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      MARCUS
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      I sprinted to tell Sara the anticipated news, while the hands of my polished watch read 8:57 under the backyard lights. The weight of my backpack thumped against my back, as the rich aroma of barbecue brisket drifted from the nearby Avensong cul-de-sac, stirring thoughts of what delicious meal awaited me at home.

      Motion lights beneath the awning flickered on when I neared our double-decker patio, distracting Sara from her task in the kitchen. A green glow emanated from her hand as the tempered glass doors slid open.

      “Marcus, I thought you’d miss the President’s Address.” Sara’s playful tone accompanied a light smack on my butt.

      “I promised to be home before it started, sweetheart. It’s exactly nine o’clock. Look.” I flashed my watch face to her.

      Sara raised an eyebrow at the fridge’s digital panel. “Hmmm, you might’ve been late if we hadn’t wagered.”

      “Of course, I would have been late. Where are the kids?”

      “Upstairs. They’re completely wiped out from social recess. Do you want Swiss or American cheese?”

      “Swiss, sweetheart, thank you.”

      “Tracey said⁠—”

      “I have good news.” I didn’t want to interrupt Sara, but my news was too good to wait. Her eyes sparkled with curiosity when she looked up at me.

      “Alright, Marcus, don’t keep me guessing.”

      Wiping sweat from my brow, I shook my head at her offer of a tissue.

      “You look like you’re about to burst,” Sara said. She flicked a slice of Swiss cheese onto the bread.

      I smiled as I popped the collar on my dress shirt. “Let’s just say today was a big day in terms of respect from my boss.”

      “What happened?”

      “Remember the kids and teens obesity pill campaign I’ve been working on…”

      Her green eyes brightened with excitement. “I’m loving where this is going.”

      “My boss told me we hit our profit margin. Now orders are flooding in from doctors’ offices and hospitals.”

      “Marcus! This is incredible. I⁠—”

      “And there’s more,” I cut in gently, too excited to let her finish.

      She leaned against the counter, gripping its edge tightly as if bracing herself for what was coming next.

      “I’m now Senior Executive Director of Algorithm Marketing.” I let the words hang in the air, watching Sara’s reaction, a smirk tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      “I’m so thrilled for you, Marcus,” Sara said, her voice laced with warmth, her eyes bright with genuine happiness.

      I crossed my arms, a sense of pride swelling in my chest. “It’s about time they recognized my skills.”

      “You’ve worked on this campaign, even missed your own birthday party for it.” She arched an eyebrow, a playful edge in her tone.

      “Don’t remind me, Sara. Blame Karl’s last-minute meeting.” I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck as the memory of that frustrating call resurfaced—my birthday fading into the background while work took center stage.

      Sara’s smile softened, a flicker of admiration in her eyes. “Baby, this is a testament to hard work and perseverance.”

      “And to divine timing,” I replied, tapping my temple. “I have to give credit where it’s due.”

      She gave me a knowing look, her lips curling slightly. “You put in the work, and the Lord recognized you for it.”

      I nodded, feeling a quiet pride settle in. “I know my stuff, Sara. Even the executive team in London congratulated me,” I added, the accomplishment still sinking in, though I kept my voice steady.

      Her eyes sparkled as she walked over to me, her gaze holding mine with a tenderness that made my chest tighten. “I couldn’t be prouder of you,” she said softly.

      “Karl backed my proposal, and it benefited everyone, so they had no choice but to promote me.”

      Sara pressed her lips against my stubbled cheek and turned off the range hood. She removed the turkey from its foil wrapping. Then, finally, presenting me with an exaggerated culinary masterpiece that made us both laugh out loud together.

      “Okay, just kidding!” Sara set it aside. “We’ll celebrate your promotion at Daks this weekend with a T-bone steak.”

      “Sounds good. What did you say about Tracey earlier?”

      “Oh yeah, half of her classmates skipped social recess today because of the President’s Address.”

      “But the address isn’t until evening, Sara. That makes no sense.”

      “It’s starting now…He’s in the Oval Office.”

      I trailed behind her into the living room terrace to shut the patio door, silencing the crickets from Chicken Creek. We settled onto the couch. The sounds of eating faded into the background until the news commentators shifted their focus to the President’s speech, an unspoken tension thickening the airwaves.
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      PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS
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      Under the harsh glare of a dozen overhead lights, President Lemuel Dickens sat bolt upright in the high-backed chair. His dark eyes—polished onyx—locked onto the lens. The Oval Office felt cavernous, its mahogany walls swallowing every cough and rustle.

      Marcus’s heart pounded in the silent living room. He leaned forward, remote trembling in his hand. Beside him, Sara pressed her phone to her chest, breath caught.

      Dickens smoothed the lapels of his midnight-blue Zenga suit—tiny waves of herringbone catching the glare—then squared his shoulders. Fingers splayed, he pressed them onto the gleaming desk. He cleared his throat. A soft click: live.

      “My fellow Americans, for four decades our country has lived under the shadow of a creeping terror…”

      A bead of sweat formed at his hairline, sliding slowly down his temple. Sara’s eyes flicked to the TV screen, her fingers tightening around the couch cushion.

      He reached for the crystal water glass. It rang against the desk—clear, ringing. His hand trembled, fingernails scraped the rim. He paused, gulped, then set it down with deliberate care, folding his hands in a tight clasp.

      “Our differences should bind us—woven like threads in a grand tapestry. Yet too many see those threads as stains… stains they believe only violence can cleanse. Beatings in school bathrooms. Stabbings on our hyperpod platforms. Murders on our beltways⁠—”

      A hush fell. An aide coughed. Marcus’s pulse thudded in his ears.

      “The toll of lives lost to bigotry is no longer an aberration. It is an everyday horror. The African American community—pillars of our nation—deserves far better protection than this relentless fear.”

      Dickens inhaled, chest rising beneath the tailored jacket, then exhaled in a controlled breath that seemed to still the room.

      “It is with a heavy heart that I make this announcement tonight. The United States government can no longer guarantee the safety, civil liberties, or quality of life for African Americans on American soil.”

      Sara’s hand flew to her mouth. Tears welled as Marcus stared, stunned.

      He leaned forward. Spotlight whirred. “Effective immediately, this administration is offering ten million dollars to each African American household to relocate beyond our borders indefinitely—with full bipartisan support.”

      He leaned back, letting that promise settle. He lifted the water glass again; condensation dripped in slow pearls as he drank, gaze unwavering.

      “By the time this address concludes, every eligible household will receive the ten million dollar deposit. If your tax status has changed, tap the flashing striped code on your screen within twenty-four hours. Verification takes about an hour.”

      Camera shutters clicked from behind. Sara’s shoulders shook. Marcus swallowed hard.

      “Each household has a ninety-six-hour window to accept. Once accepted, you’ll have forty-eight hours to evacuate. No exceptions. Refusal places your rights and safety at risk.”

      A bank of monitors flickered to life—green banners of Canada and Costa Rica, gold-trimmed flags of Germany and Ghana scrolling in digital harmony.

      “Our world leaders have pledged sanctuary. Countries highlighted in green promise the swiftest admission. Visit the federal Exodus 2052 page for updates.”

      Dickens uncrossed his fingers, hands resting on the desk. “This is a monumental decision. We stand at a pivotal juncture in our history. Know that this administration—guided by the Constitution and fortified by faith—will continue to fight for justice, equality, and peace for every citizen.”

      He lifted his chin, eyes bright with resolve. Pausing over the final words, he reached for the glass once more. Then, with quiet force: “My fellow Americans, good night, and may God bless America.”

      A final bead of sweat tumbled onto the desk. He gripped the armrests and rose in one fluid motion. Without a backward glance, he strode out of frame.

      Sara collapsed onto the couch, sobbing. Marcus sat frozen, the glow of the TV reflecting in his blank stare.
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      The half–eaten turkey sandwich lay abandoned on Sara’s plate, a smear of bright red cranberry sauce bleeding into the artisan bread’s soft crumb. She nudged her bottled water to the side, her fingertips still sticky with mayo, and moved the table tray to the side of the recliner. From the smart screen, reporters jostled, cell phones poised like bayonets, as President Dickens strode toward the lectern under harsh studio lights. I pressed my knuckles into my temples. Sara’s eyes found mine.

      “Marcus, I’m terrified for us.” She leaned forward, her lips cracked. “Our president can’t protect our family anymore.”

      “It’s here, Sara. The ten million dollars is sitting in our secondary account.” The money I didn’t ask for or need.

      Sara slid into the cramped seat beside me. Her hands caressed the phone, knuckles whitening. She tapped the screen. “Oh, God…” Her mouth fell open, breath rushing out in a pained hiss. “There it is.”

      I snatched the remote from the ottoman and slammed on mute. The president’s polished words echoed in the room, but all I could hear was the thunder of my heartbeat.

      “How could he even propose this?” I banged my fist against the armrest, sending a jolt of pain up my arm, feeling the familiar throb of a vein pulsing at my temple.

      “What about the kids? Tracey and Miles can’t live in fear every day,” Sara said. Her eyes darted to the full moon high over the neighborhood.

      “They’re not leaving home,” I vowed with my jaw clenched tight. “We’ll keep them safe here.”

      Sara’s arms tightened as the angry red patches crept up her forearms—tiny embers burning beneath her skin. “Hate groups are growing bolder each day.”

      “I know, but living on an allied reservation is dangerous.”

      “Then what do you propose?” She rose to her feet. The lamp overhead cast her shadow tall on the wall, her posture unyielding. “We’re on our own now.”

      “We’ll tell the kids some people will never see our worth,” I said to her. “We’ll fight.”

      Sara rubbed one forearm with her other hand, fingertips grazing the rough, scaly rash. “How? We’ve got two biracial kids. They’ll be targets.”

      I steered her toward the kitchen and yanked open a cabinet to retrieve a tube of medicinal cream, the color of pale clay.

      “Put this on. It’ll soothe the inflammation.”

      Sara tore off her tank top, revealing freckled skin stung pink with irritation. She studied her back in the handheld mirror, her shoulders trembling. “It’s getting worse, Marcus.” She took off her watch.

      “God is with us.” I squeezed the tube and massaged the ointment into her rash.

      Sara closed her eyes, exhaling. “This whole situation… It terrifies me.” She lifted her arms, exposing the worst of the rash. “Go under my arms.”

      “Things will work out for us, Sara. I see the rash.” My voice dropped to a whisper as I traced the inflamed skin with my fingertips.

      “They’ll kill our children like they did Michael,” Sara said, her voice breaking.

      “I won’t let that happen, I promise,” I told her firmly as I reached for Sara’s hand. “America is our home. I got all the rashes.”

      Sara pulled away, face stricken as she put back on her watch. “So, ten million won’t last?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to run the numbers, but off the top of my head, boarding at Columbia, eight years out, that’s roughly $700,000 a year. By graduation, we’d be six million deep, not counting living expenses or security.”

      She blinked, shelved the tube on the counter, and glanced at her reddening arms.

      “But this is 2052. Most kids don’t even go to college these days,” she said, walking back into the living room. She flopped into the recliner. “And hate groups target Ivy Leagues.”

      “Horseback lessons cost twenty grand a year. Plus, our mortgage and property taxes. Ten million… Gone.” I stepped back into the living room, my heart thudding.

      She rose, pacing. “Then what? Stay and hope for the best?”

      “I’ll fight for you and the kids so we can stay in America.”

      Sara’s shoulders slumped. Her hazel eyes, once bright as polished amber, dimmed.

      The phone rang, slicing through the silence. I slipped onto the patio as the screen door creaked shut behind me. Crickets filled the humid night air. “Ty.”

      “Marcus, are you taking the ten million?”

      “Nope,” I said to my brother with a firm tone.

      “Why not?” Ty pressed, his voice tight with barely controlled rage. “Did you forget my niece and nephew are biracial? My sister-in-law is white?”

      “I refuse to abandon my home to hate groups,” I said, gripping the phone tighter.

      “I’m giving up mine,” Ty said with such ease.

      How could he?

      “This is worse than the sixties,” he continued.

      “I trust God will protect mine,” I snapped and immediately regretted the brittle edge in my voice. The words tasted like aspirin on my tongue—bitter, necessary, and nowhere near enough. I pressed the phone to my ear as if I could strangle a conviction into Ty, force him to believe what I believed. But we were both grown men, raised under the same Atlanta sky. Same mother’s gospel. But Ty’s faith had curdled into hard practicality while mine clung to the old promise: if you prayed hard enough, if you did right, you could outlast any storm.

      Ty laughed, sharp as shattered glass. “You think prayer stops bullets? Jesus won’t save you from hate groups.”

      “He protects His people. You and Amanda need to come back to church.”

      “I can count the times you attended church in a year on one hand,” Ty retorted.

      “The government failed to get rid of hate groups, now they want to pay Black people to leave. It’s not right, Ty.”

      “Bro, they’ll kill your family if you stay,” he warned, his voice heavy with concern.

      “Ten million dollars is not enough for our family. We’ll run out of money in six years.” I ran my hand over my watch for comfort, feeling the familiar smooth metal beneath my fingertips.

      “You’re an executive at a drug company. You can’t make ten million work?” he challenged.

      “That’s different,” I muttered.

      “Not really. The hate groups don’t care about your net worth. You need to take the money,” Ty insisted, his voice softening.

      “You’re a cop and a Marine. You’re betraying both uniforms by taking the money,” I shot back, clenching the phone so hard my hand went numb.

      Ty paused briefly before yelling into the phone, “That’s bullshit, Marcus, and you know it. Your cash won’t win over hate groups.”

      “Dickens allowed hate groups to thrive instead of expelling them. It’s a dereliction of duty.”

      “Fine. Stay behind and become a martyr,” Ty said with such disdain.

      My phone slid from my clammy fingers and thumped against the polished patio floor. The watch hands illuminated 10:30 as I reached down for my phone. Seconds later, a jagged crack slashed through the night air, so sharp it felt like glass splintering in mid-breath. The patio lanterns fluttered, then died. I froze, lungs seizing.

      “Were those gunshots?” Ty asked.

      My heartbeat hammered against my sternum, pupils wide in the purple gloaming.

      “Yes.” The word exploded from my throat like a trapped lion breaking free. My next thought died mid-sentence. Gunfire in our peaceful Milton neighborhood? Impossible. Then another crack split the night air, turning disbelief into terrifying certainty. A second bullet chewed into the biometric panel, flinging sparks of steel, then slammed into the striped awning arm with a wet, echoing thud.

      “Marcus,” Sara’s voice screeched. She jabbed a finger toward the staircase, her body pivoting in that direction. Another bullet punched through the window, then another, freezing her in place under the coffee table. “Tracey! Miles!” Sara screamed from the bottom of her belly as the rapid gunfire consumed the living room like osmosis.

      “Get down, Sara.” I barely had time to scream before a round whined past her ear, pulverizing the porcelain vase beside the smart screen into a glittering rain of shards.

      “Stay down.” I dropped, crawling across the shellac wood. My fingers locked on the glass door frame. I cracked it open an inch and slipped inside, heart pounding like a war drum.

      “Get down now. It’s celebratory firing,” Ty shouted over the phone. “It’s everywhere.”

      The smart screen blinked. Jubilant Black revelers dancing on Peachtree Street, white protesters screaming obscenities, smoke coiling around them like venomous serpents. Each burst of gunfire lit their faces in a hellish rhythm. Shouting reporters sprinting for cover.

      “I gotta roll,” Ty’s voice buzzed, static-heavy. “Stay low.”

      In the living room, Sara crouched beneath the coffee table, eyes wide as bullets whistled overhead, pointing upstairs.

      “Tracey! Miles!” Sara screamed with maternal terror.

      “No. Stay under there. I’ll get them.” I slithered toward the stairs.

      A third shot shattered the night, detonating against the patio floor. My gut clenched, my inner voice prayed, God, protect my children.

      Behind me, Sara’s footsteps pounded in time with her terror.

      “I’ll check on Tracey,” I yelled over the whizzing bullets. I knew Sara wouldn’t stay put. She followed me upstairs. I sprinted down the spacious hallway. Sara veered right to check in on Miles.

      “Dad…” Tracey’s voice wobbled from the end room, thin as a whisper.

      I flipped on the lamp—its soft glow revealed a bullet buried in the window frame, splintered glass around it like fractured stars.

      Sara stood in the doorway, clutching Miles, with dried chocolate milk dribbles on his superhero pajamas. Another gunshot rasped through the walls, and Sara’s grip tightened.

      “I don’t want to die,” Miles wailed, his voice colliding with his older twin sister’s terrified screams. In one smooth motion, Sara dropped to the floor, shielding our ten-year-old son with her body.

      “Get down.” I dove across Tracey’s bed, pinning myself to the mattress.

      “Dad!” Tracey’s voice shrieked into a strangled whimper against my ear. Her fingernails were digging crescents into my forearm. The wall decorated with her robotic science award certificates exploded into a shower of plaster dust as another bullet punched through. The impact vibrated the wooden headboard against our skulls. The coppery scent of her fear mingled with the acrid gunpowder hanging in the air, overtaking the smell of vanilla curl spray in her room. Three inches lower and we’d be dead.

      Outside, a shadow gleamed behind the blinds. I glimpsed a silhouette among the top of the pine trees, hovering outside Tracey’s window.

      Before the shot could thunder in, a metallic hand slammed against the sill. The stobor’s flat plate shifted forward with a grinding whirr. Its dome-shaped head rotated, hydraulic joints hissing.

      “Mr. Stephenson, Officer Caine, Milton PD.” The stobor’s voice filtered through its speaker. “Everyone okay in there?”

      “We’re fine—just property damage,” I said, exhaling as the tension drained from my shoulders.

      “I apologize for the celebratory fire. Our repair units are on site to remove bullets and restore the exterior of your home,” Officer Caine said.

      “That’s… That’s wonderful. Much obliged, Officer Caine,” I replied, my voice calmer than my trembling hand.

      “We’ve apprehended those responsible nearby,” he added.

      “Appreciated, Officer.” The stobor’s plate feet rumbled off the patio, its mechanical rhythm fading into the night.

      Sara leaned against the doorframe. “Thank goodness we don’t have to pay for repairs.”

      Sara’s phone vibrated sharply on Tracey’s desk. She straightened, shoulders slumping as she glanced at me. “I’ll take this into the next room.”

      I watched her go, then surveyed the living room from the stairwell. The Japanese vase, once a swirl of cobalt and gold, lay in glittering ruins against the tatami mat. On the tray table, Sara’s half-finished turkey sandwich had bled out. The quiet aftermath felt fragile, like the calm before another storm.
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      My thumb hovered above the phone screen, the Answer bubble pulsing like a heartbeat. I wavered. Should I pick up or let it ring? With a soft click, I slid the phone to Speaker mode. On the other end, my father, Burrell, cleared his throat, the sound crackling through the speakers.

      Through the half-open glass door behind me, moonlight filtered across the bedroom floorboards, making the treetops beyond sway in the humid breeze. A chill ran down my spine when I noticed tiny red welts creeping up my forearm, each bump a fiery bead on my skin. I reached out, hand hovering, but shook it off and spoke first.

      “Hi, Dad… Did you see the address?” My voice caught on the last word, warbling with tension. I rubbed my arm unconsciously, brushing away a few flecks of raised skin. “No, Dad—Marcus and I talked about it. We’re not taking the ten million. We’re standing our ground.”

      “Sounds like a liberal campaign speech.” His thick Southern drawl dug into each syllable, carrying a weight of disappointment.

      “Dad, you’re wrong.” My fingers tightened around the phone. My knuckles whitened. “It doesn’t sound like that.”

      “You don’t have any rights now that you’re married to Marcus.”

      “Not true, Dad,” I said in a shaky breath.

      “Those Phantom Boyz don’t give a damn about your rights. You’re a target now for hate groups.”

      Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. I blinked them back, but my chest heaved.

      “I can’t watch you suffer because of this,” Burrell said, his voice low and gravelly.

      “Stop saying I’m suffering. I’m not giving up my marriage just because you disapprove,” I shouted as the welts on my arms flared brighter.

      He sighed, his breath rasping loudly in my ear. “Honey, listen… We haven’t been on the same page for a while.”

      I gazed at the ceiling fan whirring overhead, its blades slicing lazy shadows across the wall. Outside, the sky was a bruised purple where I saw the usual—a folding table next to the stars, holding a pink frosted cake, besieged by a handful of buzzing flies. In my floral dress, I tugged at Aunt Ruth’s apron, pleading for a slice. Nearby, Mom pressed a serrated knife into the frosting.
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        * * *

      

      “Burrell,” Judy said, voice plain-spoken. “I asked if you were still involved with them. You said no.” She flicked icing from her fingertips, the sticky smear catching on her apron pocket. “So, why are they here ruining Sara’s birthday party?”

      “I’m telling you the truth, Judy,” his voice crackled back.

      “Mommy, it’s okay. They can stay,” Sara said with her arms wrapped around Judy’s leg.

      Judy’s eyes darted at them. “Sara, honey, they can’t stay at your party.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I have to protect you.”
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        * * *

      

      I pressed my lips together and murmured to myself, “In through my nose, out through my mouth,” then jabbed the red End Call button. The phone screen went dark.

      I stepped away from the door, headed downstairs, and plopped myself onto the threadbare recliner by the bookshelf, exhaling until my shoulders slackened.

      Marcus sat deeper in his recliner, studying me with that same analytical gaze as if he were reading his quarterly reports. His muscles along his jaw twitched twice before he spoke. “The kids are settled in their rooms. I got them calm while you were on the phone. What did Burrell say this time?” His words vibrated with restraint, while his fingers gripped the armrest, betraying the tension he was trying to hide.

      I offered a weak smile of thanks as I ran my hand through my hair, eyes distant. “Dad tried to strong-arm me into taking that money and leaving.”

      Marcus folded his arms, frowning. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “He’s convinced we’ll be hunted down if we don’t leave.” My voice dropped to nearly a whisper, the words feeling like ash in my mouth.

      “Did you tell him we chose this together?”

      I nodded. “I did.”

      He reached out, covering my hand. “I’m sorry he’s putting you through this.”

      I managed a half-smile. “He’s just… being a nuisance.”

      In that moment, Marcus’s phone buzzed again. He glanced at the caller ID.

      “Ty, I told you I’m not taking that money.” His voice echoed around the room.

      Moments later, a firm knock rattled the front door.

      “I’m here.” Ty’s voice drifted through the frame.

      My hand shook as I picked up the remote and pressed Unlock.

      He strode in, police cap dangling from one hand. He had mussed his buzz-cut hair, and his Atlanta Police Department uniform reeked of sweat and something coppery—blood, I realized with a jolt.

      “Is everyone okay?” Ty looked around the living room, seeing the vase’s scattered pieces on the floor and the bullet holes above the smart screen.

      My stomach dropped. “What happened to you?”

      I walked around him, taking in the dark smears on his badge and cuffs. “Were you in a fight?”

      He met my eyes, jaw clenched so tight his Adam’s apple bobbed.

      “Yes,” he said. His voice was low, haunted. “It’s not safe for Black people to be outside—not anywhere in America. Hate groups are ambushing folks at the International Hyperpod stations, killing them on the train platforms and in the streets.”

      I forced the lump down my throat. “What the hell?”

      He collapsed on the loveseat, dropping his cap to the floor.

      Ty ran a hand over his face, leaving a red streak on his cheek. “These killings… they’re everywhere.”

      My eyes were wide as I stared at the smart screen on the wall. The headline scrolled in urgent red letters: Race-Motivated Shootings Surge As White Supremacists Target Black Evacuees.

      Ty stood again. “They’re organizing openly—hunting us down.”

      “Have you spoken with Amanda?” I asked with urgency in my tone.

      He nodded. “She’s interviewing people’s reactions to the President’s Address.” His voice shook. “I tried to talk her out of it. Today is her last day at the station.”

      I reached for the remote and turned the volume up. Amanda’s face sparkled on the screen, already mid-sentence, calm, determined, a lone reporter against the rising tide of fear.
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      Amanda Stephenson stood amid the night crowd at the newly christened Musk Space Arena—once the Lenox Mall—her glossy black diamond hair shimmering under the glaring fluorescents. Each lazy turn of the overhead fan stirred the humid air, carrying the sizzle of burgers, the sweet haze of funnel cakes, and the tang of frying oil. Once a social media influencer constantly surrounded by an entourage for protection, she was now prepared to capture genuine stories and emotions.

      “Good evening, everyone, I’m Terry Stills with Atlanta News Group,” boomed the studio anchor’s voice as cameras panned the bustling food court. “Tonight, President Dickens has offered ten million dollars to each African American household willing to leave the U.S., citing rising domestic hate groups. Amanda Stephenson is live in Buckhead. Amanda, good evening.”

      “Good evening, Terry,” Amanda said, her tone even as the din of clinking trays and laughter pressed in around her. She pivoted on the polished tile and threaded through clusters of diners, her mic capturing every sound of the grills.

      Spotting a family emerging from a booth, she called out, “Excuse me.” Their trays teetered with steaming fries and glazed chicken wings. The father dabbed sweat from his brow; the mother’s fingers clutched around their youngest.

      “I’m David,” he said, thrusting out his hand. “This is my wife, Lisa, and our boys, Kyle and Duncan.”

      Amanda angled the mic toward Lisa. “Did you see the President’s Address?”

      Lisa swallowed. “Yes.”

      Amanda’s eyes narrowed in the camera’s reflection. “What do you think?”

      David inhaled. “We accepted the offer.”

      A ripple of cheers met scattered boos. Lisa leaned forward, voice barely above the crackle of distant patrons.

      “As you can see, Amanda, we’re a biracial family. With hate groups roaming free, we’ll protect our children however we can.”

      Someone near them applauded, another rebuked. Amanda steadied the shot.

      A surge of movement drew her down the court to a blonde woman clutching a diet orange soda, strands of hair escaping her Project 2025 cap. Amanda lifted an eyebrow.

      “Ma’am, do you believe African Americans should stay despite these threats?”

      The woman’s grip tightened. “They should leave, yes, but with no taxpayer dollar handouts.”

      Shouts rippled out, “Racist.” “Un-American.”

      Amanda raised a hand. “Let’s keep it civil⁠—”

      Her earpiece crackled. John, her producer, interrupted, “Amanda, wrap it up. Now.”

      A sudden burst of static, then Ty’s urgent voice dominated the living room space, “Amanda, get out. The crowd’s turning violent.”

      The camera wobbled as she pivoted to flee. Then the pop-pop-pop of gunfire cut through the court. Patrons screamed and dove beneath tables. A ketchup bottle erupted as someone dropped their tray. Amanda’s high-pitched scream vanished under wailing sirens and shattering glass.

      SARA
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      My blanket slapped onto the hardwood floor. The smart feed blinked to static just as a blood-curdling scream lanced through the house.

      “What in the hell’s happening at the mall?” Marcus questioned, looking at Ty for an answer.

      I scrambled for the remote. “Amanda… Gunfire⁠—”

      “I gotta go.” Ty’s voice crackled in the family room. “Damn Phantom Boyz.” He grabbed his hat from the floor. “If anything happens to my wife, there’ll be hell to pay,” he said with a growl, checking his service weapon.

      Outside, distant sirens spiraled toward the mall. I froze on the sofa, legs trembling. I shoved the news channel back on. A scrolling banner reported twelve black victims shot near Five Points overnight. My left fingers twitched like a S.O.S. distress signal.

      “We need to take the money,” I said, my eyes locked on the screen.

      Marcus leaned further back in his recliner, clutching his beer. “Dickens said no federal protection. We’re on our own.” He took a swig. “But, we’ll be fine.”

      I turned to Marcus, my throat tight with fear. “How do we stay safe?”

      “Back in New Jersey, I stood up to those Aryan Brotherhood types all the time,” he said, tilting the beer bottle for the last swig, then lowering it with a deliberate calm. “They scatter like roaches when someone actually stands up to them.”

      “But—are you still going to work tomorrow?” I twisted my fingers together until the knuckles went white. My eyes were darting from Marcus’s stoic expression to the smart screen where bodies were scattered across the mall’s polished floor.

      He nodded firmly. “Kroll Pharm expects me at the office tomorrow. I’m not letting them destroy what we built.”

      I rubbed a red welt on my arm—an anxiety rash blossoming along my forearm. “And the kids? Their field trip…”

      Marcus’s jaw tightened until a muscle flickered beneath his skin. “Police stobors will patrol the city tomorrow. Our children will be protected,” he said, his voice harder than he intended. “If we keep them home, what lessons are we teaching them? That America isn’t theirs, too?”

      I bit my lip. “What if they’re harmed?”

      Marcus sat up in the recliner to face me. His hand bridged the space between us. His fingertips brushed my skin as he swept a loose strain of sweat-dampened hair away from my face. “This is our home,” he said with conviction. “This is where we make our stand.”

      My throat tightened as I studied him, the silver of moonlight reflecting in eyes that refused to look away.
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            FIRST DAY AFTER THE PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS

          

          EARLY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      MARCUS

      
        
          [image: Blank line]
        

      

      Miles’s sneakers pounded the polished mahogany steps while Tracey’s giggles echoed behind him. I hovered a few stairs above, hidden in the morning half-light. Between last night’s terror and their laughter, I’m thankful.

      “I’m glad you two won’t miss the hyperjump to social recess,” I said to them as Miles spun around.

      “We won’t, Dad.” He flashed me a grin—his brown eyes bright—then let Tracey yank him forward.

      I guided them through the foyer into the kitchen.

      “Hey, honey, don’t forget your coffee is on the counter.” Sara’s voice drifted from the next room.

      “Honey, your coffee. Marcus?”

      Sara appeared in the doorway, her hair pulled into a loose braid. She carried a plate of toast and stared at me. “You didn’t hear me call you?”

      “I’m sorry. I got stuck watching the news.” I tapped the edge of the smart screen.

      “What about them?” I angled a shoulder toward the anchors.

      “Have you noticed all the Black news anchors are gone? Roger, Tiffany, Bruce… Poof. Even Phillip disappeared.”

      She took the remote from the ottoman, warm toast in hand, and squinted at the screen as she flipped through each station.

      “You’re right. I don’t see a single Black face reporting.”

      We stood silent as the screen showed rolling footage of last night’s massacre. A stroller pierced by bullets, clothes scattered in a rain-slicked alley, a battered suitcase spilling children’s shoes onto a cracked pedestrian belt. White supremacist suspects in riot gear fanned out behind yellow tape. No anchor’s voiceover—only harsh, factual narration delivered by unfamiliar white broadcasters.

      Sara lowered the remote. “Do you think they gave up their jobs for relocation money?”

      “I know they did,” I said, my voice hushed. “They traded citizenship and everything they built to live in an unknown foreign place.”

      She frowned. “But… Amanda and Ty chose it. They aren’t refugees.”

      I sank onto the couch beside her. “Doesn’t matter. This shouldn’t surprise me… Even if Amanda is an award-winning journalist who has a huge following.”

      “My sausages.” She leaped up. The sizzle of burning meat filled the air. “Here, take the remote.”

      Her hand brushed mine as she tossed it onto the cushion, then dashed to the kitchen. My fingers went bone-white around the plastic grip as I hunted for any glimpse of Black journalists.

      Every station cycled through frame-filling shots of tear-streaked victims and shattered windows, while unfamiliar voices droned on about “community tension” and “ongoing investigations.”

      “Found anyone?” Sara rejoined me, wiping her hands on a towel.

      “Not yet.” I switched channels one more time.

      “Wait… Pastor Toll is on Action News Group.”

      She returned next to me, shoulders tensed. On the screen, Pastor Toll stood beneath the church’s stained-glass rose window, the reporter’s mic hovering at his chest.

      “Pastor, tomorrow’s community meeting—what’s the focus?” the reporter asked.

      Pastor Toll cleared his throat. “The Black community must chart our church’s future after President Dickens addressed the nation.”

      “Where should viewers gather?”

      “Victory Love Church. Tomorrow, three to five. Victory Love Church invites all Black clergy and citizens.”

      Sara’s hand found mine. “We need to be there,” she whispered, eyes fixed on the screen.

      “I’ll leave work early.”

      She bit her lip. “What if Victory leaves?”

      I closed my eyes for a second. “Then hate wins… But maybe they’ll stay to fight.”

      She said nothing and headed back to the stovetop. “The meat’s done,” she called over her shoulder, worry threading her tone.

      I watched her plate sausages and eggs onto fine China with anticipation.

      “You know what this reminds me of?” Sara’s voice lowered. “The Great Exodus of ’42, when they drove out all of the brown families.”

      “Sure do. They were called back to their homeland, and California imploded in ninety days. Damn near bankrupted the country.”

      “We’re still paying for it,” Sara said, shaking her head. “Businesses are still closing because they can’t find workers to fill low-paying jobs.”

      A chime from the smart screen switched to live footage of Grace Street Hyperpod Station. A jammed platform beneath neon canopies, Black families with their suitcases pressed shoulder-to-shoulder with white people heading to work. Police stobors beeped as they scanned the crowd with red laser eyes. White supremacist symbols chalked on station columns, tension crackled in the air.

      Miles appeared at the kitchen door, cereal box in hand.

      “Mom, do we have to wait in that line? We’ll be late for social recess,” he asked, his cereal box clutched close to his chest.

      Sara set her spatula down. “Far too dangerous out there.”

      “I’ll accompany the kids to social recess,” I offered, straightening my tie. “Black people are leaving America. That’s what Dickens wants.”

      “Don’t you have your presentation today?” she asked, buckling her tote over one shoulder.

      “They moved it to two o’clock,” I replied.

      Sara’s eyes met mine. “Marcus, do you think your Black employees will show up?”

      “Ten million dollars is already in their accounts,” I said bluntly. “Some won’t come back.”

      “Some?” she whispered, her laugh brittle. “You mean none.”

      I just shook my head and chuckled. Tracey strolled into the living room with her iridescent purple headsets dangling around her neck. The soft glow of their power indicators pulsing in rhythm with whatever base-heavy track she’d been listening to. Her auburn ringlets framed her oblong face, swinging with each step as she moved across the hardwood floor. She saw the Black families with suitcases on the crowded platform.

      “Dad, why is everybody leaving?” she blurted. Her words shot from her mouth, filling the living room space like a sudden gust of wind through an open window.

      “Tracey, you and Miles are American citizens. This is our home,” I said, trying to remain calm as the words fueled my conviction even more.

      She glanced back at the exodus unfolding on the screen, her fingers twisting a curl of her hair. “But they all look like us. And they’re all leaving.”

      I placed my hands on her shoulder. “We have each other. That’s what matters.” I kissed her forehead. “Come on, social recess awaits.”

      Tracey’s eyes squinted as she hoisted her backpack from the breakfast bar, her silence more eloquent than any argument she could have made.

      Sara straightened and placed her hand on my arm. “We’re promoting four of my Black staff today. Bonuses, too.” She laughed, dripping with sarcasm, a pressure release for her dealing with all those HR AI engineers at the Academy.

      “The bonus is no longer a perk, let alone a job when you have ten million in your bank account,” I said, watching Sara scratch at her wrist and seeing the first red bump form on her arm.

      “I know,” she said. “Let’s get the kids to the station.”

      As cicadas droned around us in a summer symphony, I pressed my hand against the biometric panel to secure our home. Sara and the kids enjoyed the blue and white hydrangeas while brushing away insects near the spa fountains on our way to the hyperpod transport studio in the backyard.

      “Mom, what’s this?” Tracey knelt by the service desk, twisting a pair of tarnished brass keys. The metal showed the faded emblem etched into it.

      “Automobile keys,” Sara said.

      “What’s an automobile, Dad?” Miles asked, his forehead creasing with confusion.

      “I’ve never heard of one either,” Tracey added with a curious tilt of her head.

      “Before hyperpods took over, we used four-wheeled vehicles with engines that drove on streets right where those pedestrian escalators are,” Sara said.

      “An SUV, back when cars existed. In 2030, the United States stopped making automobiles. They vanished.” Just like Mom and Pops’ old SUV, repossessed on a flatbed.

      “Can we sell them?” Miles asked.

      “We used to have cars, but that program expired years ago,” Sara explained. “Those repair shops turned into hyperpod stations like this one.”

      “They’re gone. These are worthless.” I dropped the keys into a rusted bin.

      At the identity pad, I pressed my right palm against it. A panel on the sleek blue wall slid open with a soft hiss.

      “Good morning, Marcus Stephenson,” came Gail’s cheerful voice through hidden speakers. “Flower Station, pod three for three passengers—but I detect four. Shall I confirm?”

      “Yes, Sara is traveling separately,” I said, ushering the kids into the gleaming capsule lobby. “I’m escorting the kids to social recess this morning. Departure protocol adjustment,” I said, taking a seat. Leather swelled beneath my feet and cooled my palms as I tapped the illuminated number.

      The door whooshed shut behind us. Polished chrome walls reflected our faces in curved mirrors. Red leather recliners folded out, each armrest revealing a touchscreen. A refined scent of Italian leather and cedar drifted through the vents overhead.
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