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Milford Hargis stood as a shining example of a modern, thriving entrepreneur. He checked all the boxes of a successful business figure, which by the mid-22nd century had evolved beyond the antiquated stereotypes of early capitalism. Gone were the top hats and tailcoats, replaced by designer smart-fabric suits from Milan’s fashion houses, complemented with augmented reality accessories.

Following an established schedule, Hargis divided his time among his Manhattan penthouse office, Long Island estate, the armored luxury limousine, and his preferred alcove in an exclusive members-only club.

Upon the appearance of his guest, Hargis performed his practiced welcome. “Scott!” His sizable mass shifted as he raised himself from behind the desk, extending a broad hand. “Pleased you could make it!”

They shook hands. The visitor’s chair creaked against the transparent panels of the floor as Scott settled in. Through the smart-glass windows, Manhattan’s evening skyline shimmered with holographic advertisements, casting subtle light patterns across Hargis’s chrome and mahogany desk.

“As you know, my office is always open to you!” Hargis remarked, his features arranging themselves into a professional mask.

“Skip the pleasantries, Milford,” Scott said. “I’m here on business.”

“Sure!” The businessman instantly snapped into deal-making mode. “Interested in the new Dream Vacation edition, I presume?”

Scott retrieved a cigarette, touched the auto-ignition strip, took a deep drag, and exhaled toward the ceiling. “Accurate guess, though not particularly challenging.”

Hargis activated a holographic display from his desk and gestured theatrically at it. “Let me show you the numbers! Dream Vacation leads participation rates across the southern states. 29000 applicants for the fall edition alone, competing for just 250 spots! And that’s before considering the ancillary ventures that have grown around—”

“Spare me the bla-blas,” Scott cut in. “I’m hardly your target for this sales pitch. I won the last vacation, which grants me automatic entry. No lottery crap needed.”

“Of course, you don’t need the lottery,” Hargis agreed, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. “None of the winners do.”

Scott Brossard studied the host intently.

“Ah, so it’s true then,” he said. “Word is Xavier Ibarra plans to participate.”

“Along with Al Reddick and Lula Tedesco. The rules apply equally to all previous winners who claim their re-entry rights. Just like you do, Scott.”

“Enough chatter, Milford,” the guest said. “Show me the contract.”

“That’s what I appreciate about you,” Hargis grinned, “no fluff, just the essence!”

He slid a transparent folder across the desk.

Scott flipped through the pages, his eyes darting across the text with the cautious attention of someone still learning to navigate business dealings.

“I’ll run this by my attorney,” he said, meeting Hargis’s gaze.

“You don’t hint I’m pulling something on you, do you?” Hargis sighed, feigning hurt.

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Scott kept reading. “What’s this ‘Additional Clause’? It wasn’t in the last contract.”

Hargis brightened.

“That’s the crown jewel,” he said smoothly. “A special provision exclusive to the autumn edition. Completely optional, by the way. Two checkboxes there: tick ‘I agree’ and sign if you want it in, or ‘No’ and move on. Easy as pie.”

“You didn’t answer my question. What does this clause actually mean?”

Hargis explained patiently, “It means there’s a specifically tailored component for every entrant. Something drawn from their personality and background. Think of it as a custom element to make the experience uniquely theirs.”

“Custom element? Never heard of anything like that on other vacations. What kind?”

Hargis shrugged.

“If I spell it out, it ruins the whole point. You haven’t heard of it because we’re the first to introduce it. What I can guarantee is that it’ll make the vacation unforgettable, assuming you sign.”

Scott was still harboring doubts.

“Did the others agree?” he asked, referring to the previous winners.

“You know that’s confidential information, my friend.”

“I’ll think about it,” Scott rose, and tucking the contract folder under his arm, headed for the door. Before exiting, he turned back. “But first, I’ll consult my attorney!”
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Scott first registered the spindly silhouette of a cypress tree about twenty yards away. Behind it stood a dilapidated house, its paint peeling and shutters hanging askew. Then came the whistle of bullets, along with the suppressed cough of a light machine gun.

Dirt erupted by his foot, and Scott instinctively jumped aside. He sprinted to the nearest fortification, a semicircular wall of sandbags. Several rounds slammed into the barrier.

Scott wondered whether the teleportation had failed to synchronize, or if this vacationeer simply had remarkably swift reflexes.

He raised his arm over the bags and fired a burst toward the gunner’s position. He needed to relocate before the return fire resumed. A metal cover caught his attention, barely concealed by grass tufts. A handle protruded, its square outline poking into view despite camouflage attempts.

Scott crawled over, lifted the cover, and descended into the shaft. He paused until his vision adjusted to the darkness. He advanced down the narrow concrete tunnel ahead, moving inch by inch, alert for traps.

The only light seeped from the entrance behind him. Along the path, Scott’s fingers brushed against a 25-round magazine, likely for one of the many Uzi variants. Eventually, the tunnel widened into a stairwell where he could stand upright. He followed the concrete steps downward.

A metal door blocked the passage. It was unlocked and looked unremarkable, but the darkness beyond could hide any number of threats.

Scott searched with his fingers for the light switch and flicked it on, ready to fend off any possible attack. The room was empty except for four iron shelves along the walls, each holding a row of crates. He knocked the lid off the nearest crate. Modern Norman crossbow replicas lay in straw-lined compartments, with spare strings of cattle sinew coiled neatly beside each crossbow.

Scott continued his inspection. The second chest held M67 grenades, and the third contained 3.5-inch rockets for use in a hand grenade launcher. The next one was a disappointment: a couple of poorly maintained German Lugers from World War I were scattered at the bottom. Other chests housed leather breastplates and brigandines, gladii, makeshift slings, 14th-century bascinets, Aboriginal boomerangs, tonfa, and halberds: items to thrill museum curators but useless for survival needs.

The final chest, shoved against the far wall, differed. It contained an unfamiliar weapon made of grey-white alloy, no larger than a human palm. It lacked a visible grip or trigger. Still, Scott reasoned, the energy cell housing beneath the barrel could serve as a grip. A titanium plate extended perpendicular to the weapon’s axis with a slight depression perfectly sized for an index finger’s last phalanx. That must comprise the trigger mechanism.

Over the years, Scott had learned one rule: if you don’t know the weapon, don’t touch it.

Scott took the grenades.

He squeezed through the corridor beyond and reached another vertical shaft. Lifting the cover, he surveyed the area and realized he had flanked the machine gunner. Scott moved on, testing another cover before raising it to peer out. A scuffed combat boot jutted into view.

Scott tried to picture this vacationeer — tense, biting his lip raw, clinging to his weapon, sweat-soaked. He pulled a grenade’s pin, lifted the lid slightly, and set the grenade by the man’s foot. The gunner was focused on scanning the terrain ahead and missed the threat.

Scott Brossard dropped the lid closed and quickly withdrew.

The sound of the blast came muffled. He tapped a finger over the counter provided by Dream Vacation’s organizers. The wristwatch-style device glowed red with the number 241. When the grenade detonated, Scott waited for the familiar few-second delay — the time needed for the satellite to register an entrant’s death through their implanted transmitter. As expected, the counter ticked down to 240. The timing matched the system’s typical response.

“The numbers decrease,” Scott murmured.

He crawled to the last opening and peered out. The blood-spattered machine gun hung loose from its tripod. Somewhere to the north, a series of gunfire erupted. The counter display abruptly changed to 239.

“An encouraging start to a laid-back getaway,” he said to himself. The vacation was shaping up to be an eventful one.

Just the way Scott preferred it.
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Halfway through the twenty-second century, humanity had not only failed to solve its pressing issues, but had multiplied them. Oil reserves, along with most underground resources, were depleted. The planet groaned under billions of hungry mouths that had gnawed it bare and demanded more. But “more” was not scheduled to come. Whatever could be consumed had been drunk, eaten, and expelled as waste. Whatever could be corrupted and polluted, a trait humanity had mastered, was first polluted, then recycled, and repolluted.

Rising seas had driven hundreds of millions inland. Extreme weather patterns destroyed traditional agriculture. The ocean, once humanity’s hoped-for food source, had become a vast dumping ground. Currents and eddies gathered discarded waste along the shores or into floating garbage continents, their spread rivaling the land-covered portions of the planet in area. Desperate outcasts increasingly settled on garbage extensions of the coastline, especially in the calmer, warmer coastal waters. Their makeshift dwellings offered more security than land. Water-borne vegetation provided vital nutrients, while the waste attracted rats and birds — an unappetizing but accessible source of protein.

Technology provided no escape. Space colonization remained a dream after deep space teleportation experiments proved catastrophically unstable. Clean energy alternatives arrived too late to prevent resource depletion. Artificial intelligence had reached a plateau where it could manage systems but could not solve humanity’s core problems.

New diseases emerged from thawed permafrost as healthcare systems struggled to cope with the consequences. Digital currency crashes destroyed banks and traditional wealth structures. The automation revolution had eliminated jobs without delivering its promised post-scarcity paradise. Mega corporations seized control of protected enclaves, leaving billions struggling in the wastelands.

Humanity’s living spaces grew tighter with each generation. Hunger, disease, and unchecked crime became daily companions. Prisons burst at their seams while street riots erupted daily. Governments scrambled for answers as mass rage threatened to erupt into full-scale revolution.

As unrest intensified and the cost of conventional control became unsustainable, world leaders turned to sociologists for guidance. The scientists revisited Herbert Marcuse’s theory of repressive tolerance and merged it with Max Weber’s doctrine of state-controlled violence. To give the model a humane veneer, they drew heavily on Hannah Arendt’s writings about the routinization of power. They selectively interpreted her arguments to justify violence as an administrative necessity rather than a moral failing.

From this synthesis emerged the discovery that controlled violence could prevent uncontrolled rebellion. That was the breakthrough that reshaped society.

The Doctrine of Behavioral Stabilization crystallized. More than just a strategy, it became the architecture of the new social order, its effects rapidly reshaping daily life. It was a calibrated system of unsanctioned aggression designed to vent any boiling tension and maintain social balance. The officially authorized survival games, marketed as “vacations” with monetary rewards, became the most effective application of the doctrine. Citizens eliminated one another willingly, convinced they were engaging in mass stress relief sessions. Scientists promoted vacations as the most advanced form of psychological restoration, and governments rushed











OEBPS/a2a8c712022af65a18d35fc83ebc85ca408d3a04_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents
    


    
    
      		
        -1-
        
      


    
      		
        -2-
        
      


    
      		
        -3-
        
      


    
      		
        -4-
        
      


    
      		
        -5-
        
      


    
      		
        -6-
        
      


    
      		
        -7-
        
      


    
      		
        -8-
        
      


    
      		
        -9-
        
      


    
      		
        -10-
        
      


    
      		
        -11-
        
      


    
      		
        -12-
        
      


    
      		
        -13-
        
      


    
      		
        -14-
        
      


    
    



  





OEBPS/images/558cef37dc737144078a5b45a7b12a45_smallRaw.png





OEBPS/0_cover.xhtml


  [image: Cover]













