
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Zonta’s world is turned upside down when Jake arrives at Gentle Acres to investigate the disappearance of two agents of the Authority. Can she persuade her enemy-turned-lover to switch sides before the Protectors take action?

	 

	 

	Zonta survived the Turn Over at Gentle Acres, a communal project she helped design alongside her late husband. Her life as a master gardener is fulfilling, but she feels something is missing. The answer comes when a Protector enlists her to keep an eye on Jake, an agent of the Authority. Zonta can’t deny her attraction to Jake, but can she love an enemy while protecting all she holds dear?

	Jake decides his assignment to the wasteland of Gentle Acres is more than worthwhile the minute he sees the beautiful and exotic Zonta. When he tours the commune and meets the people, he is certain the peaceniks have nothing to do with the two agents he is searching for. As Jake learns truths he never knew, he concludes that perhaps his dedication to the Authority is wrong.

	Can Jake prove himself to the Protectors and his new lover? Can Zonta risk losing her home and another lover to the Authority?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	This story is dedicated to those who fight for freedom everywhere, of all kinds, in all times and places.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Zonta scanned the ripening corn swaying in the midsummer’s breeze as the blazing sun edged below the western horizon. The earthy scents of growing things made her smile. Gentle Acres was indeed a fitting name for what they had created collectively out of the aftermath of chaos.

	They should feel pleased with their efforts. Zonta felt immense satisfaction, considering all the obstacles and setbacks she and her neighbors had overcome in the last decade. The communal garden was by far the most successful project she had ever been a part of or had ever hoped to be involved with. It was all the more bittersweet since she had taken the journey alone.

	I wish you could be here, David. It’s what we’d dreamed of doing oh-so-long-ago when we were young and naïve, and the screwed-up world seemed to hold the slightest possibility of redemption. Too bad the Turn Over put an end to our dreams, huh?

	“Earth to Zonta! Earth to Zonta!” Jenna called out from the fire pit area. “We’re about to start the bonfire. You coming?”

	“In a minute,” she shouted back. “I have to do the nightly check off first.”

	“Okay, but don’t be too long. Elise really wants to try out her new marshmallow recipe along with our chocolate substitute and Daphne’s homemade graham crackers.”

	“Hmm... Sounds great.”

	Zonta hopped off the rusting tractor seat and headed toward the small aircraft hangar they now used as a communal barn and storage facility. They all had come a long way from the early days of horror and deprivation. Her garden helpers deserved all the summer fun possible not declared illegal by the Authority.

	Zonta shuddered. They’d have to catch us first. But what isn’t illegal for us lowly Have Nots? We’re fortunate the Haves can’t be bothered with our gardens and our bonfires and leave us in relative peace.

	As if the cosmos read her mind and its desire for tranquility, a familiar shadow crossed her path. She halted.

	“Hello, Daniel. Long time since your last visit. What’s up?”

	“We have a favor to ask of you...”

	Zonta groaned and threw up her hands. “Why am I not surprised? It’s not like you usually come to help us with the crop harvesting or fruit picking.”

	She turned and stomped into the hangar-barn, Daniel following closely behind. From the unwashed smell that lingered in his vicinity, it was obvious he’d been on the road for some time. Sleeping rough, most likely, unless he’d been able to bunk at one of the neighboring communes in their region.

	Daniel, the thin, scruffy twenty-something with haunting eyes and peach-fuzz cheeks, was the child she’d never had and probably never would have. They walked in silence past the various chicken coops and pens that held the community’s small menagerie of livestock. She knew he wouldn’t speak openly until they were inside her make-shift garden office with the door closed.

	In the gathering dark, she turned on her solar-powered battery lamp and placed it on the old metal desk. Daniel looked unkempt and unfed as usual, adorned in a torn-at-the-neck t-shirt that was stained with dirt, sweat, and God knew what else. His threadbare-at-both-the-seat-and- knees jeans and duct-taped high-top sneakers completed the ensemble.

	Zonta shook her head, but she didn’t judge him, because his outfit was totally in keeping with post-Turn Over fashion for the Have Nots. Her own cut-off jeans and faded tie-dyed top possessed more patches than original cloth. It was high time they did some trading with the Scavengers for new clothing stocks.

	An unusual air of nervousness about Daniel was apparent in his pacing. Zonta intuited that all was not well. She frowned and sat down at the desk.

	After a few moments of mutually tense silence, she spoke. “Oh, come on and come out with it, Daniel. What’s up? You’re not one to beat about the bush.”

	“Funny you should say so, but I have been—beating about the bushes, metaphorically, as Daphne likes to say.”

	He paused his pacing and looked her straight in the eye. “We’ve scrounged up everything we needed to complete our surprise. The dream has become a reality.”

	“All of it?” Zonta raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t really believed that what the Protectors had been scheming for more than a year was possible, but stranger things had happened in her lifetime. “So, it’s set to go?”

	Daniel nodded. “The shitty thing is that our friends to the North shared some intelligence with us, saying that the Authority could be onto us.”

	Relief washed over her. She sighed. “You’re calling it off then?”

	“Not necessarily. The Authority could be just acting out their usual paranoia. They may not make the trip as they planned, and all our recent hard work has been for nothing. So, that’s where you come in. Your help might be necessary.”

	Zonta clenched her fists in her lap. “I thought you were going to say something like that. You want us to help out the same as last time, don’t you?”

	Daniel shrugged, his bony shoulders practically poking through the thin material of his filthy shirt. “Possibly. Word has it that the Agency is sending someone more knowledgeable, not someone like the complete bastards they sent before to check us out.”

	He leaned forward and rested his hands on the desk edge. “Do you think you could handle it? Keep the Agency off our backs while we work on the finishing touches? Make them think we’re friendly natives?”

	Zonta bit her lip. “I don’t know. I won’t know until I try. Does Jefferson know about this development? Any of the others on community council?”

	“Nope and nope, but I’ll talk to Jefferson soon. I’m not sure anyone else on the council needs to know. It’s probably better that they don’t.”

	“No kidding.”

	A cold frisson of terror rolled down Zonta’s spine. She remembered how the members of Gentle Acres Co-operative Farm had been recruited to aid Daniel’s cell several months back. What they’d been asked to do hadn’t been what she had expected. When she’d first heard of the Protectors’ mission to bring about peace and freedom, she’d assumed it would be just that—peace and freedom. Their defensive measures weren’t exactly noble gestures, but she acknowledged that fighting fire with fire was sometimes necessary.

	“You know, cleaning up after your messes can be pretty scary and morally repugnant at times,” Zonta managed through gritted teeth. “Correction, they’re always scary.”

	Daniel shrugged again. “Well, that’s how you know they’re worth it.”

	Zonta nodded. “Let’s hope so.”

	I hope this mess involving the Protectors will be worth it, David. Otherwise, I might be joining you soon.

	She stood and pushed painful memories into the furthest recesses of her mind. “You wanna stay for the bonfire? We have food, and you look as if you haven’t eaten in days. Daphne will be there, too.”

	Daniel sniffed his armpits. “Not sure Daphne will want to see me looking like this. I’d better go and wash up first.”

	“You do that. It’ll be appreciated.” Zonta chuckled. “We’ll see you in a little bit.”

	As silently as Daniel’s shadow had crossed her path, he departed.

	Zonta grabbed her to-do list from the desk and quickly checked off the day’s tasks completed. Then she double-checked that the children had watered the chickens and piglets as she’d asked them to earlier in the day. Her work done, she closed the hangar-barn door and headed toward the bonfire to enjoy the fellowship of her gardening comrades.

	Gentle Acres. It’s not all that gentle whenever Daniel and his acquaintances are about, but maybe, just maybe, it’ll be worth the risk this time.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Jake looked out the small aircraft window at the field below and blinked twice. Were those tall yellowish things sunflowers? He’d only seen them in photographs before. Usually, anything green growing in or around the Workers’ Zones was dismissed as weeds and pulled and processed into ethanol for fuel.

	“We’re landing soon,” his pilot and fellow agent, informed him. “Put your seatbelt on. It’ll be bumpy. This old strip hasn’t been maintained, so I’m assuming it’s full of potholes.”

	Jake strapped in. “Surprising they’ve left this airport alone, considering its convenient location connecting the Have Zones on the coasts.”

	“The Haves figure that ramjets and pleasure blimps don’t need much runway.” His companion’s reply had more than a touch of cynicism in its tone. “It’s the complete opposite of what’s needed for this type of plane. Or even the old crop dusters that utilized this particular side of the airport.”

	Jake gazed wistfully out the cabin window. “I sort of remember coming to an airport like this as a young kid. My mom had to pick up a family member who attended my father’s funeral. She acted amazed anyone even bothered to show.”

	“Ah, those wild pre-Turn Over days and their lack of respect for our cherished elders.” The pilot chuckled to himself. “Whatever did we do before we were blessed with the benevolent order and security we enjoy nowadays, thanks to the Authority?”

	“Yes, all thanks and praise to the Authority,” Jake murmured, careful to ignore the note of sarcasm in his companion’s tone. He’d learned the hard way that it was safer not to acknowledge another Zoner’s cynicism toward their rulers. Instead, he focused his thoughts on the verdant fields below.

	This mission transported Jake back in time to when life started to make no sense. He was four years old when his father had died of a sudden heart attack. He couldn’t even remember his father’s face now. It had been so long. From what he could remember, work had always seemed more important to his father than building a relationship with his son. Sixty, seventy hours a week of work and more work, all so they could have a nice house and nice things to put into it. At least that was what his mother had told him when he was a little older, and they no longer possessed either a father-husband or a home. All that seemed to matter then, as now, was to work like a dog to get ahead, no matter how futile it was or how quickly it killed you.

	“Pleasant surprise. Seems like the Authority completely forgot about this little airport—except to bomb it once or twice.” The pilot snorted. “Lucky for us, they missed the runway I’m using.”

	Jake laughed along with his companion. In the Agency, it always paid to fit in. Always.

	“Yeah, the land around here wasn’t bombed like the inner city was. The natives have made good use of it here,” Jake explained as the plane banked to come around to make its final approach. “From what I learned at my briefing, they’ve got twenty acres planted in food crops and are raising pigs, goats, and chickens.”

	“What a waste. If only they’d move to the work zones and do as they’re told, they’d be taken care of with all the processed food they could eat.” The pilot hit a switch to lower the aircraft’s wheels. “Here goes nothing. Brace yourself.”

	Jake had to concentrate hard to keep his breakfast from escaping his stomach. The plane shuddered, pitched, and vibrated violently before rolling to a stop on the gravel-strewn airstrip.

	“Whew. That was better than the last time I attempted a landing on one of these relics of the past.” His companion grinned. “You got your communications device implanted?”

	Jake pressed the flat-topped, mole-sized dot on the left side of his neck to be certain. The intra-ocular screen popped up in his field of vision, telling him his heart rate, blood pressure, and general health condition were within permissible limits and that he was connected to the Agency’s communications satellite.

	“I do,” he acknowledged.

	The pilot gave him a thumb’s up. “You know how to contact the Agency for extraction then. Maybe they’ll be able to fetch you in a helicopter if the bigwigs don’t have them all in use like today.” He reached over and swung open the door for Jake. “Good luck, Agent Gunderson.”

	“Thanks.” Jake grabbed his backpack, double-checked his gear, and hopped out of the plane onto the cracked and pitted tarmac. “I’ll be seeing you soon, Agent. I sure don’t want to miss the playoffs.”

	“No, you don’t. There are lots of folks who’ll want to bet against your picks.” The pilot laughed. “Close the door and get on out of here. Sooner you clear this hellhole of wrongdoing, the sooner you can come home.”

	Jake waved his companion goodbye and then turned and hiked toward a small grouping of trees. Within moments, he heard the plane taking off, leaving him at the mercy of the elements and the natives.

	A large, abandoned hangar building stood not too far away. Perhaps he could make that his base of operations while he questioned the residents of the bizarrely named commune Gentle Acres. There was no way life outside of the Authority’s control was gentle.

	Upon closer inspection, Jake realized why the building and airstrip had been abandoned. A huge hole in the roof and a crater in the floor indicated it had received a gift from above—as the firebombs were called, deadly gifts the Authority had rained down upon the uncooperative populace during the early days of the Turn Over.

	Among the dusty debris of civil war, there were signs of recent use, however. Several old vehicles were parked in one of the corners of the cavernous hangar. Spare parts for many more seemed neatly stacked alongside the walls that still offered some protection from the occasional strong winds and unrepentant heat of the summer sun. It appeared to be some kind of a workshop. But why would anyone be working on fixing up fossil-fuel-powered engines out here?

	“There’s a lot more to Gentle Acres than meets the eye,” Jake said to himself. Not finding what he felt was a secure enough location to plant his signal booster, he decided to head toward a smaller hanger in the distance, closer to the sunflowers. For some reason, he really wanted to study them up close.

	 

	“Can I help you?”

	Jake spun around and found himself breathless at the sight of a beautiful, statuesque woman standing three meters away from him. For the past few minutes, he’d been lost in observing the towering, almost human-faced flowers.

	“Uh, yes, I mean no, I...”

	The ebony-haired goddess, wearing a long, loose braid, flashed him a warm, inviting smile and took a step toward him, raising her open hands in greeting. “It’s okay. Lots of folks get lost in the sunflower field while on a day hike. I take it you’re from the local Workers’ Zone?”

	Close enough. “Yeah, that’s it.” Jake brushed the dust off on his pant legs. “I’m taking a hiking holiday.”

	“We don’t get many visitors here, but you’re welcome
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