalize abortion, with science on one side of the issue
and religion on the other. The issue was resolved legally with the
landmark decision by the U.S. Supreme Court known as Roe vs. Wade,
which made abortions legal across the United States.

Thus, the age old conflict soon came to be
known as The Culture War, a term which basically gave a label to an
ancient dilemma. Inside the United States, it was considered by
many to be an ideological war between the progressive movement and
those who held to more traditional, or conservative ideals.

By the early 1960s the progressive movement,
or “liberals,” especially the media, had begun infiltrating all
areas of government, especially schools, universities, and the
judicial branch, affording them the opportunity to have the
greatest impact in the shortest timeframe possible. These inroads
enabled them to make tremendous progress in their efforts to spread
their influence worldwide. The liberal ideology quickly spread like
wildfire on college campuses across America, spurred on by
like-minded professors who shared the liberal vision of a society
free of God and everything that went along with Him.

The traditional, or “conservative,” movement
was caught off-guard, and was somewhat ill-prepared to deal with
the onslaught, though by the 1990s they had started “digging-in”
and began mounting a series of short-lived counter attacks,
including The Christian Coalition, Speaker of the House Newt
Gingrich’s Contract with America, and later the Tea Party.

By the close of the first decade of the new
millennium, a new president, elected with the hope of bringing the
nation together, had proven to be one of the most divisive
presidents in American history, deepening the divisiveness and
distrust already in progress by forcing both sides to harden their
positions on issues such as legal immigration versus illegal
immigration, free trade versus America first, homosexual rights
versus traditional marriage, and unlimited tax and spend versus
fiscal responsibility.

Throughout most of the
21st century the divide grew deeper and deeper, until eventually
someone decided that, in America at least, it might be best if the
two competing ideological groups segregated, essentially splitting
the country into two equal parts, with the more liberal citizens
migrating toward the west coast and the more conservative citizens
migrating toward the east coast. Many reasoned that the United
States had, after all, been divided nearly 50/50 for over a century
anyway; this step only made it official.

On January 21, 2076, a large gathering of
activists in San Francisco, California, led by Governor Jose Leto,
suddenly declared that the entire liberal movement, now calling
itself the People’s Liberal Socialist Democratic State, was
seceding from the United States and forming its own government. The
secession was, of course, considered an act of rebellion, leaving
the rest of the country no choice but to respond, leading to the
start of the Second Civil War of the United States.

Soon after it began, however, it soon became
clear that the outcome of the second war would be considerably
different than the first. The PLSDS was losing terribly and was on
the verge of annihilation; with the PLSDS too stubborn or too
foolhardy to surrender despite abundant devastation and massive
casualties, the leadership in Washington, DC eventually decided to
end the war in hopes that one day, the two halves would eventually
become whole again. The move was widely celebrated, since most
people understood that had the war continued much longer, the
devastation and death resulting from even a nuke-free war would not
have left enough of the PLSDS to rejoin the rest of the country.
So, the war ended in a cease fire, and concluded with an eventual
peace treaty, which was signed on a Christmas Eve nearly three
years after the war began, on December 24, 2079.

The war had taken a very
heavy toll, however, and not just on the United States. By the year
2079 global economies had become intricately intertwined and
linked, so much so that even countries who had the foresight to see
what was coming before the secession of the PLSDS had been unable to untangle
themselves in time to avert disaster. With the economic and
financial infrastructure of the world’s largest economy, the United
States, in complete collapse and disarray following the Great
Schism, country after country soon found themselves following suit.
Economy after economy crashed, until the entire global market had
collapsed to the point that it would be several decades before it
was ever to recover to the point that any meaningful trading could
take place again. It was a global disaster of biblical proportions,
which left governments, who might otherwise have sought to
capitalize on the misfortunes of the United States, so busy trying
to hold their own countries together that it offered them little
time to cause trouble.

With the PLSDS having left and taken half
the country with it, the more conservative citizens of what
remained of the United States, coming to grips with the new state
of affairs, decided to make a fresh start of it as well, changing
the name of what remained of their country to the Free Market
Republic of Conservatism.

On that dark day for the
world, and what was to become a very sad day for America, after
nearly three-hundred years as a nation, the country that rose to
become the most powerful nation the world has ever known, the
United States of America, was suddenly no more. From then on there
would be not one civilization between Canada and Mexico, but
two, the People’s
Liberal Socialist Democratic State, commonly referred to as The
Blue Zone, and the Free Market Republic of Conservatism, commonly
referred to as The Red Zone.

A single nation, once divided by ideology,
had split into two distinct provinces now ruled by the respective
ideology of each. It was a social experiment that would have
ramifications for billions of people the world over for generations
to come.
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Chapter 1

 


July 1, 2126

 


The butt of the weapon struck my friend on
the side of his head, producing a cracking sound that I could
easily hear over the crowd. The blow barely missed his temple, a
blow that would likely have killed him. I would have considered it
a mercy, given what he’d already been through and what lay ahead of
him. Undoubtedly the soldier who’d struck him would have been
executed on the spot had the reckless blow prematurely killed the
man who had been like a brother to me, the leader of the
revolution, and my best friend’s husband.

From where I stood watching from across the
crowded stadium, I could catch glimpses of his face as he made his
way toward the platform, surrounded by soldiers from both camps.
The pronounced limp and the repeated tumbles to the pavement, along
with the swollen eyes and blood flowing from his nose and mouth,
made it evident that he’d been severely beaten and tortured, his
captors determined to glean all the information they could about
the number of remaining resistance fighters, troop movements, and
planned attacks prior to his very public execution.

Eventually my friend cleared the crowd and
entered the area surrounding the platform where the security and
police forces were, and I was offered a much better view of his
face. I sighed heavily, relaxed, and took in a deep breath upon
catching a glimpse of the now all-too-familiar look of pure
determination, and even a slight grin, on his bloodied, tortured
face. I shook my head in amazement, wondering how he was able to
keep his composure after the way he’d been treated. I supposed he
knew they would have eventually extracted everything they wanted to
know, given enough time and torture, but there was a sense of
urgency for the Red Council to bring an abrupt end to the
revolution, and their inability to break him gave him some measure
of victory over his enemies, however slight the victory may have
been. At last I had come to understand something that had puzzled
me since he’d been chosen to lead the resistance; why Daniel?
Watching my friend sneer at his enemies to his left as he
approached the steps to the platform, it was clear that it was his
strength, his raw courage, and faith that had brought them so far,
nearly to the point of toppling not just one government, but two.
Daniel truly was a man of great strength and courage.


 



Chapter 2

Twenty-Four Years Earlier

 


October 21, 2102

 


The two women sat without speaking in the
back of the spacious limousine, with the younger of the two women
wearing a lavender dress and a gold necklace that would easily have
cost the other more than a year’s salary. It would not take a
discerning eye to conclude the older woman was likely employed by
the younger, and in truth, this was the case, for Helen Jacobski
was indeed the housekeeper for Amanda Williamson.

It was dark outside, yet a reading light
inside the limousine enabled Helen to read from a small paperback
while the limousine made its way through the endless stoplights,
turns, and stretches of road.

If time passed quickly and easily for Helen,
the same could hardly be said for Amanda. Her brow often furrowed
as she stared aimlessly out the window, her mind fully engaged with
whatever thoughts occupied her mind. The occasional biting of the
lip only served to accentuate the anxiety she felt over whatever
was about to happen.

“Are you okay, Mrs.
Williamson?”

The housekeeper’s question broke the
silence, and for a moment, distracted Amanda from her concerns.

“Quite, thank you, Helen,”
she replied, aware her answer was only half true. “At least, I
think so.”

“If you’re having second
thoughts, ma’am, I’m certain it won’t be any problem at all; I can
just tell—”

“No…no, Helen, it’s not
that. You know how long Paul and I’ve waited for something like
this.”

“Yes, ma’am, I
do.”

“It’s just…well, are we
doing the right thing?”

“I suppose only you can
answer that, Mrs. Williamson.”

Amanda smiled back at the older woman, and
nodded. She knew Helen was right.

***

Amanda and Helen were sitting across the
table from one another, engaged in some idle conversation, when a
much younger woman in a black leather jacket, most likely in her
late teens, entered the restaurant. She was beautiful, despite
having something of an unhealthy demeanor, something Amanda felt
certain couldn’t have been helped any by the sort of lifestyle she
was certain the young woman lived.

The visitor looked around in all directions
for several seconds until her eyes finally landed on Helen. Her
eyes immediately widened, and an expression of joy mixed with
sadness and fear covered her face as she approached the table. The
two women stood up to greet her.

“Helen!”

“Jasmine, dear! How are
you holding up?”

“About as well as can be
expected, I suppose, Helen. The doctors…well, they say I won’t have
to wait much longer.”

“Oh…I’m so sorry,
sweetheart, truly I am!”

Jasmine smiled appreciatively before turning
to Amanda. “You must be Amanda Williamson.”

“I am; it’s such a
pleasure to meet you, my dear. You must be Jasmine.”

“Yeah, that’s right.” The
younger woman studied Amanda for several moments, as if assessing
her trustworthiness. After a while, she nodded to herself, as if
concluding she liked her. Jasmine then reached up and unzipped her
jacket. Nestled inside her jacket was a beautiful baby dressed in a
pink outfit. “And this is Kayla.”

Jasmine carefully took Kayla and held her
for several moments, looking into her daughter’s emerald-green eyes
for some time, before finally looking up at Amanda. Perhaps it was
the look of warmth she saw in the woman’s face, or maybe it was the
tears Jasmine saw forming in the corners of Amanda’s eyes. For
whatever reason, without saying another word Jasmine smiled and
handed Kayla to Amanda, whose stunned expression amused
Jasmine.

“What; you wanted to adopt
a baby, didn’t you?”

Amanda stood there for a while, speechless.
“Oh yes, of course. She’s just so…beautiful!”

“Yeah, she is, isn’t
she?”

Amanda stood staring at Jasmine for several
seconds, until the girl grew increasingly uncomfortable.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing.

“What?”

“Well…I was just
wondering—”

“Why I’m giving her
up?”

Amanda furrowed her brow before eventually
nodding.

“Because
I’m dying. I can’t trust
myself to take care of her anymore.”

“I’m…very, very sorry, my
dear.”

“Don’t be; we all die
eventually, it’s just a matter of time. I didn’t know about the
cancer until after she was born. When I found out I started looking
around to see who might take care of her when I’m gone; her
dirt-bag father was nowhere to be found, both of my parents are
dead, and I don’t have any other relatives around that I can depend
on. To be honest, I was scared to death about what was going to
happen to my little Kayla….” Tears burst forth on their own accord,
no longer willing to be constrained. Amanda rushed over and wrapped
her free arm around Jasmine, who continued. “So, when I was telling
Helen about my situation, and she told me about you and your
husband, that you’d been unable to adopt because you’re such a
traditional couple, we thought you’d be the perfect couple to adopt
Kayla.”

“Listen, Jasmine, I think
you’re a very brave, young woman. If you’re willing, I’d very much
like for you to come live with us, and with Kayla.”

Jasmine gently pulled away from Amanda so
she could look her in the eyes. “Are you saying you’d like to adopt
me too?”

Amanda smiled warmly at Jasmine. She also
turned for a moment and looked at Helen, who to her surprise had
tears streaming down her face.

“Yes, Jasmine, I suppose I
am. What do you say…will you come live with us?”

Jasmine looked at Amanda, at Kayla, then at
Helen, who nodded at her with great encouragement. Jasmine turned
and looked back at Kayla, and after gently rubbing her head, looked
back at Amanda. “Yeah, thanks; I think I’d like that very
much.”


 



Chapter 3

Six Years Earlier

 


August 15, 2120

 


Daniel Washington stared out of the window
and into the darkness of Sector 48, watching the rain fall. His
eyes darted here and there, from the lights of a nearby building to
the flashing lights of air traffic, his hair still dripping water
on the floor from where he’d stepped out of the shower minutes
earlier.

Like everyone else in the sector he’d spent
a full day at school each day, followed by a half-day of work, and
now, at the end of the week, he was exhausted and feeling it. Life
was hard for most in the Free Market Republic of Conservatism, or
what those who grew up there commonly called The Red Zone, or RZ.
It wasn’t something anyone talked about; no one had to. Sometimes,
on days like today, as he continued staring out into the rain,
Daniel would wonder what kind of incredible, wonderful life he
might have had if he’d only been born inside the New Zion Church or
the Corporate Synod instead of the Production Class. He’d heard
stories about the tall, gleaming cathedrals in New Zion City, and
the glittering commercial towers in Synod City. How wonderful it
must have been to live and raise a family there!

Aside from The NZC and Synod, Daniel had
also heard stories of what life was like inside the Executive and
Intelligentsia classes, two more strata of society in the Red Zone.
Considered by everyone to be far superior to the physical laborers
in the Production Class, members of the Executive and
Intelligentsia classes were granted privileges far beyond those
held by families like his. His class was, after all, at the bottom
of the barrel, even inside the management tier where Daniel’s
family was positioned. Brother Thomas, their local NZC priest, was
keen to remind Daniel that he’d been born into the Production Class
to serve the greater good, and that he should be grateful to the
benevolent, life-giving universe for the opportunity to suffer the
heat, the physical labor, and the occasional unhealthy air.

Some, however, thought life in the Red Zone
was perfect, a utopia of sorts. The Blue Zone rebels, who were
somewhat begrudgingly permitted to live in Sector 48, often shared
stories of life in the Blue Zone. According to the rebels, life was
far worse there, with widespread shortages of food and supplies,
and a growing death rate among the general populace. Unless you
were in the Gentry, or one of the other socially protected classes,
access to employment, like food, was rare. To the Blue Zone rebels,
life in Sector 48 was paradise.

Like nearly everyone else who lived in
Sector 48, Daniel and his family were members of the blue-collar
Production Class. Like most other families who lived there, they
were also devout members of the New Zion Church, or the NZC as it
was commonly called. His father, Harold, was a mid-level manager
over a group of production laborers at Zion Industries, and his
mother was a low-level teacher at Synod City Modular School.

As a member of a lower-class, very little
news of what was happening in other sectors ever made it into 48.
It was one of the things Daniel had always hated about his station
in life, the way the Corporate Synod kept his class in the dark
about nearly everything of any importance. Except for the
occasional resistance broadcast, only the most mundane and trivial
events ever made it into the corporate news broadcasts. They may
not have been called prisoners, but they certainly were treated as
if they were.

The problem in Sector 48, and if the rebel
broadcasts could be believed the rest of the Red Zone as well,
wasn’t that the RZ lacked food or jobs. It was the lack of freedom,
the punishing rigor of the work, the growing travel restrictions
both within and between the regions, and the lack of representation
in the Corporate Synod, that together had served to disenfranchise
more and more people and create greater unrest. Citizens of the Red
Zone were now little more than prisoners in their own homes, and
they were getting angrier about it by the day.

To make matters worse, hopelessness and
despair also ran rampant throughout the RZ, especially among the
Production Class, given that the chances of ever improving one’s
place in society was near zero. Word got out that the genetic mods
given to nearly everyone in the Production Class did nothing to
enhance their cognitive abilities, that they were only designed
mostly for strength, stamina, and endurance so that workers would
be more productive and therefore more profitable for the Synod.

People in 48 grew especially outraged when
they learned one particularly disturbing truth about the genetic
modifications the Synod had been making to the children for
decades; the same upgrades that made the workers more profitable
for the Synod also had the unfortunate side-effect of shortening
their lives by as much as two decades. Perhaps, had the Corporate
Synod tolerated dissent and free expression, they could have worked
with the people to change things and correct some of these
inequalities and injustices, and events would have unfolded quite
differently than they did. The Synod tolerated neither dissent nor
free expression, however, especially from anyone in the Production
Class.

For Daniel’s family, their best shot at
escaping the Production Class had come when a man named Reid
Willingsworth had somehow met and then married his Aunt Ruth. Reid
had come from a wealthy family in Synod City, and he’d been
upgraded to Intelligentsia before birth. His Uncle Reid died in a
work-related accident before he and Ruth had any children, however,
thereby dashing the family’s hopes of escaping the perpetual cycle
of generational churn in the Production Class. It seemed they were
doomed to never leave Sector 48.

Had Daniel’s family been
wealthy, they might have been able to afford the genetic upgrades
to Intelligentsia that would have enhanced his cognitive abilities,
thereby virtually guaranteeing him a position in New Zion or Synod
City. But they weren’t wealthy, and he’d never be able to afford the necessary
modifications.

Perhaps everything had worked out for the
best in the end, however. Rumors had been circulating for some time
about side effects related to the genetic upgrades to
Intelligentsia that worried him. These side effects, which seemed
to have gone mostly un-noticed by the public, were generally
associated with the most effective of the cognitive enhancements.
In every case he was personally aware of, the person who’d received
the upgrade had never been the same person afterwards; in every
instance, it seemed as if some part of that man, woman, or child’s
humanity had been forever lost during the process of modifying
their genetic code.

He’d once heard of an applied physics
professor at the city university, Professor Kernard, a Superior
GEMP (Genetically Modified Person), who’d been thrust out of the
prestigious Temple of Divine Business University in New Zion City
after being convicted of corporate heresy. He was a brilliant
professor, with an understanding of physics unlike anything anyone
had ever seen. Professor Kernard was also a very peculiar person,
described by students and some faculty as being virtually devoid of
human emotion, as if the greatly enhanced mental acuity was
accompanied by a corresponding drop in emotional empathy. He’d been
described by some people who knew him as both creepy and
disturbing.

“Are you okay, son?”
Daniel flinched. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Daniel turned to face his father, whose kind
gaze met his own. “No, that’s okay, Dad. I’m fine; I was just
thinking about next week.”

“I’m so proud of you,
Danny. I just can’t say it enough, son. You’ll be the first in our
family to make it out of the factory. Just think son, you’re going
to college; as smart as you are, my boy, you may even make it into
the Intelligentsia Class one day!”

“That’s just it, Dad…I
don’t want to
leave here. I’d rather work in the factory than leave our
family.”

“No! Don’t you
dare say that
again; ever!” The
look of deep concern on his father’s face left Daniel speechless.
“You can’t stay here, son; promise me you won’t! Staying here is an
early death sentence for you, Danny. You’d just be working yourself
into an early grave like the rest of us…it’s no way to live, son.
I’ve always wanted a lot more for you and the others…I just never
knew what I could do to help any of you.” He stood up straight and
cupped his big, calloused hands around his son’s head, just before
a lone tear began streaming down his cheek. “But you; you can make
a difference, Danny…you’re special, son. This world we live in,
it’s wrong, corrupt; the world’s turned upside down. I don’t know
how or why, but I believe you’re meant to do something about it; to
change things for the better.”

“But Dad, if I leave I
probably won’t get a chance to ever see you again, at least not in
person, because of the travel restrictions.”

His father turned and paused for a moment,
taking the opportunity to let out a long, heavy sigh. “I know, son,
I know.” He reached out and pulled Daniel toward him, embracing him
in the kind of long and endearing hug that only a father who dearly
loves his son can give. “You know, son,” he said at length, “my
father once told me that during the Great Schism, one word was
often shared with the public as to why the Red Zone should separate
from the Blue Zone. Care to guess what it was?”

“I don’t know,
Dad.”

“Freedom. It was believed
that separating from the Blue Zone would give each zone greater
freedom to live the way the citizens of each respective zone
wanted.”

“Did it?”

“Well, for a while, yes,
but it didn’t last. It now seems that the Great Schism made a lot
of things worse, much worse, for our people. I can’t say for sure,
but if what I hear about the BZ rebels is true, it seems it hasn’t
worked out well for them either. Perhaps the folks in the BZ had it
wrong; maybe they needed us after all, and maybe we needed
them.”

“What does this have to do
with me, Dad? I love you guys, and I’m just afraid that if I leave
Sector 48 I’ll never see you again!” Tears welled up in Daniel’s
eyes as he stood facing his father.

“My point is this, Daniel.
One day things are going to get better, and when they do, it will happen because
of people like you, son. You’re a good, man, Daniel…you are.
Never forget that. And
you’re also strong, and smart. I’ll tell you something else, son;
good men that are strong and smart, they
can change the world.”


 



Chapter 4

 


The warm feeling from the rays of the sun as
they penetrated her skin caused Kayla to fall into a drowsy,
semi-conscious sleep. She’d already swam twenty laps and was
exhausted from the effort, so it didn’t take much for her to fall
out. Nor did it take much for her to be jolted back to being
wide-awake when something ice-cold suddenly touched and then
covered her back, causing her to gasp for breath before jolting
upright so quickly she nearly forgot the top to her bathing
suit…nearly. She turned to find me standing over her, grinning from
ear-to-ear.

“Christian! Look what you
almost made me do!”

“Yes, I know,” I replied
with a sly smile. “It would have been a real tragedy.”

“Ooohhh…you’re
incorrigible sometimes, Chris, really! What would you have done had
my father been here?” she asked me.

“He’s not, I checked,” I
answered with a laugh. “I’m sorry to disturb your basking in the
sun the way I did, but you were turning as red as a lobster, and at
the rate you were going…well, let’s just say I didn’t want you to
spend tonight and the next few days suffering. I thought I should
warn you; it is, after all, what a friend should do, is it
not?”

I looked down at her and found she was now
smiling at me. “Yes, I suppose it is,” she answered with a giggle,
while she finished reconnecting her bathing suit. When she had
finished she ran over to me and jumped into my arms. “It’s so good
to see you again, Christian. Where have you been for the past
month?”

“Traveling. Didn’t I tell
you?”

“Yes, you said you’d be
gone for short while, but you said nothing about it being for a
whole month! You’re my best friend, Chris, you’re supposed to tell
me everything!”

I dropped my head, ashamed that I’d withheld
from Kayla the length of time I’d be away. She missed me, as I knew
she would, just as I had missed her. We’d been friends for a very
long time, and we were close. “I’m sorry, Kayla. I should have said
something.”

She leaned in slightly and
looked into my eyes. “It’s okay, Christian. I was just
soooo worried about
you.”

That’s when it happened, one of those
moments in life you wish you could take back and do over. Thinking
both of us had the same thing in mind, I leaned in close to her to
kiss her. She jerked back in response.

“Whoa, stop, what’s this?
Hold on now, Chris, we talked about this after we split the last
time, right? We decided—we both
decided—that we’d be better off as friends. I
mean, we agreed,
right? As I recall we tried the whole dating thing, but we both
thought it felt wrong, right? I mean, you’ve got to tell me, Chris,
if I’m wrong about this. I thought we felt the same
way.”

“Yeah…no, we do. We talked
about this. Of course you’re right, Kayla…I’m sorry. Sometimes
I…well, I guess old habits die hard.”

“You’re not having second
thoughts about our arrangement, are you?”

I had to stop and consider
that for a moment. With a slender athletic-build, long, dark,
flowing auburn hair, and fiery-green eyes, Kayla was drop dead
gorgeous to be sure, and she was
a lot of fun to be with. But the truth was, there
just weren’t any sparks or romantic chemistry between us
whatsoever, no matter how much we both wanted there to be. We did
care deeply for one another, however…far too much to allow
ourselves to be the cause of the other’s unhappiness. If the only
way the other person could find happiness was with someone else, we
would not only give our blessing, we would bend over backwards to
help them find it.

“No, I guess I’m not,
Kayla. Sometimes I think
maybe I am, but then I think back to how it was
with us…we tried it, several times, and it was obviously just never
going to work. It’s sad though, because you really are hot, and I
love being with you!”

“Well, so are you, Chris,
and every girl I know thinks so too!”

“Really?”

Kayla nodded. “Okay then, so where were you
all this time?”

“I was on a ‘Compassionate
Doctors’ trip with my father to the Oregon province. There is a
community there that’s suffered through a recent epidemic of
cholera. Apparently, the water supply was tainted and tens of
thousands of people were sick. My father said the Gentry was
growing concerned about it spreading into the California province,
so they sent him to Oregon.”

“Wow, no wonder you were
gone so long. So how did it go?”

“It’s unbelievable, Kayla.
The medical care there is horrible, practically non-existent. It’s
so bad that the only doctor at the facility in the city we went to
had been prioritizing the children by life expectancy, then from
youngest to oldest; isn’t that awful? Oh, hey, listen, I’ve got to
go somewhere for a bit, but there’s something I’d like to show you.
Would you mind some company later this afternoon?”

“Not at all, that sounds
great. I’d love to see you again, silly; there’s so much to talk
about, and we’ve not had a chance to catch up any!”

“Great; then I’ll be back
in a few hours. And, um, Kayla, I’ve someone I’d like you to meet,”
I replied, smiling from ear to ear as I walked out the
door.

“Really? Sounds
intriguing!”

***

I allowed my mind to wander as I drove back
to Kayla’s home later that same day. Her family’s massive estate
would have been considered lavish at any time in history, but
considering that this was post-Schism Blue Zone, it was rare
indeed. Only the most prominent families in the BZ owned such
properties.

Kayla had mentioned to me on several
occasions over the years—when she was feeling contemplative, and
she was quite certain we were alone and not under any type of
surveillance—that her parents felt significant guilt over their
substantial wealth, especially considering the devastating poverty
that now raged throughout the zone. Given the delicate, intricate
attitudes toward the poor and toward each other, she said her
parents had told her that they had to be extremely cautious,
however, and keep such feelings well-hidden. The elite inside the
Gentry jealously guarded their privileged place in society, and
were determined to preserve their own security and way of life no
matter what it might cost someone else. They would kill or arrest
them, seize her family’s estate, and then take it for themselves
long before they’d ever allow the precious resources of such a
powerful gentry to fall into the hands of the common people.

I’d known Kayla since we were in primary
indoctrination together, so I’d come to know her and her parents
well. I knew them to be good people, which sometimes led me to
wonder why, with all their wealth and their kind demeanor, they
didn’t do more to help the less fortunate, regardless of what
others in the Gentry might do to them. I suppose at the time I
expected they should give everything they owned to others. Only
later did I come to understand what a mistake that would have been.
Such an act of generosity would have been quickly depleted, and the
situation made even more dire. It was time to face the fact that
the system was broken and not working. The system had to be fixed,
and that could only come about through political change, either by
working inside the system to change it, or by toppling it and
creating a new one.

Traffic had been light as it often was these
days, so it had taken me no more than fifteen minutes to make the
short drive to her family’s estate from my family’s more modest
home on the outer edges of the city. I smiled as I approached the
first pair of guards stationed at the outer gate into the estate,
which sat between two tall, massive stone walls. While magnificent,
they were clearly as powerful and effective as they were beautiful.
Tall, luscious palm trees lined the outside of the wall.

“Good afternoon, Sam,” I
said to the older man, as I extended my arm out the shielded
opening for the guards at the entrance to scan. He’d seen me come
and go for years, of course, but he knew he could lose his job for
not following protocol to the letter. Not to mention that the
Gentry Enforcers would have his head on a platter were he ever to
ignore protocol and they found out he’d done so. Sam followed
procedure and scanned my arm.

“Good afternoon, sir. Here
to see Miss Kayla this fine day?”

“You bet.”

“And who’s this little
lady?”

“She’s a very special
friend of mine. Her name is also Sam.”

“Well then, her name
should be easy for me to remember. Hello Sam, it’s nice to meet
you! Shall I register her as your guest, sir?”

“Please do.”

“Very good. Last name,
please?”

“Woodward.”

“Okay, very good. Well
then, head right on in, sir. It was very nice to meet you, Sam. I
hope you both have a very pleasant day.”

“You too, Sam,” I
answered. “Thanks.”

I drove in through the gates and made my way
down the long road toward the next gate, with the large, beautiful
mansion waiting some distance beyond it.

“Wow, that’s
butiful!” The squeal of
excitement that came from the seat beside me caused me to smile as
we neared the second gate.

“Yes, it certainly is,” I
replied, as the car pulled up to the gate. Another security guard
approached the car, this one much taller and larger, with a hard
and penetrating stare that always unnerved me. His name was Jarrod
Cain. It was said that he’d been deployed on the front lines during
some of the fiercest battles of the Great Los Angeles Riot, where
he’d come to be feared by friend and foe alike.

“Good afternoon, Mr.
Jefferson.”

“Good
afternoon.”

“One moment please, Mr.
Jefferson. I need to call it in. We’ve been on a higher level of
alert than normal since the latest wave of riots began spreading
throughout the region. It won’t take but just a moment,
sir.”

“No worries; I
understand.”

Jarrod nodded and walked back to the small
station inside of the booth. He sat down on a stool facing a small
console, pushed a button on his special glasses, and began
speaking.

“Scan vehicle.”

A small globe-shaped drone rose from inside
the booth and hovered silently until it was positioned directly in
front of the vehicle. It then emitted a green beam of light that
focused on the front passenger areas of the vehicle. Images of the
two passengers appeared above the console, while streams of data
split out in two tables on the console itself. Moments later, the
data and images disappeared and the words ALL CLEAR flashed on the
screen.

“Okay, Mr. Jefferson,
you’re cleared to proceed inside the mansion. Thank you for your
patience, and have a nice day.”

“Thanks, Jarrod, you
too.”

We continued down the same road until at
last we arrived at the front of the palatial mansion. I stopped the
car out front and a man in a red and black uniform soon appeared
with a ticket in hand. My passenger and I climbed out of my car,
and after taking the ticket, watched as the man drove the car
towards the estate’s underground parking garage. We climbed the
first three steps from the driveway, walked several yards, and then
climbed a few more before finally arriving at the door. Before
knocking or wringing the bell, the door suddenly opened brightly in
front of as if on its own accord, and Jerome, the butler, stood
smiling.

“Ah, hello again, Master
Jefferson, it’s good to see you again, sir.”

“Hello again, Jerome,
thank you.”

“And who might
this be?” he asked,
smiling warmly towards my companion.

“This is my new friend,
Samantha. I’ve brought her here to meet Kayla.”

“Oh, my, she will be most
delighted…I’m certain of it, Mister Jefferson. Oh, please, come in.
She is expecting you, of course.”

We’d only taken five or six steps inside the
entrance of the massive home when Kayla appeared as if out of
nowhere, throwing her arms around me as if she’d not seen me in
years. She finally released her hold on my neck long enough to turn
and see the little girl standing behind her, staring back with her
dark-brown hair and fierce blue eyes.

“Chris…have you already
ditched me for another girl, even if she is as pretty as this one?”
Kayla walked over to the little girl, who stood facing her with a
mixture of fear and awe. “Hello little girl,” she said, stooping
over to meet her at eye level. “And what is your name?”

“My name is Samantha, but
most people call me Sam.”

“And how old are you,
Sam?” she asked the girl.

“I’m seven years old,” she
replied, looking over at me for assurance. I just nodded my head
and smiled back.

“Well, you certainly are a
beautiful, precious little girl, Sam,” Kayla told her, smiling
excitedly. Kayla then suddenly turned toward the back of the house
and called out, “Jerome!”

Jerome appeared a short time later. “Yes,
Miss Kayla?”

“I think our little guest
here would enjoy a tour of our topiary garden; would you like that,
Sam?”

“What is a
topee-airy?

“It’s a garden with bushes
shaped like all kinds of wonderful animals, like elephants, camels,
lions, and giraffes. Do you think you’d enjoy that?”

“Oh, yes!”

“Jerome, would you please
escort our little guest on a tour of the garden?

“Certainly, Miss
Kayla.”

Sam held out her hand to Jerome, who then
took it into his own. He looked back with uncertainty at Kayla, who
simply smiled in reply and shrugged her shoulders. Within seconds
the two had vanished, leaving Kayla free to give me the third
degree.

“Okay, Chris, spill; what
gives?”

“She’s cute as a button,
isn’t she?” I asked, testing her patience to its limits.

“Christian
Jefferson!”

“Okay, okay, I’ll tell
you…please just don’t get cross with me again!” I replied, laughing
so hard my right side started to hurt. I gestured for her to sit
down on a nearby sofa and I sat next to her. The solemnity of the
girl’s tale forced an abrupt change in my demeanor that Kayla
noticed immediately. “My father and I met Sam on our recent trip to
Oregon. Do you recall how desperate I described the situation to
be?”

Kayla instantly dropped her head in shame
upon recalling the sad affair. “Yes, I remember.”

“Well, it turns out that a
number of the people there, including several children, were in
urgent need of organ transplants to save their lives. One of them
was in far worse shape than the rest.”

“Let me guess; that child
was Sam?”

I nodded solemnly in response. “Sadly, it
was. It’s a shame, too…she’s such a sweet little girl.”

“Will you be able to help
her, Chris?” she asked me, her eyes filled with concern for a
little girl who was still a complete stranger to her.

“That’s why we brought her
with us. Father called before we left and had her added to the
emergency donor list; we understand she’s next in line.”

“Really? How? She’s
clearly not Gentry…she’s just a little girl from Oregon, a
commoner. How was he able to arrange that?”

“Well, as you know, my
father is not without a little pull around the capital. It didn’t
hurt that she’s such a precious little girl.”

Kayla managed a slight smile, which
accompanied the puzzled expression and furrowed brow. “Really?
That’s all it took?”

“No, I’m just kidding. He
does have a lot of pull, and she really is precious, but even
together it was nowhere near enough to leapfrog Sam ahead of the
Gentry children already in line. Of course, it didn’t matter that
not one of those children were in any immediate danger, much less
in anywhere near as much danger as Sam. Still, all of that together
was still nowhere near enough to make any difference to those
selfish snobs. No, my father had a little help.”

“From who?”

“From your father?”

“My father? Seriously?”

We were both distracted for a moment as we
saw the wispy figure of a little girl run playfully by one of the
windows close to where we now sat in the living room, followed by
poor Jerome, who was doing his best to keep up with the little girl
while giving chase.

“Yeah. I don’t know how,
or why, but my father called yours and the next thing you know,
voila, Sam’s at the top of the list. It’s a good thing,
too.”

“Why do you say
that?”

I involuntarily swallowed hard at the
question. I knew Kayla, and I knew how easy it was for her to grow
attached to someone, particularly someone like little Sam, and to a
cause like hers. “Because the doctors were doubtful she had more
than a month, two at the outside, to live.”

“No…no way, Christian.
You must be
mistaken! Look at that little girl outside running and playing;
she’s so full of life and vigor! They were mistaken.”

“There was no mistake,
Kayla; my father triple-checked the results himself.” I paused to
walk over to the window. I looked outside briefly, and upon finding
what I was looking for, called over to Kayla. “Come here, Kayla,
and take a look out the window.”

Kayla hurried over to me
and peered outside at where Jerome now stood, bent over Sam, who
sat down on the ground in front of him, exhausted and completely
out of breath. “It’s her heart, Kayla. Sam’s young, but her
heart is unable to pump enough oxygen to the rest of her body.
She’s been able to get by until now because she’s so small, but as
she grows—”

“Her heart has a harder
and harder time keeping up?”

“Yes, pretty
much.”

“That poor thing.” Kayla
opened the window and yelled out to the butler and little girl.
“Jerome, please bring Samantha inside so she can rest. Perhaps
she’d enjoy some almond ice cream and some wafers.”

“Oh yes, please!” Samantha
yelled back in reply, jumping up and preparing to race back in,
being restrained by a thoughtful and concerned Jerome.

“Please, Miss Samantha,
take it slow. The ice cream will still be there when we get
inside.”

***

So engrossed was Sebastian Ross in the
information presented on the datapad sitting on the desk before
him, he never noticed the sound of the door to his study opening
behind him. He was, therefore, quite surprised when a pair of
delicate arms suddenly wrapped themselves around his torso.

“Oh, Daddy, I think it’s
so wonderful. You’re so wonderful…thank you!”

Sebastian smiled warmly as he turned away
from the desk, thankful for the respite his wonderful daughter’s
attention offered from the daily politics of his office.

“To what do I owe such
wonderful accolades, my darling Kayla?”

“Chris told me all about
Sam, Dad, and I think it’s wonderful what you did.”

Sebastian tightened his lips slightly, but
not so much that it caught Kayla’s attention. “Yes, well, you know
how much I respect Chris’s father, Dr. Jefferson, and the work he
does. When he called and asked…well, I could hardly refuse
him.”

Kayla eyed her father with suspicion.
“Uh-huh. So, it had nothing to do with a little girl needing your
help…a little girl who needed your help the same way I once needed
it?”

“Now hold on a minute,”
her father protested, before Kayla turned and walked towards the
door.

“It’s okay, Daddy, your
secret’s safe with me!” she said with a smile, before closing the
door.

A smile appeared on the face of Sebastian
Ross, and he shook his head as he watched the door close behind
her. The smile soon faded, however, replaced by a look of concern,
and then of fear.


 



Chapter 5

 


Daniel was running late for his first class
on the first day of his junior year at Free Market University. He
quickly ran for the first seat available, which happened to be in
the first row of desks which clustered around the professor’s
lectern in a semi-circle. The arrangement was clearly designed to
enhance and maximize the student-professor interaction, which most
students and faculty alike considered to be a useless relic of the
bygone days of university instruction, especially considering the
advanced tech mandated for all university programs by the Corporate
Directorate. Despite the widespread use of virtual classrooms
following the Great Schism, some professors remained old-school,
preferring to teach their students in a physical, face-to-face
environment. Few campus buildings at FMU still contained physical
classrooms or lecture halls, however, since everything could be
done in a virtual setting at a fraction of the cost. Labs were, of
course, still prevalent across university campuses, and remained
one of the preeminent reasons for maintaining campus
infrastructures…along with establishing social interactions and
relationships, of course.

“I hope you brought a
pencil and some paper; he’ll expect it.”

Daniel turned around to find the source of
the strange comment. “What?”

“Professor Kellogg…he’ll
expect you to have a pencil and paper, and not just your Smox,” he
told Daniel, referring to the smart box, AI computers required of
all college students, and most high school students as
well.

“You’re kidding,” Daniel
replied, displaying a genuine expression of disgust for his fellow
captive’s benefit. “I’m Daniel,” he told him, extending his hand
toward him as he did so.

“Simon Bender,” the
student replied with a boyish grin. It wasn’t unlike the sheepish
look worn on the faces of so many of the Corporate Directorate’s
“true believers.” But while he looked like one of the directorate’s
many drones on the surface, Daniel immediately sensed there was
something different about Simon Bender, as if there was something
lurking beneath that boyish grin, something deep and profound.
Everyone grew quiet as the door opened. Professor Kellogg appeared,
entered the room, and came forward to speak to the
class.

“Good morning, ladies and
gentlemen,” he began. “I’m Dr. Jason Kellogg; you can just call me
‘Professor’ if you’d like. In case you didn’t know this, you’re in
Corporate Religion 300, Advanced Studies of Business Theology.” A
light wave of laughter passed through the classroom. Kellogg turned
toward his desk with his back to the class for a moment, before
turning around with a pencil in his hand, which he held up high
enough that everyone could see.

“So, let’s see how bright
you all are; who can tell me what this small utensil is that I’m
holding in my hand?” This time a blanket of silence fell over the
room. It wasn’t long until a somewhat perturbed Kellogg turned his
attention to Daniel. “Can you
tell me what this is, Mr…err…?”

“Washington…Daniel
Washington, sir.”

“Daniel
Washington, son?” he asked him, a look of
surprise on his face. “Isn’t ‘Daniel’ still on the list of names
banned by the corporate theocracy?”

“Yes sir, it is; but it is
sometimes allowed when chosen for secular reasons, like naming a
child after a parent or a close relative. In my case, my father
signed a form swearing I was named after my grandfather, and that
he does not follow the old God of the Jews or Christians, or the
Way of the Nazarene.”

Professor Kellogg spent several long,
agonizing seconds looking him over from head to toe, as if
examining whether Daniel was worthy to even breathe the same air he
was.

“It’s not going to be a
problem, sir,” Daniel told Kellogg. “I promise.”

The rather spindly professor stared at him
until Daniel began feeling extremely self-conscious. Finally,
Kellogg replied, “See that it isn’t.”

“Yes, sir.”

Daniel looked away for a moment, expecting
Kellogg’s gaze to be gone by the time he looked back, but when he
turned back around, the professor had not moved an inch.

“I’m waiting, Mr.
Washington.”

“Sir?”

“You never answered my
question; what is this object I’m holding?”

“Oh, sorry, Professor.
It’s a pencil; an ancient writing instrument used for writing or
sometimes drawing on paper, or wood products. It was used for
writing during much of the twentieth century, especially when
revisions were expected. It was supplanted toward
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